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“International efforts to preserve 
the natural environment are mainly 
concerned with the large, bio-diverse and 
relatively untouched ecosystems or with 
individual animal or vegetal species, either 
endangered or threatened with extinction. 
Much less attention is being paid to that 
type of nature close to where people live 
and work, to small-scale green areas in 
cities and to their benefits to people.

Increasing empirical evidence, however, 
indicates that the presence of natural 
areas contributes to the quality of life in 
many ways. Besides environmental and 
ecological services, urban nature provides 
important social and psychological 
benefits in human societies, which enrich 
human life with meanings and emotions.”

—Wageningen University; “The Role of 
Urban Parks for the Sustainable City”, 2003
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I. INtrODuCtION

Intuitively, we all understand the benefits of parks and open space. We know 
we feel better after a brisk walk with friends, a breath of fresh air, a change 
of scenery, moments to pause and refresh. A plethora of global research 
confirms the health impacts of having and using parks and green spaces. 

This document gives the facts, showcases the evidence, spelling out the 
many ways public spaces improve and enrich our lives. Drawing on the most 
robust and reliable sources of information from Alberta, Canada and around 
the world, it presents persuasive evidence of the huge benefits of investing 
in and caring for our parks and green spaces. 

This document is also intended to create discussion and hopefully result 
in positive action towards enriched community parks and open space 
development in Alberta. While concerted efforts have been directed to a 
comprehensive coverage of contemporary community parks and open space 
matters there will, no doubt, be other areas and points of consideration 
that may have been missed but will be advanced by those reviewing this 
document. We can only hope that that truly happens.

A reference section at the end invites users to seek out original sources 
for confirmation and further detail. If any doubt remains that public parks 
and open space deserves to be the subject of greater effort and enhanced 
investment, the evidence presented here will dispel it. 

“The tranquility of a sunny meadow or 
a calm lake, the beauty of a sunset, the 
majesty of a mountain, or the awesome 
force of the stormy sea convey ineluctable 
feelings of oneness and belonging, the 
hallmarks of an evolved consciousness.”

—WorldShift 2012: Making Green Business, 
New Politics, and Higher Consciousness 
Work Together; Ervin Laszlo; 2009
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A 2009 Dutch research study found 
greater amounts of green space within 
one kilometer—or 0.6 miles—of people’s 
homes was related to reductions in the 
risks of health problems like disease, 
diabetes, chronic neck and back pain, 
asthma, and migraines. The strongest 
connection was seen with depression and 
anxiety.

—Journal of Epidemiology and 
Community Health; United Kingdom; 2009

“A new culture is emerging at the creative 
edge and is moving rapidly toward the 
mainstream. It ’s the culture of the ‘cultural 
creatives’... Their value shift embraces a 
shift in lifestyles, from matter- and energy-
wasteful ostentation toward ways of living 
marked by voluntary simplicity and a 
search for harmony with nature.”

—WorldShift 2012: Making Green Business, 
New Politics, and Higher Consciousness 
Work Together; Ervin Laszlo; 2009

“ While it certainly remains important 
to have a solid business climate, having 
an effective people climate is even 
more essential...  The benefits of this 
kind of strategy are obvious. Whereas 
companies—or sports teams for that 
matter—that get financial incentives 
can pull up and leave at virutally a 
moment’s notice, investments in amenities 
like urban parks, for example, last for 
generations. Other amenities—like bike 
lanes or off-road trails for running, cycling, 
rollerblading or just walking your dog—
benefit a wide swath of the population.“

—Richard Florida; “The Rise of the Creative 
Class”; 2002
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1. seCtION ONe | tHe alberta CONtext: emergINg treNDs aND 
CIrCumstaNCes 

Albertans have witnessed significant, undulating change in recent years—
from an unprecedented resource boom, to a world-wide economic crisis, to 
eventual recovery, the citizens of this province recognize that quality of life 
continues to be key to success. During these times of global societal flux, 
tremendous opportunities exist for positive action at the local level. Against 
this backdrop, the imperative builds for Alberta to demonstrate strong wise 
use of its economic and natural resources. 

“To the extent that all Albertans recognize the imperative of 
change and commit to action, we can create a far more livable 
future than our current course would produce. A future that not 
only provides higher quality of life, but costs far less in the long 
run.” 1

1.1 Demographics and Surging Demand

Canada’s fastest growing province, Alberta’s population is expected to 
reach four million by 2011. More people will seek the opportunity to access 
Alberta’s parks and open spaces.2 

Alberta is Canada’s youngest province. The influx of youthful workers 
attracted to Alberta in recent years lowers our average age, although child/
youth cohorts have shrunk recently and will continue to shrink as growth 
slows and our population ages. Our 65-plus cohort is expected to rise to 
25.4% by 2050. Demand for adult and older adult opportunities to access 
parks and open space will rise as baby boomers age, although typical leisure 
services sought by elderly citizens will resemble those of previous middle 
age Albertans such as walking for pleasure, cycling and bird watching.3 

We have growing ethnic diversity. This is particularly affecting metropolitan 
Calgary and Edmonton, where 91% of Alberta’s visible minorities live—
approximately one-sixth of those cities’ population. Chinese and South 
Asians, the two largest visible minority groups, represent 3.4% and 2.4% 
respectively of the provincial population. Community parks play a key role in 
family related gatherings in the culture of these new Canadians.4

Our Aboriginal population is growing, comprising about 5% of Alberta’s 
population. Nearly half are younger than 20 and more than three-quarters 
live off reserve, predominantly in cities. It is crucial to ensure barrier-free 
accessibility to park and open space opportunities in urban settings for the 
Aboriginal population. 

Alberta is seeing a significant rural to urban shift. The Calgary–Edmonton 
corridor is serving as a particular magnet; already, it contains 72% of 
Alberta’s population. Smaller communities such as Cochrane, Sylvan Lake 
and Strathmore are sharing in that growth. Five of the top 10 fastest growing 
Canadian communities between 5,000 and 10,000 in population are in 
Alberta. Although expansion brings additional tax base to these smaller 
communities, they may need assistance in securing and developing public 
lands for the parks and open space needed to serve this boom in growth.5

Rural depopulation remains a reality. Small communities are losing youth, 
leaving a higher proportion of adults over 65. The 2004 MLA Steering 
Committee Report, Rural Alberta: Land of Opportunity and the more recent 
A Place to Grow: Alberta’s Rural Development Strategy identify the magnitude 
of the problem and commit the provincial government to address such 
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issues as economic development and access to quality of life services by 
supporting programs, youth leadership and infrastructure. Loss of tax base 
as businesses and jobs disappear makes it increasingly difficult for small 
communities to sustain public services such as education, agri-recreation 
and countryside parks without that promised support.6

Alberta is experiencing shifting community models. Huge inter- and intra-
provincial migration means people put down shallower geographic roots 
and rely more strongly on communities of interest. The expanding creative 
class of workers seeks places that nurture personal growth; spark cultural 
and technological breakthroughs; offer authentic and organic cultural 
and recreational experiences; and accept a wide variety of lifestyles and 
cultures. Sustainable communities will be those that provide spontaneous, 
unstructured opportunities such as urban parks and pedestrian friendly 
streetscapes.7

1.2  Behavioural Trends

Obesity is epidemic in Alberta due to such things as physical inactivity and 
unhealthy eating. The crisis is particularly stark among children and youth. 
Obesity rates tripled for children between 1981 and 1996, and more than a 
quarter of children are now overweight. The Canadian Medical Association 
estimates that Canadian children are 40% less active than 30 years ago, 
pointing to an urgent need for coordinated promotion of healthy eating 
and physical activity by recreation, health, education and families. Nor 
are Canada’s adults immune; about 15% are now obese. Although older 
adults are increasingly active, activity levels still go down as people enter 
the “fourth generation,” a time when activity is integral to chronic disease 
management. The news, however, is not all bad. 

In 2009 in Alberta, 58.5% of adults were physically active enough to 
experience health benefits, which has decreased almost 4% since 2007.8 
The 2005 Alberta Throne Speech committed us to becoming the “Healthiest 
Province in Canada.” Fulfilling that promise is imperative if we are to keep 
our health care system sustainable. Given our obesity epidemic, it will not 
happen without aggressive “close to home” wellness programs.

Feeling rushed, many Albertans take discretionary time in smaller chunks 
that often involve multi-tasking—reading a report, for example—while on a 
treadmill. The majority (68% in 2007’s Public Perceptions of the Use & Benefits 
of Local Government Recreation and Parks Services: An Alberta Perspective 
survey) say they value leisure time more than work, yet many find it hard to 
integrate leisure into their lives. Community parks and open spaces should 
provide readily available islands of calm amid the hubbub of life.9

There is a clear shift away from formal, organized recreational activities. 
Many people seek individualized, informal pursuits that can be done alone 
or in small groups, at flexible times, often near or at home. The 2008 Alberta 
Recreation Survey, which tracks broad recreation patterns, found the highest 
participation rates for walking, gardening, crafts/hobbies, and attending a 
sport event, fair, or festival. Registered organized sport participation levels 
fell to 34% in 1998, from 45% in 1992. 

There is also a clear trend toward experiential activities that offer personal 
growth and meaning. Young families are seeking inexpensive, informal 
activities they can enjoy together. Given those trends, outdoor space for 
informal uses such as trails and passive parks must increase in proportion to 
sports fields.10

“ We use the term ‘natural capital” to 
highlight the value and utility of natural 
assets, like machinery, buildings, skilled 
labour and cash, natural assets such as 
forests, mountains, lakes, ranches, farms 
and urban parks yield benefits that are key 
to our economic prosperity and quality 
of life. And, like other forms of capital, 
natural assets require careful stewardship 
and investment for their value to grow and 
pay dividends over the long term. Just as 
we should not take other forms of capital 
for granted, we ignore the value of natural 
assets at our peril.

—Canada West Foundations; Green 
Among the Concrete, 2004
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1.3 Health Promotion and Wellness Trends

Collaborative health promotion grounded in determinants of health is 
essential to preventing and controlling chronic disease. Traditional forms of 
promoting good health—such as public information via the mass media—
are, by themselves, no longer enough to trigger change. We need to reach 
people within their immediate social environments; at home, in schools, 
during recreation, at work, in neighbourhoods and communities. Alberta 
organizations that promote health and wellness have banded together 
toward that end in the Alberta Healthy Living Network. As a network 
partner, ARPA builds bridges between recreation and parks service delivery 
agents and disease prevention and health promotion professionals (e.g., 
nutritionists) who are responsible for promoting physical activity but do not 
necessarily have the expertise or resources to do so. The network also taps 
into the integrated and collaborative initiatives launched by other national 
and international organizations. Opportunities for fitness and exercise and 
mental health in parks and on trails must be a part of this vital work.11

The new focus on physical activity as a key to population health has created 
a plethora of messages from multiple quarters regarding where and how 
Albertans can be active. Messages concerning optimum physical activity 
vary from one disease to another, and nutrition information can be equally 
confusing. Yet the groundswell of promotion does open opportunities for 
action. For example, attention to growing obesity and excess weight is 
spurring support for increased physical activity in communities, parks, green 
spaces, schools and workplaces. Multidisciplinary health and active living 
partnerships are needed and should be supported to prevent obesity and 
invite increased physical activity.12

The Canada West Foundation advances key connections between urban 
natural capital and health and quality of life. “Urban natural capital” is unique 
and distinct from natural assets in working and wild landscapes. In fact, 
urban natural capital need not be natural at all. Community and rooftop 
gardens, golf courses, cemeteries, landscaped boulevards, ski hills and street 
trees may not come to mind when one first thinks of urban natural capital.

Instead, urban natural capital should be viewed as a diversity of outdoor 
areas that range on a continuum from natural to built. Urban forests, rivers 
and wetlands represent more natural components, although this capital 
will never be “purely” natural. At the other end of the spectrum, soccer 
fields, playgrounds and landscaped boulevards represent the more built 
components. Regardless of where they fall on the continuum, components 
of urban natural capita contribute to our health, recreation and enjoyment, 
economic prosperity and the ecological health of our cities. In other words, 
they contribute to our economic prosperity and quality of life.13

1.4 Environmental Trends

Two-thirds of Albertans consider the environment their top priority 
according to the Canada West Foundation, CEO, Roger Gibbins.14  This 
priority is reflected in strong support for preserving and protecting natural 
areas and in pressures to upgrade provincial parks. National Environics 
(www.erg.environics.net) polls indicate that 85% of Canadians think the 
environment (especially air and water) will get worse. Stewardship does 
not yet extend to fossil fuel consumption, particularly in vehicles. Active 
transportation and public transit improvements are needed to reverse this 
pattern. Linear green space and the linking of existing parks could help by 
providing safe routes for active transportation.15
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Water will become scarce. Already, water is a pivotal environmental issue, 
especially in southern Alberta. Increased economic and population demands 
coupled with depleting supply due to retreating glaciers and decreasing 
snow pack will heighten the need for watershed management, drought 
resistant plantings, automated low use irrigation, low-flush toilets and other 
conserving measures. Natural park landscapes support those efforts by 
using less water than developed turf while acting as water retention and 
purification zones.16

1.5 Economic and Financial Trends

While Alberta has enjoyed about 3% growth per year, coupled with lower 
than normal unemployment until 2009, it is currently experiencing a slow 
down in the wake of global recession. The latest Conference Board of Canada 
outlook projects growth of 0.5%. It also predicts that 2010 will see the start 
of a rebound that will once again have oil sands producers and energy 
companies reinvesting in projects leading the way for Alberta to climb back 
to growth rates of 3 to 4% in subsequent years.

According to Alberta Finance and Enterprise (March 6, 2009), Albertans 
remain cautiously optimistic. Home buying intentions in Alberta are the 
highest across Canada with 35% of respondents (Royal Bank of Canada 
survey) planning to buy a home over the next two years—up 6% from 2008.

 As our extraction and commodity-based economy reaches its limit, a 
gradual shift to “value added” processing and a knowledge-based economy 
will continue, ideally assisted by the retirement of Alberta’s debt. In-
migration will remain a reality, creating demand for parks and open spaces. 
Increased investment in such amenities is possible, particularly if leaders 
recognize their ability to enhance quality of life and expand Alberta’s value 
added economy.17

The economic significance of recreation is on the rise. Recreational pursuits 
already inject $2.239 billion into Alberta’s Gross Domestic Product and 
provide direct employment of 22,000 full-time equivalent jobs. Privately 
provided recreation experiences are likely growing faster than public ones, 
but both are growing; the demand for parks, which remain primarily within 
the public sector jurisdiction, is also on the rise. Growth is expected to 
continue and even increase over the next decade. More community parks 
and open spaces are needed to meet the expectations of a population 
seeking reconnection with nature and enriching outdoor experiences.18

This province’s funding to municipalities for recreation was reduced 
significantly during the 1990s and early part of the last decade. It is 
estimated that cumulative provincial transfers would need to have been 
$955 million higher ($2007) during that period to have maintained real 
funding levels at 1988/89 levels. Between the province and municipalities, 
it is estimated, conservatively, that $850 million was spent in Alberta on 
recreation (and parks) in 2006. That total likely approached $1 billion by 
2008.  With provincial transfers “vetted out” the municipalities account for 
almost 90% of spending, the province the remainder.  

Alberta is seeing epidemic increases in the incidence of chronic and costly 
illnesses such as obesity and diabetes even as evidence mounts that 
recreation and active living can significantly ameliorate such conditions. 
Alberta’s health depends on enriched investment in prevention and 
wellness services and opportunities for the fitness and wellness afforded by 
community parks and open spaces.19

“ We must build landscapes that heal, 
connect and empower, that make 
intelligible our relations with each other 
and with the natural world; places that 
welcome and enclose, whose breaks and 
edges are never without meaning. Nature 
parks cannot do this work. We urgently 
need people living on the land, caring 
for it, working out an ideal of nature 
that includes human culture and human 
livelihood. All that calls for a new culture 
of nature , and it cannot come soon 
enough.”

—Alexander Wilson; “The Culture of 
Nature”, 1998

“Two thirds of Albertans consider the 
environment their top priority.”

—Roger Gibbins; Canada West 
Foundation, 2005

“Obesity in children and adults has tripled 
in the past 20 years.”

—Travis A. Barnett, Ph.D. Researcher at 
Sainte-Justine Hospital Research centre, 
Montreal, Canada.
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Albertans enjoy high household income. With median income $5,000 higher 
than the Canadian norm, individual households increased their recreation 
spending by 26% between 1997 and 2001. Heightened awareness of the 
importance of physical activity will continue to put pressure on community 
parks and recreation facilities. Public sector recreation and parks must be 
vigilant in identifying and responding to diverse recreation needs, including 
the needs of those who are economically disadvantaged despite Alberta’s 
recent boom economy over the past five years20  and an expected recovery.

The gap between haves and have-nots continues to grow. Across North 
America, people older than 50 hold more than 50% of the wealth—
this reality is softened in Alberta by young, largely urban professionals 
and skilled workers who are taking advantage of our natural resource 
development. The proportion of households living under the Low Income 
Cut-off (LICO) has gone down in some communities (e.g., Edmonton has 
gone from 21% in 1995 to 16% in 2000). Yet many individuals face continuing 
financial pressure, and the shift of wealth to the elderly continues. Seniors 
traditionally receive the deepest discounts for recreation and parks services; 
it is equally important to respond to the needs of low income younger 
Albertans.21

With the current recessionary circumstances that Alberta is experiencing, 
it is vital that capital investments be provided in building and renewing 
social infrastructure including community parks and open space and to take 
advantage of reduced construction costs.

1.6  Government and Governance Trends

Provincial leadership and funding for recreation and parks have diminished 
sharply in recent years. The Province of Alberta has devolved responsibilities 
to local governments and the voluntary sector, particularly for operational 
support. Fully 95% of municipal recreation and parks expenditures now 
come from property taxes and other local revenues, and reduced provincial 
transfers has resulted in prompting a 90% increase in local user fees over 
a decade. The shift also significantly impacts not-for-profit providers and 
their clients. Economic constraints—particularly the cost of admission fees, 
equipment and supplies—have replaced time constraints as leading barriers 
to recreation participation.22

Long perceived as “children of the provinces,” local governments have 
emerged as a major force. The Government of Canada’s, A New Deal for 
Communities (2005) highlights the need for enhanced attention to municipal 
sustainability. The Alberta Government’s recent decision to transfer $1.4 
billion to Alberta municipalities over the next few years will greatly assist 
municipal financing. A shift from “government” to “shared governance” 
extends to the local level, resulting in increasing delivery of public services 
and goods through inter-governmental and inter-sectoral partnerships. 
This sharing of roles, coupled with increased accountability, dramatically 
shifts the skills and approaches needed to deliver municipal services 
including those of recreation and parks. Capacity for citizen involvement 
and community development is growing at the local level as recreation and 
parks staff address community issues within integrated teams that include 
residents as well as other inter-sectoral disciplines and agencies.23

“Children living near green spaces are 
more active... Children at high risk of 
obesity who live near parks and recreation 
areas are apt to participate in walking 
activities more often”, researchers 
recently reported at the American Heart 
Association’s Conference on Nutrition, 
Physical Activity and Metabolism .
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2. seCtION twO | Parks aND greeN sPaCe eNHaNCe COmmuNIty lIfe

2.1 Parks Have the Power to Shift Outcomes... and Albertan’s   
Get It!

Province-wide research completed in 2007 by Ipsos Reid for ARPA provides 
proof that Alberta citizens recognize the importance of recreation and 
parks and want their tax dollars to support those services. Entitled Public 
Perceptions of the Uses and Benefits of Local Government Recreation and Parks 
Services: An Alberta Perspective, the study was grounded in primary data. 
Among its key findings:

•	 93% of survey respondents agreed that recreation and parks play an 
important role in knitting communities together and enhancing quality 
of life;

•	 90% of Albertans see a strong role for recreation and parks in fostering 
healthy children;

•	 95% of Albertans agree that recreation and parks contribute to 
environmental stewardship;

•	 78% of Albertans realize that recreation can help reduce the burden on 
the healthcare system;

•	 75% of Albertans agree that recreation is an antidote to crime;

•	 97% of respondents said they believe that the community at large 
benefits “a great deal” or “somewhat” from local parks;

•	 91% of respondents make direct use of public recreation and/or parks 
services during the year;

•	 80% of Alberta’s households use public parks; and

•	 64% of Albertans said they would pay more taxes if new or improved 
recreation services were made available.

The study confirms with scientific validity that citizens understand 
recreational and parks services’ direct and tangible benefits. In fact, they 
consider them essential to social and community development.24

Similarly, in 2005, Alberta Community Development commissioned an 
Ipsos Reid study that invited Albertans to rank the importance of various 
attractions and activities to their quality of life. ”Protection of natural 
resources, such as parks” ranked first, followed by “libraries” and then “sports 
and recreation facilities.” The activities typically thought to be important 
by Albertans included “volunteering opportunities,” “museums,” “heritage 
facilities,” “events that promote cultural diversity,” and “cultural festivals 
and events.” Albertans view parks and open space as the most important 
attraction and activity contributing to their quality of life.25 

However, recognizing the importance of and having access to public spaces 
are not enough. The planning, design and management of that space 
is equally important. Unfortunately, despite their importance to us, our 
community parks and open spaces are often taken for granted or neglected. 
This implores the question: Does the amount of money invested in their 
provision and upkeep truly reflect the vital role they play in people’s lives? 
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“The garden is a place where people come 
together... it breaks isolation.”

—Growing Urban Health: Community 
Gardening in South-East Toronto

“Albertans view parks and open space as 
the most important attraction and activity 
contributing to their quality of life.”

—Alberta Community Development; 
“Alternative Descriptions of Culture and 
Quality of Life Survey, 2006

2.2 Community Parks: Not a Cost, But a Crucial Investment

It is important that all Alberta stakeholders see the strong connection 
between community parks and open space and broader goals such as 
economic development, personal health, community pride and identity, 
cultural integration and neighbourhood renewal. 

Stakeholder-driven, public/private partnerships will be a primary force 
in Alberta’s future urban and countryside park efforts. The challenge is 
to ensure that these partnerships develop productively and equitably. 
Successful parks will depend on visioning, team building, broad community 
support and creative investment. Equally important, we need to forge new 
public/private partnerships to maintain and manage parks, so that the great 
parks created today will remain great parks tomorrow. 

The public sector must take the lead, first by investing in open space and 
then by calling for community investment in parks. Governments also must 
lead the visioning and invest in the recreation and parks master plans and 
documents that set the stage for private and other voluntary organization 
partners to become involved. Leadership must occur across federal 
and provincial government ministries and other private and voluntary 
organizations, around Cabinet/Municipal Council tables and in budget 
deliberations. 

Substantial public commitment in community parks and open space is not 
a cost, but a critical investment that will create a public health and greening 
legacy for the future.

2.3 The Benefits of Community Parks: It’s All About Public Good

2.3.1 A Sense of Community: It Starts in Parks

Community engagement is the process of working collaboratively with 
individuals and groups to achieve specific goals. Municipalities that 
involve their constituencies directly in the ongoing design, planning and 
management of parks and open spaces develop informed and engaged 
residents who feel connected to their communities.

The Capital Region River Valley Alliance is an outstanding local/regional 
example of improving community and quality of life through the common 
goal of creating a park. The Alliance came into existence in 1996 as a group 
of volunteers representing seven Capital Region municipalities who envision 
transforming an 88-km stretch of river valley into a world-class metropolitan 
riverfront integrated park. All municipalities currently represented in the 
Capital Region River Valley Alliance share the vision of protecting the natural 
capital of the river valley while ensuring that residents and visitors can 
access and enjoy the valley for a variety of active and passive pursuits.

The premise of engaging a community using nature was empirically verified 
by the study Growing Urban Health: Community Gardening in South-East 
Toronto. Participant observations, focus groups and in-depth interviews with 
active community gardeners resulted in these findings: 

•	 Individual pride in gardening extends to the wider community as well.

•	 Gardening in community increases attachment to the community. 

•	 Community gardens enhance not only connections, but also the 
physical features of a community.

Parks are one of the most effective ways to 
build a sense of community and improve 
quality of life. Parks are also one of the 
most effective methods available to 
change the character and improve the 
image of a community. 

“Open space is a key factor in corporate 
location decisions.”

—State of Pennsylvania; “Better Models for 
Development in Pennsylvania:, 2005
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“Parks channel positive community 
participation as people of diverse 
backgrounds work together toward a 
shared vision.”

“Parks provide places for people with 
diverse cultural backgrounds to connect 
and interact in a shared environment.”

“Parks add to social capital by prompting 
people to come together in pursuit of 
shared goals.”

•	 The gardens are seen as a place for positive social interaction, a 
particularly important benefit in communities where social exclusion 
and marginalization are pervasive.

•	 Interactions in the gardens often lead to broader discussions about 
other issues of importance to the community.

•	 Community gardens can be important for building broader community 
involvement.26

Another example of community engagement through gardening comes 
out of New York. In 1999, 15 community gardens in low-income areas not 
only grew 11,000 pounds of fresh produce, but also donated 50% of their 
harvest to soup kitchens and food pantries.27 When people go out of their 
way to help themselves and others, the personal and community benefits 
are enormous.

Research shows that residents in neighbourhoods with common green 
spaces are more likely to enjoy stronger social ties than those surrounded by 
concrete.28 Parks offer unique opportunities for people with diverse cultural 
backgrounds to interact and establish relationships that break down physical 
and social barriers. In urban centres with large communities of first and 
second-generation immigrants, parks provide inter-generational and inter-
cultural exposure to traditions, languages and play. 

Parks channel positive community participation by getting diverse people 
to work together toward a shared vision. Until the early 1990s, Toronto’s 
5.75-hectare Dufferin Grove Park resembled a typical urban park, with plenty 
of open space as well as some sports facilities. Yet it remained underused. 
Friends of Dufferin Grove formed to revive activity in the park, confident 
that local people possess not only ideas about how they want the park to be 
used, but also the skills and resources to make these visions real. Fostering 
a culture of flexibility and experimentation, they created a cob courtyard, 
community gardens, sculpture gardens and an adventure playground. Now a 
lively collective of volunteers and park users helps manage the park, taking 
responsibility for many of its unique structures and spaces. One does not 
have to attend formal committee meetings to influence the park’s future. 
Instead, new ideas are discussed informally among park users, and pick up 
momentum if there is enough interest and resources.29 

Community dialogue and action can develop social capital, leading to a 
much stronger community. Parks can play a significant role in establishing 
and supporting that social capital by providing the impetus for people to 
tackle shared challenges.

2.3.2 Parks and Open Spaces: An Anchor for Community 
Revitalization

Parks define the shape and feel of a municipality and its neighbourhoods. 
Knowing that, communities can consciously use parks as tools for 
revitalization. Parks can:

 
•	 stem the downturn of a commercial area by creating walking, resting 

and meeting places; 

•	 support the stabilization of faltering neighbourhoods; and

•	 provide a landmark and point of pride for residents. 

A 2003 study in Galway, Ireland 
investigated the relationship between 
neighbourhood design and individual 
levels of social capital. Using data from a 
household survey, researchers compared 
the social capital of citizens living in 
neighbourhoods ranging from mixed-
use pedestrian-oriented designs to car-
dependent suburban subdivisions. They 
found respondents living in walkable 
neighbourhoods more likely to know their 
neighbours, participate politically, trust 
others and be socially engaged. In other 
words, those living in walkable, mixed-use 
neighbourhoods exhibited higher levels 
of social capital than those living in car-
oriented suburbs.

—Kevin M. Leyden; Social Capital and 
the Built Environment: The Importance of 
Walkable Neighbourhoods. AM Journal 
Public Health; September 2003; 93: 1546 
– 1551
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“People living in walkable, mixed-use 
neighbourhoods benefit from higher levels 
of social capital than those living in car-
oriented suburbs.”

—Kevin M. Leyden; Social Capital and 
the Built Environment: The Importance of 
Walkable Neighbourhoods. AM Journal 
Public Health; September 2003; 93: 1546 
– 1551

“ We are taking back the avenue in a way. 
We live here and we are going to start 
being proud of that. We are not going to 
be imitated by the crime or other things 
that may have defined this place in the 
past.” 

—Alberta Avenue resident, Edmonton

To achieve these outcomes, governments need to both recognize parks’ 
potential to spur revival and support the elements that will make revival 
happen. 

Leadership, vision and 12 years of renovation turned New York’s Bryant 
Park from “Needle Park” to an asset that is doing its 133-year history proud. 
Located behind the New York Public Library, the park is no longer home to 
drug dealers and 150 robberies a year. Since reopening in 1992, it has hosted 
thousands of visitors a day for major fashion shows, jazz festivals, outdoor 
movies and more. Leasing activity on neighbouring Sixth Avenue increased 
60% in just two years, prompting brokers to term the revitalized park their 
“deal-clincher.”30

As the Bryant Park experience indicates, revitalization often attracts further 
investment by spurring significant residential or commercial redevelopment. 
The revitalized Carver Park Neighbourhood in Yuma, California is living 
proof. One of Yuma’s oldest neighbourhoods and among the poorest in the 
United States  with a 48% poverty rate and 30% unemployment, Carver Park 
was a haven for drugs, gangs and violent crime. Now 60 homes have being 
substantially rehabilitated and the park where drug deals occurred boasts 
a beautiful climbable fountain adorned with metal animals and trees. Filled 
with families and activities, the park has become a safe place for the whole 
community.

Recognizing an opportunity, Yuma’s private sector developed 120 new 
housing units in the 22-block neighbourhood. Numerous facilities also 
sprang up, including a state-of-the-art Neighbourhood Center and an Adult 
Daybreak Center. More than 8,000 community volunteers came together to 
build a new Stewart Vincent Wolfe Creative Playground. Designed with input 
from local schoolchildren, the playground went up in just 10 days.31 

Neighbourhood park projects involving community groups, residents and 
the municipality can turn a distressed residential area around. Take Alberta 
Avenue—one of Edmonton’s older residential neighbourhoods—the area’s 
reputation for crime, pawnshops and prostitution deters visitors. Now 
publicly supported redevelopment is turning the area into a destination 
for the arts community, echoing the rebirth of Whyte Avenue decades ago. 
Recognizing the importance of parks in this work, the multi-stakeholder 
Alberta Avenue team plans to upgrade community league and school 
grounds, create a pedestrian corridor and develop an ornamental park. 
Everyone involved is determined to succeed. As one resident put it, “This 
neighbourhood is full of people who are not willing to give up.”32 

Enrique Peñalosa, Mayor of Bogotá, thoroughly tested the community 
revitalization model, initiating numerous radical improvements during his 
three-year term. Through his leadership, the city:

•	 improved marginal neighbourhoods through citizen involvement; 

•	 turned a deteriorated downtown avenue into a dynamic pedestrian 
public space;

•	 promoted a city model that gives priority to children and public spaces 
while restricting private car use;

•	 added hundreds of kilometres of sidewalks, bicycle paths and pedestrian 
streets (including one through the city’s poorest neighbourhood);

•	 lined creeks with greenways; and

•	 built or reconstructed more than 1,200 parks, including a large park in 
an area previously surrendered to crime and drugs. 
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Peñalosa’s idea for a car-free day received massive popular support, 
attracting the prestigious Stockholm Challenge Award. Through a 
referendum, people adopted a yearly car-free day and decided to eliminate 
cars from streets during morning and evening rush hours beginning in 2015. 

In three years as mayor, Peñalosa led the transformation of a city from 
negative desperation to pride and hope.33 

Groundwork, a 27 year-old UK organization, has established a mechanism for 
involving communities in revitalizing neglected land on the urban fringe. In 
2006 – ’07 alone, Groundwork supported nearly 6,000 projects across the UK. 
These projects:

•	 planted 360,000 trees;

•	 improved 20 million square meters of land;

•	 maintained 67 million square meters of land;

•	 worked directly with 7,000 businesses;

•	 helped 2,500 businesses improve their environmental performance;

•	 created 2,750 jobs;

•	 involved young people in 280,000 days of projects;

•	 involved adults in 182,000 days of projects; and

•	 worked with 4,300 schools.34

2.3.3 Parks: An Economic Generator

Parks are a source of positive economic benefits, a good financial investment 
for a community. Excellent parks and open spaces boost a local economy in 
numerous ways including:

•	 enhancing property values; 

•	 increasing municipal revenue; 

•	 serving as intrinsic economic generators;

•	 attracting business investment;

•	 providing direct spending; and

•	 creating jobs.

Parks positively impact real property values. It is not unusual for a home 
constructed beside a ravine, tree stand or wetland to sell for 20% more than 
a similar lot two blocks away. Owners pay a premium to enjoy the proximity 
to natural heritage or to have a quiet green space in their backyard. The 
developer also benefits from the higher lot price. 

Healthy Parks, Healthy People, Healthy Communities: Assessing the Proximate 
Value of Parks and Open Spaces to Residential Properties in Alberta, a 2007 
study completed on behalf of ARPA by Serecon Management Consulting, 
found premiums of 10% to 15% for residential lots near green spaces, 
depending on the type and quality of the parks. Properties adjacent to 
active use areas within higher noise and traffic levels tend to attract lower 
premiums than those adjacent to natural areas with aesthetic and privacy 
values.35 
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The Economic Value of Parks and Open 
Space:

•	 Parks and open space are a net benefit 
to community coffers

•	 Parks and open space increase nearby 
property values

•	 Parks and open space are key factors in 
corporate location decisions

•	 Open space protection is “smart growth”

•	 Parks and open space energizes 
economic development and 
neighbourhood revitalization

•	 Parks and open space preservation 
protects the future of working lands

•	 Parks and open space generate 
spending from managing agencies

•	 Parks and open space can protect 
against natural disasters

•	 Parks and open space protect natural 
systems

•	 Parks and open space promote healthy 
lifestyles

•	 Parks and open space attract tourism 
dollars

—Better Models for Development in 
Pennsylvania. Ideas for Creating More 
Livable and Prosperous Communities. 
April, 2005.

A US study measuring the impact of parks on property values revealed that 
properties within 800 feet (straight-line distance) of urban parks carry 2% 
to 3% premium as compared to similar properties further away from urban 
parks. This premium increases 5% to 20% depending on the property’s 
proximity to golf courses, green space corridors and other parks and open 
space amenities.36 

Following revitalization of New York’s Bryant Park, rents for nearby 
commercial office space increased 115% to 225% while those in surrounding 
areas increased 41% to 73%, according to research by Ernst & Young. The 
report, which analyzed 36 neighbourhood parks in all five boroughs of New 
York City, concluded “commercial asking rents, residential sale prices and 
assessed values for properties near a well-improved park generally exceeded 
rents in surrounding submarkets.”37 

The proximate impact of parks holds globally as well. In Berlin in 2000, 
proximity to playgrounds in residential areas was found to increase land 
values by up to 16%. In the same study, a high number of street trees 
resulted in a 17% increase in land values.38 

By adding value to adjacent properties, attractive parks and green spaces 
generate additional park revenue. In Alberta, the Serecon study found the 
highest-level tax premiums near passive parks of moderate size (one to four 
hectares) whose shape maximizes individual property exposure to parks.39 

In Ontario, a statistical analysis of data for two neighbourhoods showed an 
increase in property values of around $8 per foot closer to green space. This 
equated into an increase in property tax revenue of 8%.40 

Another excellent example originates in San Francisco, where proximity 
to the Golden Gate Park has been known to increase property prices $500 
million to $1 billion, generating $5 to $10 million a year in State property 
taxes.41 

A United States (US) study titled Assessing the Benefits and Costs of the Urban 
Forest conservatively estimates that a 5% increase in property values due to 
nearby parks generates an additional $25 per year on a property tax bill of 
$500. Across the United States, that would total US $1.5 billion in additional 
municipal revenues. Given their very conservative estimates, authors suggest 
a more realistic estimate of additional revenue would be “two to three times 
that amount.”42 

Parks and open spaces attract tax-paying businesses and residents to the 
community by enhancing the community’s quality of life. Corporate CEOs 
say quality of life for employees is the third most important factor in locating 
or relocating a business, behind only access to domestic markets and 
availability of skilled labour.43 

The economic impact of natural areas and parks extends far beyond property 
tax income. In 1996, Albertans spent $1.2 billion on nature-related activities, 
including $171.6 million on wildlife viewing, $147.8 million on fishing and 
$71 million on hunting. Nature-related activities supported 23,600 jobs and 
provided local and provincial governments $369 million in tax revenue.44  

In 2006, the Canadian Parks Council estimated that spending by national/
provincial/territorial park agencies and visitors adds approximately $2.5 
billion a year to the Canadian economy and creates the equivalent of 60,000 
full time jobs.45 
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In sum, there is no denying that Alberta’s parks and open spaces contribute 
to a healthy, diversified economy.

2.3.4 Green Infrastructure: Our Natural Life Support

Green infrastructure (an interconnected system of green space that 
conserves natural ecosystem values and functions) is a community’s natural 
life support system. Soils, wetlands, shrubs, trees and whole forests perform 
crucial ecological services that benefit humans as well as the natural world. 
Urban forests, for example, filter air and water while providing oases of calm 
and beauty. In short, we depend on green infrastructure for environmental 
and economic sustainability.46 

Clearly, parks and open space are key components of green infrastructure, 
and thus community necessities. Municipalities use this form of green 
infrastructure to:

•	 reduce flood control and storm water management costs; 

•	 reduce transportation and built infrastructure costs;

•	 preserve ecological functions and protect biodiversity;

•	 make “free of charge” contributions to our human economy;

•	 shape urban form;

•	 buffer incompatible uses; and

•	 reduce opposition to development.47

Traditionally, municipalities employ “hard” engineering solutions to manage 
storm water. Not only are those solutions costly, but they often pave over 
important aesthetic and biological features, such as streams and tree stands. 
A holistic system using protected green areas performs many of the same 
services as gray infrastructure (water management, flood control, water 
quality protection), often at a reduced cost and more reliably.48 What’s more, 
protected green areas require less maintenance than traditional parks.49 

Green infrastructure provides low-cost transportation options that reduce 
our dependence on fossil fuels. By investing in trails, communities such as 
Washington, D.C., Seattle and Tampa have experienced a significant shift 
from automobile use to walking and biking. The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy 
estimates that one-third of weekday trail users are commuting to work.50  
Such trends offer significant economic, environmental, health and 
sustainability benefits for residents and entire communities. 

Green infrastructure preserves ecological functions. Grass and trees absorb 
rainwater, sequester carbon, remove pollutants from the atmosphere and 
reduce urban heat islands. Besides adding to human comfort, those factors 
have spinoff benefits, such as extending the life of asphalt in roadways. Parks 
and natural areas provide watershed protection by filtering sediments and 
pollutants and by managing floods and storm water.51 

Green infrastructure protects biodiversity. Sixty-two rare plant species live 
within the Capital Region river valley and adjacent lands, according to the 
Alberta Natural Heritage Information Centre.52 Wildlife experience similar 
benefits, here and in other protected spaces throughout the province.
Green infrastructure contributes “free of charge” benefits to our human 
economy. Those gifts include air and water purification, rainwater filtration, 
drought reduction, soil remediation, carbon sequestration and moderation 
of extreme climate events such as flooding and erosion.53 

“Urban natural capital comes in a variety 
of sizes, shapes and styles distinct to urban 
landscapes. The interaction between the 
human environment and the natural 
landscape creates unique forms of natural 
capital that go well beyond the notion of 
‘nature in the city’.”

—Canada West Foundation; Green Among 
the Concrete, 2004

By adding value to adjacent properties, 
attractive parks and green space generate 
additional property tax revenue.

“The total value of the urban forest in 
Calgary based on groomed parks and 
along roadways is estimated to be 
more than $400 million.”

—Calgary … A City of Trees, 2007

“Among the most valuable trees in Calgary 
is a pair of American Elm in Rideau Park 
appraised at $33,000 each.”

—Calgary… A City of Trees, 2007
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“Green infrastructure is an interconnected 
network of green space that conserves 
natural ecosystem values and functions 
and provides associated benefits to human 
populations.”

—M. Benedict and E. McMahon Green 
Infrastructure: Smart Conservation for the 
21st Century, Sprawl Watch Clearing house 
Monograph Series, 2001

“The urban forest requires active 
and consistent and continuing in 
management. The accrual of net benefits 
can only occur when adequate and 
reasonable care is provided.”

—The City of Calgary Open Space Plan, 
2002

Strategic design and placement of green space elements across the urban 
landscape can provide visual relief and separate incompatible land uses. 
Philadelphia is transforming itself from a foremost example of urban 
abandonment and suburban sprawl to a national leader by turning vacant 
land into green infrastructure. Based on extensive research, “Philadelphia 
Green” is clearing debris, planting trees and grass and installing fencing or 
other protective barriers around some of the city’s 40,000 vacant properties. 
More than 900 acres of vacant land have thus become assets for neighbours 
and for the city. As Philadelphia’s experience demonstrates, a model of land 
management based on strong partnerships between community-based 
organizations and city agencies can dramatically shape urban form.54 

Green infrastructure can help reduce opposition to development. When 
citizens think all land is up for grabs, they oppose development everywhere. 
With some assurance that special places will be saved, they become more 
amenable to accommodating new development.55  As Alberta communities 
organize for safer street environments, strategies such as lighting, policing 
and surveillance are adopted; however, the effectiveness of creating green 
spaces that facilitate community interaction and presence cannot be 
underestimated.

2.3.5 Helping Children Learn and Be Well: Connecting to Nature

In the past 20 to 30 years, without most of us realizing, an accumulation 
of lifestyle changes has powerfully and pervasively impacted our children. 
Epidemic obesity, rising rates of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), impaired 
social skills, elevated stress and even what some are calling a “culture of 
depression” are severely affecting our young. 

There is no doubt that today’s children spend less time outdoors and more 
time with electronic technology. There is even a 30% decrease in bicycle 
riding! Well-intended parents literally drive in circles, taking their children 
to and from school, after school activities, sports events, dance class, clubs, 
church and social events. Each of these activities has the potential to be of 
value, but together they tip life out of balance.

The result? Children have little free time. Their lives are structured, organized 
and timed nearly to the minute. When they are home and could be playing 
outdoors, they are often tied to electronic umbilici. Technology is not the 
culprit. Lives are out of balance.56

The solution is simple and solidly backed by research: reconnect children 
with nature. Children are smarter, cooperative, happier and healthier when 
they have frequent and varied opportunities for free and unstructured play 
in the out-of-doors.57 Parks and open spaces provide those opportunities 
and can contribute significantly to our children’s creativity, social skills and 
problem-solving abilities.

The potential gains apply in both rural and urban settings. Original research 
with rural children by Cornell University Assistant Professor Nancy Wells 
found that even a view of green plants and vistas reduces stress among 
those who are highly stressed. Further, the more plants, green views and 
natural play areas a child can experience, the more positive the results.58  

Another such study with inner city youth found that even a view of green 
settings enhances peace, self-control and self-discipline. While the results 
are most notable for girls, boys benefited as well.59 
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Further empirical evidence is provided in Coping with ADD: The Surprising 
Connection to Green Play Settings. Published in 2001, this is one of the earliest 
studies to explore whether contact with nature might be beneficial for 
children with attention deficit disorder. The study tested two hypotheses: 1) 
Attention deficit symptoms will be more manageable after activities in green 
settings than after activities in other settings; and 2) The greener a child’s 
everyday environment, the more manageable attention deficit symptoms 
will be. The results were conclusively positive.60  In the initial study, parents 
nominated activities that occur in outdoor green settings as “being best” for 
their child’s ADD symptoms and those that typically occur in indoor or non-
green outdoor areas as “worst”. Parents also rated their child’s symptoms as 
“better on average” after activities that occur in green settings than after 
activities in non-green settings. In a subsequent nation-wide study, activities 
such as reading or playing sports were reported as improving children’s 
symptoms more when performed in outdoor green settings than in non-
green settings. The empirical research goes on... and on. The results are 
undeniable—nature is good for children.

2.3.6 Parks and Open Spaces: Nature’s Medicine

Contact with the natural environment offers quantifiable health benefits 
that have the power to markedly improve public health indicators. While 
governments and health care providers struggle to find solutions for major 
problems such as obesity, physical inactivity, stress, mental illness, and 
antisocial behaviour, the natural environment stands ready to function more 
fully as a “natural health and wellness service.” 

An abundance of empirical research confirms that exposure to nature 
and greenery makes people healthier. Here are but a few morsels of that 
evidence:

•	 Respondents with access to a greener environment report fewer health 
complaints; they more often rate their physical health as “good” and 
have better mental health.61 

•	 Proximity to public parks and tree-lined streets appears to have the 
greatest impact on length of life, even taking into account factors 
known to affect longevity such as gender, marital status, income and 
age.62 

•	 Contact with nature results in significant improvement for children with 
attention disorders and for teens with behavioural disorders.63 

•	 Exercise in natural settings such as parks is more beneficial than exercise 
along urban streets leading to enhanced tranquility and more relief of 
anxiety and depression.64 

When people have access to parks and trails, they are more likely to exercise. 
A group of studies in the American Journal of Preventative Medicine supports 
this theory. In one study, “enhanced places for physical activity combined 
with informational outreach produced a 48.4% increase in the frequency 
of physical activity.” 65  A review of published studies by the Task Force on 
Community Preventive Services found that creating or improving access to 
places for physical activity can result in a 25% increase in the percentage of 
people exercising three or more days a week.66 

A growing body of research shows that mere contact with nature improves 
physical and psychological health. Patients in a Pennsylvania hospital who 
had views of a stand of trees rather than a brown brick wall had shorter 
hospitalizations, less need for painkillers and fewer negative comments 
recorded in the nurses’ notes.67 
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2.3.7 Parks and the Arts: Creating Cultural Expression

Urban parks have always been an important setting for arts and cultural 
programs. That role is being enhanced through a tremendous flowering of 
artistic and cultural activity, from large-scale performing arts festivals to 
long-term arts residences. As those initiatives demonstrate, parks and the 
arts can be mutually beneficial. Parks that offer venues and other support 
to artists and art organizations often gain new vitality through the artistic 
happenings that result. 

 The marriage of parks and the arts makes perfect sense. Whether it is a 
music concert at Princess Island Park in Calgary, Heritage Days at Hawrelak 
Park in Edmonton or the Arts in the Park Festival in Red Deer, parks can be 
vital places for the cultural expression of a city.68 

Parks can provide a setting for in-depth, long-term partnerships between 
communities and artists.69 Edmonton’s annual Ice on Whyte Festival in 
McIntyre Park, for example, depends on a long-term commitment between 
the City of Edmonton and a team of sculpture artists from across Canada. 

Arts activity can play an integral role in the revitalization of a park. New 
Brunswick, for example, is tapping local talent (including schoolchildren) to 
create the Raritan River Art Walk, an outdoor gallery of 500 to 600 murals 
on a mile-long wall beside the river. It is hoped this new outdoor space 
will attract and inspire more people to enjoy and care for the river. In an 
interesting blur of artist and audience, residents have the final say in which 
works of art remain on the wall.70 

Parks invite inclusion by providing space for everyone. All cultures, ages and 
abilities can use playgrounds, attend festival, fish in streams and participate 
in other shared activities, breaking down stereotypes and prejudices. This 
benefit has never been more important than today as gaps between rich and 
poor grow, our province ages and people migrate from foreign countries and 
other parts of Canada for work. 

2.3.8 Parks: The Strength of Tourism

A park often becomes one of a municipality ’s signature attractions, a prime 
tool in attracting tourists, conventions and businesses. Edmonton’s river 
valley park system and Fish Creek Park in Calgary help shape those cities’ 
identities and give residents pride of place. Some smaller municipalities also 
harness parks to boost their tourism revenues. The County of Grande Prairie 
developed a Community Tourism Plan that, in part, prompted it to create 
and operate attractions such as Klesken Hill, Clairmont, Valhalla, Red Willow, 
Hommy and Bear Lake Parks.71 

Organized events held in public parks bring substantial positive economic 
impact to host communities. Art festivals, athletic events, food festivals, 
music and theatrical events fill hotel rooms and restaurants and brings 
customers to local stores.72 

Sporting events can also be significant economic generators. The 2001 
World Athletics Competition in Edmonton, the 2007 Alberta Summer 
Games in Strathcona County, the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver, music and 
theatre festivals—all can bring considerable financial benefit to the region. 
The upcoming 2010 Alberta Summer Games, for example, are anticipated 
to generate $3 million for the Peace River and Grimshaw communities.73  
Ecotourism is a potential opportunity for communities as well. 
 

“It sounds like just good common sense, 
but perhaps the best way to sustain 
alberta’s health system over the longer 
term is to take steps to enable people and 
communities to stay healthy.”

—Alberta Government’s “Premier ’s 
Advisory Council on Health for Alberta 
Report”, 2001

The empirical research goes on … and on 
… and on. The results are undeniable—
nature is good for children!

—American Journal of Preventative 
Medicine, No 45 (2002): 87–88
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Parks with landscape planting and design that are recognized as “living 
works of art” can be tourist attractions. The Butchart Gardens in Greater 
Victoria, for example, is among Vancouver Island’s most popular tourist 
destinations. A local example of floral beauty, the Devonian Botanic Gardens 
near Edmonton, offers similar potential. 

Park visitors bring significant dollars into the Alberta economy. Economic 
Impact of Visitors to Alberta’s Rocky Mountain National Parks: Banff, Jasper and 
Waterton, a 1998 study by Alberta Economic Development, estimates the 
economic impact of visits to Alberta’s Rocky Mountain National Parks as 
follows: 

•	 annual expenditures of $954 million;

•	 value-added impact of more than $1.0 billion;

•	 28,000 person years of employment; and 

•	 $401 million taxation revenues to all levels of government.74

2.3.9 Smart Growth: The New Sustainable Development Strategy

Smart Growth encourages municipalities to set growth boundaries on urban 
sprawl, make efficient use of land zoned for development and demand 
environmentally sensitive design. Concepts such as mixed-use development 
(combining residential and commercial), transit-friendly design, high-density 
development and pedestrian pathways fall under the umbrella of Smart 
Growth. Smart Growth communities include green space that ultimately 
meets both recreational and environmental needs.75 

Below are just a few of the ways that parks and open spaces contribute to 
Smart Growth:

•	 Multi-use trail corridors within and between parks provide networks for 
pedestrians and cyclists to move about in safe, auto-free environments. 

•	 In walkable mixed-use communities, green space and trails provide 
practical routes to everyday destinations such as workplaces, shopping 
and community centres. 

•	 Incorporating a community’s unique natural features such as woodlands 
and wetlands into the built environment results in more sustainable 
infrastructure.

•	 Landscape guidelines for smart use of green space create attractive, 
secure streetscapes and diverse, visually appealing grounds.76

Exciting developments in the area of Smart Growth hold promise to improve 
quality of life in communities. Some examples are:

•	 An ambitious long-term planning exercise at the City of Calgary is 
being pushed toward a Smart Growth agenda by significant community 
organizations, notably the Sustainable Calgary Society and Sierra Club of 
Canada Chinook Group.

•	 The City of Edmonton has adopted a “Smart Choices” program that has 
the potential to spur positive change.

•	 The Town of Okotoks has developed an aggressive plan to ensure that 
future development is environmentally sensitive and tied to a specific 
sustainable community ecological footprint.

•	 The Canada West Foundation and a smattering of smaller consulting 
firms are promoting Smart Growth principles.
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•	 Various key public agencies, including social development groups and 
crime prevention organizations, are beginning to show an interest in 
Smart Growth.

•	 A handful of innovative developers are leading by example. Canada 
Lands, for example, is incorporating Smart Growth principles into its 
Griesbach and Garrison Woods projects in Edmonton and Calgary.

•	 The Alberta Urban Municipalities Association has endorsed and initiated 
a comprehensive approach towards municipal sustainability planning.77

•	 The Green Communities Association (CGA) was established as a non-
profit corporation in 1996. The CGA’s mission is to help sustainable 
communities. They offer guides and resource publications in support 
of community-based, built on community partnerships to address 
local needs and opportunities such as energy and water savings, waste 
reduction protection and enhancement of habitat and ecosystems.

Smart Growth, consistently practised, will help mitigate the mounting 
infrastructure costs associated with urban sprawl and address key 
environmental concerns such as greenhouse gas emissions, air quality, fuel 
consumption and rising fuel prices. 

2.3.10 Parks Make Safer Communities/Neighbourhoods

Parks can help people feel safe in their community—safe enough to step 
outside and take advantage of the health benefits of being active. In a 2002 
Population Health Survey, Capital Health asked citizens to name the main 
obstacle stopping them from being physically active. Twenty-four per cent of 
respondents cited fear of going on walks at night due to the perceived crime 
rate in their neighbourhoods.78

Park-like surroundings increase neighbourhood safety by relieving mental 
fatigue and reducing the feelings of violence and aggression that can occur 
as an outcome of fatigue.79 A 2001 US study directly examined the link 
between nature and aggression by assessing 145 public housing residents 
living in buildings with varying levels of nearby nature. Residents living in 
relatively barren buildings reported more aggression and violence than 
did their counterparts in buildings near trees and grass. Moreover, levels of 
mental fatigue and aggression were higher in barren buildings.80 

In Austin, Texas the Dove Springs neighbourhood reported a 44% reduction 
in juvenile crime in 1998, following the opening of a recreation centre and 
the introduction of a “Roving Leaders Program”.

Recreational opportunities can also enhance safety by keeping at-risk youth 
off streets. Fort Myers, Florida saw a 28% drop in juvenile arrests after a new 
recreation centre opened in the heart of a low-income neighbourhood.81  
Similar results were seen in Fort Worth, Texas after the launch of “midnight 
basketball” programs.82

The conspicuous presence of people outdoors contributes to safety by 
increasing surveillance. Not only is threatening behaviour more likely to be 
observed, but potential criminals are deterred by the sense that they are 
being noticed and watched.83 

Before crime-stopping recreation programs can begin to make a real 
difference, appropriating adequate funding for safe parks and open spaces is 
essential.84

“Urban natural capital provides outdoor 
venues to display art and information on 
personal and community history, cultural 
diversity and heritage values. Cemeteries 
also enrich a community’s identity and 
connection to the past.”

—Canada West Foundation; “Green 
Among the Concrete”, 2004

A park often becomes one of a 
municipality’s signature attractions, 
a prime tool in attracting tourists, 
conventions and businesses. 
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“The government will continue to support 
the development of parks and recreation 
areas within major urban centres.” 

—Alberta 20-Year Strategic Capital Plan

On a per capita basis, our expanded cities, 
towns and villages have less parkland 
than they had a decade ago. Our wild-
lands are under more stress and our 
provincial and national park systems are 
used more heavily than ever before. 

—Budget 2007 increases investment in AB 
Provincial Parks.

3. seCtION tHree | COmmuNIty Parks aND OPeN sPaCe CONtrIbute tO 
alberta’s PublIC POlICy PrIOrItIes

Alberta’s unprecedented growth has had its challenges. While the level 
of growth has varied across the province, many communities are coping 
with labour and housing shortages, escalating infrastructure needs and 
environmental stresses. 

Despite targeted responses by local and provincial governments, rapid 
growth has taken a toll on our quality of life. On a per capita basis, our 
expanded cities, towns and villages have less parkland than they had a 
decade ago. Our wild-lands are under more stress and our provincial and 
national park systems are used more heavily than ever before.85 

3.1 Alberta’s Strategic Capital Plan Recognizes the Need

The Alberta 20-Year Strategic Capital Plan includes parks and protected areas 
among its immediate investments. “In the short term,” the plan states, “the 
provincial government will invest in various community facilities or capital 
program projects throughout the province focusing on:

•	 arts and culture;

•	 sport, recreation and leisure activities;

•	 agricultural facilities;

•	 tourism;

•	 museums and historic sites;

•	 libraries; and

•	 parks and protected areas.”86

Emphasizing the benefits of parks and open space investment, the plan calls 
for “preservation of the natural landscape.” 

The government’s short-term priorities related to community facilities 
include, but are not limited to:

•	 sports and recreation leisure activities;

•	 agriculture facilities;

•	 tourism;

•	 museums and historic sites; and

•	 parks and protected areas. 

Perhaps the most alluring statement in the Alberta Capital Plan is the 
following long-term priority: “The government will continue to support the 
development of parks and recreation areas within major urban centres.” 

3.2 Changes in Rural Development and Agriculture

Another Government of Alberta report, Rural Alberta: Land of Opportunity, 
identifies several important challenges for rural Alberta: 

•	 Human Resources: Rural communities are losing their youth and skilled 
professionals, both sources of potential leadership. 



25Section Three | Parks and Open Space Contribute to Alberta’s Public Policy Priorities

s
e

c
t

io
n

 t
h

r
e

e

“Rural Alberta has vibrant and sustainable 
communities where rural and urban 
families, individuals, organizations, 
businesses and governments are vital 
contributors to the growth, prosperity and 
quality of life of Albertans.”

—Rural Alberta: Land of Opportunity

•	 Social Infrastructure: Many areas are losing important services, 
including schools, health care and recreational and cultural programs 
that support economic and community development. 

•	 Physical Infrastructure: Rural communities regard public buildings as 
community assets and want them used effectively. They are concerned 
about the affordability of essential services such as water treatment and 
community facilities. Many feel roads and other transportation services 
in their communities are inadequate. 

•	 Business and Economy: International, national and local crises have had 
a disproportionate impact on rural communities. Opportunities exist 
to diversify the rural economy, but access to necessary skills and tools, 
including technology and financing, is limited. 

•	 Working Together: Regional collaboration can help meet many of 
the challenges facing rural communities. Partnerships involving 
communities, government ministries and industry are seen as critical to 
successful rural development. 

•	 Culture and Quality of Life: People recognize that preserving local 
heritage and quality of life are essential to enhancing the attractiveness 
of rural communities as good places to live and invest. 

•	 Environment: Good stewardship of the environment is seen as critical to 
maintaining industries such as agriculture and tourism, and to economic 
diversification. Rural Albertans are concerned, however, that they may 
be bearing the costs of good stewardship while all Albertans enjoy the 
benefits. 

•	 Government: Rural Albertans believe that government funding 
formulas, policies and regulations fail to recognize their unique 
circumstances and that it is increasingly difficult to get rural concerns 
on the provincial agenda.87

Rural open space plays an important role in helping to define the visual 
character of Alberta’s lived-in and working landscapes.88 The province 
is blessed with many and varied landscapes, from mountains to prairie 
grasslands, from the forested and farming areas of the Peace Country 
to the striking vistas of southern Alberta’s Cypress Hills and those of the 
paleontological significant badlands around Dinosaur Provincial Park. Each of 
these landscapes helps define our character, both locally and as a province. 
Their diversity and beauty also makes them potential assets for tourism.

In A Place to Grow: Alberta’s Rural Development Strategy, the province promises 
to “expand tourism opportunities in rural communities by:

•	 providing targeted funds to establish, expand and market tourism 
opportunities in rural Alberta, including plans for developing, packaging 
and marketing eco-tourism and agri-tourism; 

•	 developing new tourism destinations in rural Alberta; 

•	 revitalizing provincial parks and campgrounds to support rural tourism 
and enhance the quality of life in rural Alberta; and

•	 improving access to and advertising/signage about rural tourism sites, 
attractions and local businesses.”89
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3.3 Connecting Community Parks to Alberta’s Public Policy 
Priorities

There is no doubt that community parks and open space are net 
contributors to achieving provincial policy objectives. Given the daunting 
task of balancing economic development with social, health, education and 
environmental needs, policy makers can take heart from the fact that one 
priority does not have to happen at the expense of another. Developing 
Alberta’s green spaces simultaneously addresses an entire complexity of 
crucial issues.

Consider all the roles played by Alberta’s parks and open spaces. They are 
social gathering places, enclaves of solitude in a bustling noisy world, 
conduits of active transportation for those commuting to school or work and 
places for walking or watching wildlife. Only by preserving, expanding and 
improving these assets will we maintain the quality of life Albertans seek 
and the healthy, happy, productive population necessary for this province to 
flourish. 

3.3.1 Policy Goal: Enhancing Quality of Life

As urban centres such as Calgary and Fort McMurray mushroom, public 
dialogue focuses on connecting the influx of people needed to fuel our 
expanding economy with jobs and affordable homes. To keep those people 
here, we also need to focus on creating the quality of life they value. As 
ARPA’s primary research confirms, parks and green spaces create and define 
quality of life. They are essential to keeping Albertans happy and healthy. 

Premier Ed Stelmach’s 2008 mandate letter to the Minister of Tourism, Parks, 
Recreation and Culture includes this promising priority:  

“Ensure Alberta’s parks and recreation areas remain protected yet 
accessible to Alberta’s growing population by developing a plan 
for Alberta’s parks and recreation areas.”90

This plan should not focus simply or narrowly on provincial parks, but 
include opportunities to bolster a network of municipal, regional, provincial 
and national parks. Nor should it be limited to parks alone. Green space 
also deserves attention: environmental reserves in municipal subdivisions 
as well as natural and cultural heritage countryside landscapes. The plan 
must recognize that parks can bolster the economic and cultural renewal of 
deprived areas and enhance the quality of life in older neighbourhoods. It 
also should look at opportunities to link systems, creating green corridors for 
roaming animals as well as walkers, cyclists, skiers, snowmobilers and others 
to use for commuting and recreation. Such actions will improve the quality 
of life of both urban and rural residents and enhance the experiences of 
visitors to Alberta.

In the Speech from the Throne, April 15, 2008, The Honourable Norman L. 
Kwong, Lieutenant Governor of Alberta, states:

“This year will also see the introduction of a new plan for 
parks—a long-term strategy for managing the network of 
parks and protected areas that Albertans value. The plan will 
balance conservation and preservation responsibilities with the 
recreational needs of Alberta’s growing population.”91

The province must involve its municipal, national, private sector and 
voluntary non-profit partners in developing and implementing this plan. 
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Many municipal and non-profit groups can deliver quality of life services 
extremely cost effectively. It is important, however, to ensure their work fits 
within a provincial master plan and is consistent with the Provincial Land Use 
Framework being developed for Alberta. Only then can we prevent the loss 
of essential green spaces and develop a hierarchy of parks and recreation 
opportunities that serves everyone in the province. This is a hierarchy which 
responds to the beliefs of the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association 
that urges the Province to extend broader authority to municipalities in 
protecting natural areas and assist with the expansion of urban parks.

3.3.2 Policy Goal: Environmental Stewardship and the Greening of 
Alberta

In his address to Albertans in 2007, Premier Ed Stelmach stated:

“Albertans rightly expect their government to strike a sustainable 
balance between development and conservation.”92

In the face of rapid development and growth, Albertans in many settings are 
expressing a driving desire to protect green spaces under threat. The Alberta 
Urban Municipalities Association (AUMA), for example, passed the following 
resolution at its 2007 AGM: 

“THEREFORE LET IT BE RESOLVED THAT the Alberta Urban 
Municipalities Association request that the Government of Alberta 
amend the Municipal Government Act to provide municipalities 
with broader authority to protect natural areas within their 
municipal boundaries.”93 

This resolution reflects the deep concern among municipalities about 
the lack of mechanisms for setting aside and preserving environmentally 
significant lands. In the face of subdivision development pressure, the public 
is asking for areas of natural beauty to be set aside even as demand for 
active park areas remains steady. 

A second AUMA resolution passed in 2007 recommends a mechanism for 
concerted action: 

“NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED THAT the AUMA urge the 
Government of Alberta to establish a new Urban Parks Program 
to extend urban parks to meet the needs of growing populations, 
including regional populations.”94

At its 2009 Annual Convention, AUMA ratified a follow-up resolution that 
calls upon the provincial government to a establish a new urban parks 
program.  The resolution stated:

“that the AUMA encourage the Government of Alberta to include 
Urban and Regional Countryside Parks as an important part of 
the parks network in Alberta, and to work with AUMA to ensure 
that Urban and Regional Countryside Parks are further developed, 
maintained, enhanced and promoted in Alberta; and

that the Government of Alberta commit to establishing a new 
Urban and Countryside Parks Program that would support 
municipalities in parks planning, parkland acquisition, park 
development, conservation, operations and promotions.”

“In the case of large, intensifying cities, 
many traditional planning tools may be of 
limited value for green space securement, 
largely because these tools relate to 
outward growth and development. In 
these cases, a stable capital budget 
becomes crucial to ensuring sufficient 
parkland. There is, then, a meed for 
advocacy to ensure senior governments 
are investing in cities, and providing an 
assurance of stable, secure green space 
funding.”

—Evergreen; “Green space Acquisition 
and Stewardship in Canada’s Urban 
Municipalities”, 2004
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Alberta’s original urban park programs (described in Appendix 1) were 
enormously successful in preserving riparian areas, restricting development 
in urban flood plains (especially in Lethbridge and Medicine Hat) and 
creating recreation opportunities close to home for many Albertans. Building 
on the successes of those programs, Alberta’s municipalities are prepared 
to step forward and establish more urban parks and preserve more natural 
areas as urban open space.

In 2008, the Province made a significant commitment to one such initiative, 
providing $50 million to the Capital Region River Valley Alliance toward an 
enhanced urban park in the North Saskatchewan River Valley. These funds 
will greatly assist land acquisition programs, as did the first two phases of 
the original Urban Parks Program (1980s). Acquiring such lands conserves 
key Alberta assets for generations to come. Such capital investments, 
however, are required in all growing municipalities throughout Alberta.

3.3.3 Policy Goal: Improving the Health of Albertans

Alberta is experiencing the same health problems as the rest of Canada. In 
a 10-year strategy for addressing rising diabetes rates, Alberta Health and 
Wellness makes the following observations about the state of our health:

•	 Physical inactivity, obesity and dietary factors are all risk factors 
contributing to the incidence of diabetes.

•	 Approximately 90 – 95% of all diabetes is type 2, which is largely 
preventable by practicing healthy lifestyles, specifically healthy eating 
and physical activity.

•	 The 2009 Alberta Survey on Physical Activity (Alberta Centre for Active 
Living) reported that 58.5% of adult Albertans are sufficiently active to 
receive health benefits. The other 41.5% are not. 

•	 The prevalence of overweight and obese children is epidemic, having 
doubled in the past 15 years.

•	 Physical inactivity is exacerbated by increased sedentary leisure 
activities and reduced emphasis on active living programs in the 
school system combined with high costs and competitiveness of many 
sporting activities.95 

Healthy Active Kids Canada—Canada’s Report Card on Physical Activity for 
Children and Youth (2008) reports that: 

•	 90% of Canadian children and youth are not meeting the guidelines 
set forth by Canada’s Physical Activity Guides for Children and Youth 
(Canada Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute).

Reaching for the Top: A Report by the Advisor on Heathy Children and Youth. Dr. 
K. Kellie Keitch. 2008. www.hc-sc.gc.ca states:

•	 Childhood obesity is now having a huge life expectancy impact, which 
was not foreseen ten years ago. Given the prevalence of childhood 
obesity, and given its contribution to many diseases, this is the first 
generation that may not live as long as their parents (page 96).

•	 It is estimated that physical inactivity costs the Canadian healthcare 
system at least $2.1 billion annually in direct health care costs, with an 
annual economic burden to taxpayers at $5.3 billion (page 100).

Report on the Health of Albertans, published July 18, 2006, observes the 
following key trends:
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“93% of Albertans acknowledge that 
recreation contributes to all individual’s 
health and well-being and 78% realize 
that recreation can help reduce the burden 
of our health care system.”

—Alberta Recreation and Parks 
Association. 2007. Public Perceptions of 
Use and Benefits of Local Government 
Recreation and Parks Services.

•	 By 2033, the Alberta population will surpass five million people; 19% will 
be over the age of 65, up from 10.5% today.

•	 Life expectancy has risen more than 20 years, from about 60 years in 
1931 to 82.3 years for women and 77.5 years for men.

•	 About 40% of Albertans are overweight or obese.

•	 Diabetes treatment rates have doubled in the past 20 years.96 

Vision 2020 identifies a new direction for Alberta’s health system. Among 
its five major goals it sets “building a strong foundation for public health” 
and subsequent initiatives that support government and communities in 
encouraging healthy behaviours through the development of supportive 
and safe physical and social environments. Independent living for seniors 
and increased access to mental health services are among many action plans 
which support Vision 2020.

Unless we become more fit, human and financial costs related to healthcare 
will continue to escalate. Parks and open spaces offer fitness (physical, 
mental and spiritual) opportunities for everyone. To encourage their use, 
communities need to offer inviting places for both spontaneous and 
structured play and recreation. They need walkable environments that 
provide safe, logical routes along well-landscaped streets.97

Creating a Healthier Built Environment in British Columbia, a Health Services 
Authority study, confirms the value of walkable environments and also 
recommends community gardens as an antidote to poor health.  “To 
increase access to healthy food choices, vacant parcels of land, particularly 
in neighbourhoods that lack healthy food choices, could be purchased or 
temporarily used for community food gardens”  the authors recommend. 
Community gardens are increasingly popular in Alberta as residents learn 
the benefits of fresh, local, organically grown produce and community 
gardens provide vital social recreational opportunities, building a “sense of 
community”.

The study also links park proximity with health. Research indicates that 
communities with parks, trails, playfields and other recreational facilities 
within walking distance are associated with more physically active residents. 
One study showed respondents are more likely to meet physical activity 
recommendations if they live within a ten minute walk of a park, trail or 
other place to walk. 

Regarding children’s physical activity, the study confirms that teens with 
access to a safe park were more active than those who lacked such access.98 

Edmonton and Area Capital Health drew similar conclusions in a recent 
(2006) annual report:

“The extent to which a population can be physically active has 
a lot to do with whether the communities we live, work and play 
in are built for or geared toward physical activity. This can range 
from being able to engage in physical activity as part of our daily 
lives (e.g., walk or cycle to work or school) to having the time 
and resources for leisure activities. Through various activities 
and projects, PHP (population health priorities) has advocated 
for “built environments” that support the physical activity of the 
population. These “built environments” would of course include a 
focus on parks and open space as a key component.”99
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Research indicates that communities with 
parks, trails, playfields and other 
recreational facilities within walking 
distance are associated with more 
physically active residents.

“To increase access to healthy food 
choices, vacant parcels of land, 
particularly in neighbourhoods that lack 
healthy food choices, could be purchased 
or temporarily used for community food 
gardens”

—Creating a Healthier Built Environment 
in British Columbia

Alberta must establish programs to systematically set aside areas of 
community parkland and open space so that everyone can enjoy the health 
benefits of nearby places to walk, cycle and play in the outdoors. If no action 
is taken, we will soon have a situation that is even more untenable and 
unaffordable.

3.3.4 Policy Goal: Tourism Development and Growth

Alberta’s growing tourism industry generates almost $5 billion in annual 
revenues, $2.3 billion in total taxation revenues and 103,000 person-years 
of employment, according to the Alberta Land Use Framework published in 
2007 by Alberta Sustainable Resource Development.100 What’s more, about 
two thirds of provincial tourism revenues “arise from residents of Alberta, 
British Columbia and Saskatchewan traveling throughout this province.” 
As fuel costs limit travel to more distant destinations, Alberta families will 
increasingly seek recreation opportunities close to home, expanding the 
need for more and better community parks and open spaces. 

Community parks are an integral part of the tourism scene in Alberta. The 
Alberta Recreation Survey conducted by Alberta Community Development 
in 2008 found large percentages of Alberta households using parks for the 
following “tourist” activities:

Golf     43.6%
Overnight camping   39.7%
Swimming (in lakes)  37.8%
Day hiking    37.0%
Fishing    27.5%
Motor boating   23.8%
Tobogganing/sledding  22.8%
Bird watching   19.1%

Diversifying rural economies through wise investment in parks, 
campgrounds and trail systems can complement and support existing 
industry infrastructure such as hotels and food and beverage services. 
Preserving and promoting natural heritage amenities, for example, can give 
rural areas a competitive edge in today’s global tourism market. Dedicating 
land to campgrounds, linked trails, historic sites and other aspects of a 
community’s unique natural heritage and culture contributes to this healthy 
diversification. 

3.3.5 Policy Goal: Defining Alberta’s Cultural Policy

The Spirit of Alberta, Alberta’s Cultural Policy embraces parks and open 
space.101 The policy states:

“ We define culture in a broad sense, to include not only the arts, 
but also heritage, sport and recreation and parks.” 

By establishing parkland—including heritage lands of significance—we 
preserve important aspects of Alberta’s history while opening the door 
to events that carry our culture forward. In Edmonton, Hawrelak Park, Sir 
Winston Churchill Square and Louise McKinney Riverfront Park are at the 
heart of such celebrations as the Heritage Festival, Shakespeare in the Park, 
The Works, First Night and Taste of Edmonton, not to mention concerts 
galore. 



31Section Three | Parks and Open Space Contribute to Alberta’s Public Policy Priorities

s
e

c
t

io
n

 t
h

r
e

e

As fuel costs limit travel to more distant 
destinations, Alberta families will 
increasingly seek recreation opportunities 
close to home, expanding the need for 
more and better community parks and 
open spaces. 

•	 94% of Albertans say that having a wide 
variety of cultural activities and events 
make Alberta a better place to live.

•	 97% of Albertans believe it is important 
for every child in Alberta to learn about 
the culture of the province.

—Alberta’s Perception of Culture and 
Quality of Life Survey, 2005. Ipsos Reid.

Similarly, Muskoseepee Park in Grande Prairie has become a cultural hub 
for that community. Fort Whoop-up in Lethbridge annually hosts major 
gatherings related to the history of the region. Waskasoo Park in Red Deer is 
the site of many significant historical and cultural gatherings.

Alberta’s Cultural Policy clearly supports the preservation of parklands that 
hold cultural and historical significance: 

“ We value the natural heritage and human history of Alberta 
because they help us understand and value the past on which our 
present is built and give us a deepened awareness of our common 
roots and shared identity.” 

The province and its cities, towns, villages, counties, municipal districts and 
special areas should be enabled to acquire and preserve significant lands, 
both for the enjoyment of future generations and as a link to our past. 

Community parks and green spaces can deepen our shared identity by 
drawing diverse cultures together. Augmenting existing cultural centres 
such as Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump with urban spaces and events that 
celebrate our First Nations can soften the impact of moving from a reserve 
to the city. The same is true for people who come to Alberta from other parts 
of the world. Parks welcome all regardless of age, income or culture. Parks 
build social capital as people join in walking dogs, cheering soccer players, 
flying kites, enjoying festivals, and more. 

Virtually every major urban park in Alberta contains a museum, a performing 
arts centre or an historic building of some description. You cannot separate 
culture from parkland in this province. By enabling community parks and 
open space acquisition and development, we support the imperative of 
building up Alberta’s culture. 

3.3.6 Policy Goal: Establishing a Land-use Framework

In 2009, the Government of Alberta enacted the Alberta Land Stewardship 
Act.  Within the Act, the Alberta Land-use Framework102 provides an 
opportunity to integrate open space and parks on a regional level, as did 
previous provincial initiatives such as the Urban Parks Program and the 
Municipal Recreation and Tourism Areas Program. Four of the Framework’s 
six strategies apply directly to park and open space issues.

Strategy 1: Develop seven regional land-use plans based on seven new 
land-use regions.
 
Parkland issues extend beyond the range of most municipalities. This 
framework offers an opportunity to link and augment municipal, provincial 
and national park services so that they serve both residents and guests 
better. For that to occur, it is imperative that Alberta’s regional land use plans 
consider the need for parklands and trail corridors and that those regional 
plans mesh with municipal land use plans. 

Policy and planning guidelines should be developed to provide general 
direction on the “recreation, parks and open space” component of regional 
plan development.
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Strategy 2: Create a Cabinet Committee supported by a Land-use 
Secretariat and establish a Regional Advisory Council for each region.

The Cabinet Committee struck to oversee the land use planning process for 
Alberta’s seven regions must include the Minister responsible for Tourism, 
Parks and Recreation. Having the Minister at the table will better facilitate 
the inclusion of recreation, parks and open spaces operated by all levels of 
government in the regional plans that evolve from this process. 

Strategy 3: Cumulative effects approach will be used at the regional level 
to manage the impacts of development on land, water and air.

Considering the cumulative effects of any development on land, water 
and air will almost certainly underscore the need for parks and open space 
reserves. Without those green areas, growth is not sustainable. What’s more, 
quality of life diminishes for both humans and natural world.

Strategy 4: Develop new policy tools for conservation and stewardship on 
private and public lands.

The search for new conservation and stewardship tools has potential 
to uncover innovative ways to establish park-like entities and preserve 
crucial blocks of land. Such a dynamic strategy would open up exciting 
opportunities to enhance Alberta’s integrated parks and open spaces.

The Alberta government’s focus on regional land-use plans affords an 
opportunity for all Alberta municipalities to engage in the planning process. 
It is vital that recreation and park needs are determined and effectively 
positioned within the resulting regional plans. Paramount in all of this will 
be the monitoring and necessary oversight provided by Alberta Tourism, 
Parks and Recreation working in tandem with Alberta municipalities and 
other allied stakeholders to ensure a full range of quality, accessible outdoor 
recreation opportunities.

3.3.7 Policy Goal: Climate Change—Conserving and Using Energy 
Efficiently

The report entitled Alberta’s 2008 Climate Change Strategy states, as a goal, “to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by transforming how we use energy, apply 
energy sufficient solutions and conserving energy”. Such a goal statement 
positions community parks and open space as a positive reduction of urban 
heat islands and removing pollutants from the air through trees, wetlands 
and green growth.

With governments at all levels looking at ways to reduce greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions, increasing attention is being paid to the relationship 
of land use patterns and GHG emissions. Community green space and 
urban forests are important elements of land use planning that deserve 
consideration for their potential to reduce net GHG emissions. 

3.3.8 Policy Goal: Species at Risk

The report entitled Alberta’s Strategy for the Management of Species at Risk 
(2009–2014) provides information on the planning processes and actions 
needed for the management of Alberta’s species at risk. Enhancement 
of Alberta’s species at risk program will be key to maintaining Alberta’s 
biodiversity and help to ensure environmental and economic health by the 
province and the social well-being of Albertans.
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It will be incumbent upon Alberta’s individual community parks and open 
space systems to be educated regarding species at risk and actively engage 
wherever possible to mitigate any harmful or distressing actions that could 
directly impact species at risk.

3.3.9 Policy Goal: Safe Communities

In 2007, Alberta’s Task Force on Crime Reduction and Safe Communities 
was formed. They reported that, in Alberta, with a growing and changing 
population, communities aren’t necessarily the close-knit places people 
remember from the past. They heard that many feel disconnected from 
their communities, neighbours not knowing one another and people not 
looking out for each other. The work of making communities safer places 
where people are engaged in building social capital is a major directive for 
community planners and policy makers, particularly as it relates to creating 
safe parks, trail corridor systems, and social spaces.

3.4 In Summary... Solutions Based Public Policy

Taken in sum, Alberta’s policy reponse to address parks and open space-
related challenges amidst an unprecedented context of industrial and 
residential development demonstrates a commitment to enhance livability 
of urban centres via community parks, and preserve the scenic rural and 
argicultural vistas for which Alberta is known.  Ultimately, parks and open 
space will play an essential role in furthering policy goals related to quality 
of life, environmental stewardship and sustainability, as well as health care 
and culture.  Given the daunting task of balancing economic, social, health, 
education, and environmental needs, policy makers can take heart from the 
fact that community parks and open space development simultaneously 
address an entire complexity of public policy issues.

“Scientists looking at the effect global 
warming will have on our major cities say 
a modest increase in the number of urban 
parks and street trees could affect decades 
of predicted temperature rises...

The University of Manchester study has 
calculated that a mere 10% increase in the 
amount of green space in built-up centres 
would reduce urban surface temperatures 
by as much as 4°C.”

—Dr. Roland Evans; Univeristy of 
Manchester
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4. seCtION fOur | CHalleNges aND OPPOrtuNItIes fOr COmmuNIty 
Parks aND OPeN sPaCe IN alberta

Local and provincial investment in Alberta’s community parks and open 
spaces has lagged behind other infrastructure priorities for some time. 
Few will deny the positive and lasting gains that were accrued in Alberta 
communities through the Urban Parks Program in the 1980s and ‘90s and the 
Municipal Recreation and Tourism Areas program that somewhat remains 
in place today. Such investments have proven extremely beneficial to the 
physical, social, economic and cultural health of many Alberta communities, 
both urban and rural. The gains made through these programs will be 
lost, however, without renewed focus by community leaders, planners and 
politicians on maintaining and developing quality parks and open space 
systems—this implies a state of urgency for redress.

ARPA is one of several organizations advocating for a deliberate, well 
thought out and focused approach to protecting, enhancing and expanding 
Alberta’s urban and rural parks and open space systems. A new approach 
requires significant reinvestment, coupled with continued vigilance in 
allocating, protecting and developing parks, park corridors, natural and 
cultural landscapes—spaces and places that enrich Albertans’ quality of life.

Standing with ARPA are the architects of our evolving urban and rural 
landscapes, provincial parks and protected areas: legislators, elected civic 
leaders, planners, educators, volunteers, business leaders and of course 
Albertans—people living in our cities and our rural countryside.

This approach does not begin and end with increased public funding. It 
also requires united vision, harmonious planning, shared resources and 
strengthened partnerships across jurisdictions. This approach also depends 
on supportive applied research from academics and practitioners alike as 
well as networking with those who have had success in preserving and using 
green spaces. 

Last, but not least, the approach we herald will require education. We need 
to reinforce best-practice planning for sustainability and develop a shared 
understanding that providing parks and open space is a federal, provincial 
and municipal obligation, not a choice. The key challenges we confront and 
the many opportunities to overcome those challenges are outlined below.

4.1 Key Challenge: Reconnecting to Nature

4.1.1 Issue #1: A Growing and Alarming Disconnect of Our Children 
with Nature

In the United States, Canada and overseas, there is growing concern among 
parents, educators, physicians and others that children are not playing 
outside as often as they once did, and thus are becoming disconnected with 
nature at an alarming rate. Whether this change in children’s relationship 
with nature results from shrinking green space, overscheduling, large 
blocks of “screen time”, societal fear mongering or some amalgam of those 
factors and more, it has profound implications for the mental, physical 
and spiritual health of future generations—and for the natural world. The 
National Environmental Education Foundation reports that our children 
may be the first generation ever at risk of having shorter lifespans than their 
parents. Chronic conditions such as childhood obesity, asthma and Attention 
Deficit Disorder have all increased over the past few decades. As a result, 
increasing numbers of children as well as adults are experiencing pulmonary 
cardiovascular and mental health problems.103 
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Richard Louv, Chair of the internationally acclaimed Children and Nature 
Network, is a key advocate for reconnecting children with nature. The 
arguments outlined in his book The Last Child in the Woods: Saving Children 
from Nature Deficit Disorder,104  coupled with advocacy by the network and 
many others, recently prompted three US states to pass “Leave No Child 
Inside” legislation. While the legislation does not change land use practice, 
it demonstrates growing understanding that nature education is important. 
No doubt we will see greater focus on the need for green space and 
access to nature within lived-in and working landscapes throughout North 
America. We will also see a blossoming of innovative approaches to outdoor 
recreation programming and environmental education.

Potential Solution: Advancing a “Culture of Nature”

The natural environment is far too important to lock away in “safe, special” 
places. It needs to be at the heart of everyday life, present in everyday 
places. The real task is to change behaviours and attitudes and we can do 
that by bringing the natural world into people’s every day lives.105 More 
directly, we will need to pursue total landscape management which has 
people living on the land, caring for it, working out an idea of nature and 
human livelihood.106

It further means people are talking about the relationship between nature, 
conservation, citizenship and healthy living. Basically, the reason we have 
conservation is both to sustain the resources we need and to explore what it 
means to be a citizen and to live in a society.107

The provincial recreation and parks sector should be and can be proactive 
in advancing a “culture of nature” —one that steps away from traditional 
approaches to one that has a broadened sense of relationships between 
people and the environment. Such an approach would rely on:

•	 community-based leadership;

•	 inclusive values;

•	 concepts of stewardship and sustainability ; and

•	 bio-regional strategies.

All of this with the intended consequence of bringing the natural world back 
into the lives of people.

Potential Solution: Develop and Implement a Provincial Nature/
Environmental Literacy Strategy

The need to increase awareness and improve environmental literacy among 
students, staff, the general public, government and non-governmental 
organizations, business and other academic institutions is well understood 
and serves as a primary objective of the University of Alberta’s Environmental 
Research and Studies Centre.

The Centre as well as the Environmental Education Council of Alberta (EECA)
provides resources and information on broad environmental topics and are 
well equipped to focus attention on nature and the relationship of parks 
and open space in sustaining environmental balance. While the Centre and 
the EECA strive to improve their communication with Alberta stakeholders, 
strong partnerships with ARPA, AUMA, AAMDC and the Alberta Government 
are key stepping stones to creating a more prominent strategy to improve 
environmental literacy throughout the Province.

•	 Children with symptoms of Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
are better able to concentrate after 
contact with nature.

•	 Children with views of and contact 
with nature score higher on tests of 
concentration and self-discipline. The 
greener the area, the better the scores.

•	 Children who play regularly in natural 
environments show more advanced 
motor fitness, including coordination, 
balance and agility, and they are sick 
less often.

•	 When children play in natural 
environments, their play is more diverse 
with imaginative and creative play that 
fosters language and collaborative skills. 

•	 Exposure to natural environments 
improves children’s cognitive 
development by improving their 
awareness, reasoning and observational 
skills.

•	 Nature buffers the impact of life stress 
on children and helps them deal with 
adversity. The greater the amount 
of nature exposure, the greater the 
benefits.

•	 Play in a diverse natural environment 
reduces or eliminates bullying. 

•	 Nature helps children develop powers of 
observation and creativity and instills 
a sense of peace and being at one with 
the world.

•	 Early experiences with the natural 
world have been positively linked 
with the development of imagination 
and the sense of wonder. Wonder is 
an important motivator for life long 
learning.

•	 Children who play in nature have more 
positive feelings about each other.

•	 Natural environments stimulate social 
interaction between children.

•	 Outdoor environments are important to 
children’s development of independence 
and autonomy.

Note: These findings are consistent with 
the literature showing the benefits of 
nature to adults.

—www.family-friendly-fun.com/nature/
index.htm
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Potential Solution: Healthy by Nature

Healthy by Nature, a national initiative developed by federal/provincial/
territorial parks managers within the Canadian Parks Council (CPC), 
encourages Canadians to spend more time in parks to improve their 
physical, mental, social and emotional health. It also invites everyone to 
learn about the connections between healthy ecosystems and a healthy 
human population. 

Healthy by Nature revolves around these key messages:

•	 parks for your health;

•	 parks for your family;

•	 parks for your soul;

•	 parks for your community; and

•	 parks for your environment.

These messages are not specific to federal, provincial and territorial 
parks alone. They apply to all parks and open space systems within our 
communities—and to the park corridors connecting communities and rural 
landscapes. Moreover, they can be used to promote the connection between 
people and nature. 

Over the past three years, the CPC has worked collaboratively with Canada’s 
health ministries, aboriginal health agencies, the Canadian Parks and 
Recreation Association and health promotion organizations to undertake 
research and consultation aimed at solidifying the link between healthy 
parks and healthy people. 

The work of the CPC at the national level complements the work of the 
Children and Nature Network in North America. Together, these initiatives 
provide tools the provincial and municipal governments can use to connect 
Albertans with nature through policy, community planning and innovative 
nature education and outdoor recreation activities.

These initiatives also reinforce the necessity to harmonize our patchwork 
of individually managed parks and move toward a system built upon 
shared vision, common policies, shared governance, focused funding and 
committed regional partnerships—all aimed at bringing the “healthy by 
nature” imperative to the forefront of parks and open space planning.

Potential Solution: Building the Children and Nature Movement from 
the Ground Up

The understanding that “nature deficit disorder” is a pervasive reality is just 
the start. Increased awareness throughout all sectors of our society will no 
doubt continue, but action is required by policy makers, administrators, 
educators, parents and caregivers to re-build the children and nature 
relationship that was once a way of life in Alberta.

Access to nature must become a priority on education curriculum agendas, 
in area structure planning, in parks development and in public recreation 
programming. This is a call for a Provincial Task Force on Children and Nature 
and a precursor to potential legislation that reinforces compulsory teaching, 
programs and resources to expand children and nature/family and nature 
opportunities.
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Potential Solution: Nature and Place-based Education

In seeking to expand and enhance nature education, an important 
component must focus on today’s students. In order for them to become 
responsible decision-makers and citizens, they must understand the 
local places and eco-systems in which they live, and have educational 
opportunities based on real-life issues that encourage them to practice 
stewardship in their own communities.

Place-based education immerses students in local heritage, culture, natural 
landscapes, opportunities and experiences as a foundation for the study 
of language arts, mathematics, social studies, science and other subjects. 
Place-based environmental education encourages teachers and students to 
use the schoolyard, community, public lands and other outdoor spaces as 
resources, turning communities into classrooms. 

Place-based education is equally relevant in small towns and big cities, 
equally effective for kindergarten, elementary, and junior and high school 
students.

Place-based education fosters students’ connection to place and creates 
vibrant partnerships between schools and communities. It boosts student 
achievement and improves environmental, social, cultural and economic 
vitality.

In short, place-based environmental education help students learn to take 
care of the world by understanding where they live and taking action in their 
own backyards and communities.108

4.1.2 Issue #2: Liability Issues Constraining Outdoor Activities

Addressing the risks and liability issues inherent in outdoor recreation and 
nature activities will require a great deal of attention. There are no quick 
solutions to the increasing cost of liability insurance, but work is clearly 
needed to develop approaches that avoid putting barriers between people, 
nature and outdoor activities. 

Potential Solution: Seek Collaborative Solutions to Liability Issues

A 2007 Provincial Dialogue109 discussed the topic of liability in nature 
activities and resulted in the following recommendations:

•	 State the business case, including the cost of not having our youth 
involved in appropriate outdoor, nature risk activities.

•	 Become more effective at explaining measures taken to manage the 
foreseeable risk of valuable outdoor nature activities rather than 
acquiescing to standards of practice set by the legal system. 

•	 Develop codes of practice for youth and nature programming, including 
“acceptable industry standards” that are attainable, sustainable and 
progressive.

•	 Develop a “Public Liability Insurance System” that offers affordable, 
accessible and appropriate coverage for public and volunteer 
organizations taking kids into nature. 

•	 Adopt legislation to indemnify landowners when people voluntarily 
engage in activities and high-risk adventure pursuits on their 
property.110 

“Researchers from the VU University 
Medical Centre in Amsterdam found that 
among more than 300,000 Dutch adults 
and children, those living near more ‘green 
spaces’ tended to have lower rates of 15 
different health conditions.”

—Journal of Epidemiology and 
Community Health; 2009



40 Healthy by Nature | Investing in Community Parks, Open Space and Nature Education

•	 In addition, it would be a responsible approach to initiate, on a 
province-wide basis, a safety awareness program such as the “Youth Safe 
Outdoors” initiative.

4.2 Key Challenge: Creating Local and Regional Green Space 
Networks

4.2.1 Issue #1: Community Planning – Creating Quality Spaces and 
Places

Not all Alberta communities have or choose to plan and develop parks and 
open spaces with the help of professionals. This often leads to park systems 
and for that matter, communities which may not contain quality places that 
meet public needs on a sustainable basis.

While not all communities have the same needs, the adoption of “Quality 
Space Principles” serves as a worthy staring point particularly in greening 
urban communities. Examples are as follows:

Homes and Neighbourhoods Principles

Neighborhoods are the building blocks of a community. They are more than 
subdivisions, and are defined as much by the sense of community they 
create for their residents as by the structures, streets and amenities within 
their boundaries. Quality neighborhoods offer choices, provide residents 
with a sense of identity and connections, and encourage continuous renewal 
and reinvestment.

Choice and Diversity
Quality neighborhoods offer a choice of well designed and maintained 
housing types and sizes. This variety of housing choices meets the 
needs of residents of different economic levels and age groups.

Linkages
Quality neighborhoods are linked to surrounding areas, and when 
possible, share commercial spaces and open space resources.

Reinvestment
Quality neighborhoods encourage actions to preserve, restore and 
reuse historic sites or structures; to conserve and restore environmental 
resources; to foster appropriate infill development; and to redevelop 
“brownfields”.

Identity
Quality neighborhoods have a distinct identity that helps define their 
boundaries and fosters pride and belonging among residents. The 
distinct features of a neighborhood include public spaces such as a 
square, a green or an important street intersection, and public buildings 
such as a school, post office, library, community center or transit stop.

Green Space
A variety of public green spaces are within easy access of residents in 
a quality neighborhood. Green spaces range from small playgrounds 
within easy walking distance from homes, to neighborhood parks, to 
community parks that can be shared by several neighborhoods.

Pedestrian/Cyclist Friendly
The streets of a quality neighborhood are pedestrian-friendly. They 
are laid out in an interconnected network and attractively landscaped 
to encourage walking. Streets give residents, particularly youth and 
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the elderly, choice and control in their mobility and easy access to 
important destinations from their residences.

Live/Work
Quality neighborhoods offer the opportunity for residents to work and 
live within the neighborhood when the scale, character and function of 
business settings are compatible with homes.

Commercial Development Principles

A quality commercial area that contributes to creating quality space is 
achieved through attention to its design, mix of uses, scale and the ways 
pedestrians, bicycles, public transit and motor vehicles are accommodated.

Mixed Use
Quality neighborhoods offer the opportunity for residents to work and 
live within the neighborhood when the scale, character and functions of 
business settings are compatible with homes.

Scale
The scale, character and function of a quality development are 
compatible and integrated with that of its surroundings while remaining 
flexible to accommodate the densities, mix of uses and infrastructure 
that the market demands.

Durability
Quality places are built to last with quality materials, are designed to 
allow for changing uses over time, and provide for shifting markets and 
consumer needs.

Walkability
Quality shopping areas, small or large, are designed to make the 
pedestrian feel comfortable and safe by providing wide sidewalks, 
storefronts that open to the street, shade and shelter and a sense 
of spatial enclosure. They are designed to facilitate employee and 
customer access on sidewalks, bicycle trails, transit service and roads.

Parking
Quality shopping areas provide a variety of convenient parking choices 
consistent with the scale of the development, the location and the 
type of stores. Parking is divided into smaller components to the rear or 
side of the buildings, and landscaping and sidewalks provide for easy 
and safe pedestrian movements. A quality place allows flexible parking 
arrangements such as on-street parking and shared parking to minimize 
an over supply of parking.

Transportation and Public Places Principles

A system of quality local streets complements the planning and 
development of a regional public transit network. Easy pedestrian access 
and a mix of uses are encouraged at existing and proposed transit stops 
to allow transit to become a viable alternative to the automobile. Private 
development and public places are designed to maximize opportunities for 
a regional transit network.

Multimodal
A quality transportation system accommodates automobiles, public 
transit, public safety vehicles, freight, pedestrians and bicycles in 
a balanced way to maximize access and mobility and to minimize 
congestion throughout the community.

Connecting green space and green 
space corridors requires increased focus 
in planning and preserving landscapes, 
accessing nature and encouraging 
physical and social activity.
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Local Streets
Quality local streets are an integral part of a larger network of routes 
designed to provide access to homes, shops and businesses, and to 
keep local traffic off major arterials and high-speed, through-traffic off 
local roads.

Bicycle/Pedestrian Access
The design of a quality local street encourages pedestrian and bicycle 
use through such features as continuous sidewalks, curbside tree 
planting, narrow street width and small turning radii at corners to slow 
down cars, landscaped medians that reduce apparent street width and 
street parking that protects pedestrians from moving traffic.

Public Spaces
Quality public spaces are provided in urban and suburban areas to 
encourage social interaction and to foster a distinct sense of place. 
These quality public places are memorable and reinforce the character 
of the community. They include amenities that provide comfort and 
relaxation in all seasons.

Environmental Quality Principles

Because a clean and healthy environment is a critical element of a quality 
place, the design of quality places balances environmental, economic and 
social considerations.

Water and Air Quality
The design of quality places incorporates features and amenities that 
minimize environmental impacts on water quality caused by storm 
water runoff and erosion, and on air quality caused by motor vehicle 
traffic.

Resource Efficiency
The design of buildings and properties maximizes the efficient use of 
environmental and economic resources by minimizing energy, water 
and material use.

Natural Elements
A quality place preserves major natural features in a neighborhood or 
a community (streams, slopes and natural habitats) as open space, and 
links those resources to public places by pedestrian and bike paths.111

4.2.2 Issue #2: Allocation of Lands for Parks and Open Space 

Conservation planning is not keeping up with economic planning.112 Amid 
dramatic economic growth periods, decision-making has been dominated 
by increased demands on industry and retail, transportation, utilities, 
health care and education and methods of funding new infrastructure 
and expanded services. While the importance of clean water, fresh air and 
biodiversity surfaces at times, even those discussions overlook key aspects 
of natural capital and biodiversity. Meanwhile, we are missing opportunities 
to enhance and preserve adequately sized and configured lands for present 
and future parks and open space networks. 

Current planning legislation and practice prompts both urban and 
rural municipalities to plan independently at a time when a symbiotic 
relationship exists between urban and rural natural areas. Extending beyond 
municipalities, this relationship now includes Alberta’s provincial parks 
and protected areas (and in some cases, National Parks), many of which 
are within, adjacent to or near urban centers. Examples include Fish Creek 

“As an Albertan municipality, the City faces 
jurisdictional limitations in the protection 
of its natural areas, and a number of 
socio-economic pressures making the 
conservation of Edmonton’s biodiversity 
especially challenging… However, 
persistence, creativity and the forging of 
community partnerships have resulted 
in innovative conservation solutions, 
and biodiversity protection is gradually 
becoming a shared priority for many 
Edmontonians.”

—City of Edmonton; “Biodiversity Report, 
2008

“Public space is for living, doing business, 
kissing and playing. It can’t be measured 
with economics (alone); it must be felt 
with the soul.”

—Enrique Peńalosa (Former Mayor of 
Bogotá)
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Provincial Park in Calgary, Lois Hole Provincial Park in Edmonton/St. Albert/
Parkland and Sturgeon Counties, Sylvan Lake Provincial Park in the Town of 
Sylvan Lake and both the Towns of Jasper and Banff who operate as separate 
municipalities within National Parks.

Alberta’s existing parks, natural areas and park corridors were created for a 
multitude of reasons that are outlined in this position paper and embraced 
by governments, agencies and planners who believe in sustainable 
community planning. The current state of rapid development demands 
equal attention to preserving endangered land. How can we best enhance 
and sustain what we have in place? More importantly, how can we expand 
that resource of parks and open spaces, creating green networks through 
trans-boundary planning and land stewardship? 

Potential Solution: Collaborative Community-based Conservation

Looking to the future we will need to pay more attention to creating 
partnerships that combine a broader landscape perspective with growing 
community-based commitment to stewardship and conservation. It is not 
just about creating parks and open space, but also how we design and 
connect our neighbourhoods; how we utilize and sustain our community’s 
natural capital; how we plan communities to deal with changing global 
climate—developing greenbelt areas and retaining wetlands… and much, 
much more.

Community-based conservation is a fundamentally different approach—it 
is one of partnership rather than confrontation. Providing clarity, working 
models and processes for how to do community-based conservation is 
how we shall create the future—the way that Earth will be protected is by 
bringing participants into its conservation.113

Restoring landscape is not about preserving lands—”saving what’s left”, as 
it ’s often put. Restoration recognizes that once lands have been “disturbed” 
—worked, lived on, meddled with, developed—they require human 
intervention and care.114

In addition, recognition of cultural landscapes gives value and legitimacy 
to people places, a fundamentally different perspective from nature 
conservation’s focus on wild areas and historic preservation’s focus on 
built environment. Cultural landscapes give a voice to previously under 
appreciated and under-valued areas and acknowledges the significance 
of areas where human interaction with the environment has shaped the 
landscape and altered its ecology, and adds breadth to conservation efforts. 
Protecting the cultural landscapes can also help to sure the effects and 
objectives of nature conservation.

Potential Solution: Explore New Land Stewardship Options to 
Increase the Value of Open Space

New Land Stewardship Options. In October 2007, pioneers involved in land 
stewardship from Canada and abroad met at the Policy Pioneers Conference, 
sponsored by the Canada West Foundation, to share experiences.115 

Key observations from this conference included:

•	 Examine and use tools already in the stewardship toolbox, realizing 
that no panacea or “magic bullet” exists but that legislation, regulations, 
penalties, incentives and voluntary approaches are complementary and 
can be combined to good effect.

“ We shape our public spaces, thereafter 
our public spaces shape us.”

—adapted from Sir Winston Churchill

“Despite humankind’s continued best 
efforts to destroy magnificent landscapes, 
devastate natural habitats and extinguish 
our fellow species, the world is still full of 
many stunningly beautiful places; rich in 
biological and cultural diversity.”

“The paradox is that the world’s protected 
areas face ever greater threats to their 
continued existence just when their values 
are growing in importance to humankind.”

—Protected Landscapes: A Conservation 
Model for the 21st Century. Michael 
Beresford and Adrian Phillips
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•	 Encourage and heighten government leadership and direction in land 
stewardship. 

•	 Develop market mechanisms to support and implement stewardship 
programs (potential templates include the Rural Land Stewardship Area 
Program in Florida).

•	 Establish policy/language bridges between urban and rural areas, 
between “new” Albertans and their environment.

•	 Consider the Provincial Land-use Framework when developing future 
stewardship initiatives.

4.2.3 Issue #3: Integrated Parks and Green Space Planning

Many urban and almost all rural municipalities have never created an open 
space plan.116 Fewer than 50% of Alberta urban municipalities have up-to-
date parks and open space master plans. The resulting lack of direction and 
commitment and parks inventory information restricts communities’ ability 
to undertake responsible land-use planning and identify green resources 
that require preserving for current or future use. Particularly now, in a robust 
economy, crucial green spaces are falling prey to development, erasing 
opportunities for recreation and sustainable environmental management. 

Lack of suitable recreation, parks and open space standards on a province-
wide level hampers harmonized and responsible planning of green networks, 
including natural corridors, streams and river valleys spanning two or more 
jurisdictions. While the issue is not universal, as illustrated by initiatives such 
as the Capital Region River Valley Alliance in the Edmonton Metropolitan 
Region, it does pertain to rural and urban municipalities that share common 
and significant watercourses.

Potential Solution: Foster Integrated Inter-governmental Parks and 
Open Space Planning

Coordinate planning of parks and green systems, particularly those that 
cross jurisdictions. For example, Alberta municipalities and Alberta Tourism, 
Parks and Recreation might coordinate the placement and planning of future 
provincial parks infrastructure to ensure that growing communities are 
served and green connections are incorporated where possible. 

Improve planning by aligning goals. A recent municipal stakeholders 
workshop sponsored by ARPA117 and conducted by provincial government 
representatives (formerly from the Ministry of Tourism, Parks, Recreation and 
Culture) demonstrated the value of sharing operational information, aligning 
goals and increasing dialogue between these two levels of government. 

Share priorities. Municipal, provincial and federal park practitioners and 
administrators attending biennial Parks Forums hosted by ARPA in 2005, 2007 
and 2009 identified these priorities: 

•	 protect threatened landscapes and continue to build new parks;

•	 work with the stakeholders and agencies connected to and managing 
the lands;

•	 create a wider range of activities in our parks; and

•	 build political support.
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Potential Solution: Make Greenways a Priority for Provincial Agencies

Alberta Tourism, Parks, and Recreation, Alberta Sustainable Resource 
Development, Alberta Transportation and Alberta Municipal Affairs working 
in unison and with common greenway policies in place, would make 
greenways a priority for parks systems and transportation planning agendas 
(and policy) would also provide a great stimulus in integrating existing and 
future parks and open spaces.

Potential Solution: Regional and Community Parks and Open Space 
Planning Toolkits 

Create and utilize quality spaces criteria and planning guidelines as 
components of  “regional and community planning toolkits” that can be 
circulated and followed in communities that do not have access to such 
planning resources.

4.2.4 Issue #4: Increasing and Diversifying Public Demand for 
Recreation Activities

Many parks, playgrounds and open spaces within Alberta communities, 
particularly neighbourhood-level parks, are aging and ill-equipped to meet 
the needs of our fast-changing society. Within our expanding social and 
cultural mosaic, Albertans increasingly express a desire for places to enjoy 
nature and socialize.

The Urban Parks Program of the 1980s and ‘90s funded by the Alberta 
Government was extremely successful in responding to parks and open 
space needs within Alberta cities. Sadly, it was short lived (see Appendix One 
for historical information). In the time since, urban communities have been 
unable to keep pace with growth. Nor have they been equipped to address 
what Richard Louv refers to as “nature deficit disorder”.118

People everywhere continue to seek new ways to make their communities 
better. No two ways are alike, yet residents express remarkably similar desires 
about parks and open spaces. Here are a few of the sentiments commonly 
heard when people gather to discuss urban renewal and as designers search 
for better ways to structure neighbourhoods:

“There should be a place where kids can play close to our home.”

“ We need more trees in our parks.”

“I should be able to let my dog play off-leash.”

“Downtown would be a better place if I felt comfortable walking 
there.”

In the past, the process of building communities has been highly 
institutionalized. Common standards for the amount of parks and open 
space required and the elements within those green areas has led to parks 
that look alike. Most Alberta community parks support children, youth and 
minor sports teams while providing limited opportunity for nature, cultural 
expression, senior activity and socialization. Not that our “cookie cutter” 
approach to planning neighbourhoods has been bad, but it no longer results in 
parks and open spaces that meet current and coming needs.

Only when stakeholders at all levels 
wholeheartedly commit to planning 
and investing cooperatively will all 
Albertans have the comfort of knowing 
that their natural environment is being 
protected and enriched so that they and 
future generations can enjoy culture, 
sport and recreation directly within 
their neighbourhoods and elsewhere 
throughout the province. Herein lies the 
greatest hope for Alberta’s urban and 
countryside parks movement.
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Current provincial legislation requires developers to reserve up to 10% 
of land for public use. Urban and rural representatives surveyed in 2005 
deemed that amount insufficient to accommodate the sports fields, schools, 
natural areas and walkway systems needed in most new neighbourhoods.119 
New and expanding segments of park users, including seniors, dog owners, 
cricket players and an ever-evolving array of extreme sports enthusiasts 
also require attention, but open space is limited. The move to high-density 
renewal within older neighbourhoods is confounding the issue as school/
community park spaces designed for school-aged children are now expected 
to serve an older population and a wider array of community service needs 
that go beyond serving the post-war baby boomers.

Potential Solution: Build Quality Community Parks Through 
Collaboration

Consider interdisciplinary collaboration. In the United States, a new wave 
of cooperation across disciplines is knitting neighbourhoods together 
and bringing real economic and social benefit to cities. This place-based 
approach succeeds at a larger scale because it encourages everyone to think 
“small”.120 

Local parks departments are partnering with transportation officials 
to create greenways and other transportation networks for pedestrians 
and bicyclists. Transportation agencies are teaming up with economic 
development organizations to bring housing, businesses and a sense of 
mixed use vitality back to downtown streets. Planning departments are 
collaborating with public health providers and organizations such as 
the RCMP and municipal police to ensure convenient and safe corridors 
throughout and between communities. Community development groups 
are investing in parks, plazas and other public spaces with a goal of reviving 
urban neighbourhoods. 

Build “spaces” not just “places.” Spaces set high standards not only for 
park furniture, pedways, playgrounds and artificial turf fields but also in 
their very design. Spaces integrate people with nature and with each other. 
They increase socialization within and between neighbourhoods and 
invite increased physical activity. Spaces make sense in urban and in rural 
settings, in work places and near retail shops as well as around schools and 
public buildings. Surplus school sites offer excellent opportunities to create 
new adaptive spaces. As neighbourhoods age, the temptation to sell such 
“surplus” sites should be discouraged in favour of enhancing those lands for 
natural space and spontaneous mixed use.

Take a regional approach in planning and building. To renew park 
resources in a way that builds better communities within a better province, 
all levels of government, planners, transportation engineers, designers 
and park stakeholders must move beyond the habit of designing parks 
piecemeal, with a single objective and through a single lens. Creating the 
“city in a park” or “green corridors” demands a regional overlay that gives us 
a broader vision of how open space lands might be allocated and coupled 
with local development. Implementing those plans requires continued 
collaboration through a step-by-step process of short- and long-term 
development. Only then will we arrive at a seamless system that binds 
urban parks with countryside destinations, provincial parks and protected 
community places.
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It is vital that concepts related to “community gardens”, “greenbelts”, ”urban/
rural fringe”, “total landscape management planning”, “active transportation” 
and related others are properly addressed as we pursue the development 
of regional plans allied to the Alberta land Use Framework and related 
legislation. ARPA is poised to assist (pending resourcing capacity) to 
undertake the development of general policy and planning guidelines and 
a bulletin series to facilitate effective, integrated “recreation, parks and open 
space” planning within regional land use plans especially with a “community 
lens” approach. 

4.3 Key Challenge: Forging Partnerships

4.3.1 Issue #1: Urban and Rural Municipalities and Registered 
Associations Rarely Take Advantage of Opportunities to 
Develop Parks and Open Space Systems on Lands that Cross 
Jurisdictions

The term “partners-in-parks” may have become a cliché, but the need for 
partnerships in parks acquisition, development and ongoing maintenance 
has never been more important.

In larger centres such as Edmonton and Calgary, community leagues 
have become excellent if not essential partners of the municipalities. 
Their involvement in neighbourhood and community park planning and 
development, and operations and maintainance helps to ensure that public 
parks meet local programming needs and attract caring volunteer services.

Partnerships become even more important when developing and managing 
resources that cross many jurisdictions, such as the North Saskatchewan 
River Valley. The urban fringes of Alberta’s expanding cities offer an urgent 
case in point. With urban expansion putting higher density housing next 
door to areas zoned for acreages, a regional perspective involving adjoining 
municipalities and their respective user groups is crucial to the wise 
development of our urban/rural fringes. 

Potential Solution: Local Dialogue, Cross-cutting Partnerships and 
Joint Projects

Form multi-jurisdictional alliances. The Capital Region River Valley 
Alliance is an excellent example of a partnership that works well. Seven 
municipalities, including the City of Edmonton, have committed to jointly 
plan, develop and manage the North Saskatchewan River Valley park system, 
a massive green corridor stretching between the communities of Devon 
and Fort Saskatchewan. This unified body, whose common vision represents 
more than one million regional residents, offers a template the province, 
industry and federal government could use to develop and enact a common 
vision for Alberta parks and open space.

Build regional parks, trails and facilities. In some areas of the province, 
urban and rural neighbours are discussing the potential for regional parks, 
sports fields, heritage parks and agri-recreation parks. The Beaverhills 
Initiative, for example, represents a large tract of natural lands contained 
within four abutting rural jurisdictions. To protect these lands, including 
areas for nature-based recreation, all parties agreed to work together in 
designating the region as a world-class biosphere reserve complete with a 
plan to manage the area. This initiative exemplifies the type of partnered, 
integrated systems thinking that should occur.

“Summary of Key Report Findings:

•	 larger urban cities are more apt to 
maintain comprehensive parks and 
open space master plans than are towns 
or rural municipalities

•	 cities have adopted methods of 
classifying parklands for planning 
purposes while smaller communities 
generally have not

•	 not all municipalities are equipped to 
direct the development industry about 
community open space needs and/or 
specific standards of design for parks 
and open space development 

•	 the need for increased park spaces 
beyond 10% MR is more prominent in 
cities

•	 storm ponds, buffers and utility 
easements vary amongst municipalities.”

—ARPA; “Municipal Green Space 
Allocation: Practice and Protocol in Alberta 
Communities”, 2006
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Be open to new forms of public and private collaboration. The time ahead 
holds lessons for us all. Perhaps the most important is that public/private 
partnerships are not a sure-fire solution, but rather a doorway through which 
we discover new solutions to many problems. For years, we have been too 
inflexible, thinking that great parks must be created and paid for in a certain 
way and serve specific and sole purposes. We have presumed that if we mow 
lawns and repair picnic tables, we can keep that park great. But, greatness 
cannot be “maintained” like infrastructure. Greatness emerges through 
use and must be re-envisioned each generation to express and serve our 
evolving citizenry, its culture and values.121

Facilitate collaboration between land conservationists, public health 
specialists, planners, recreation and parks practitioners, elected officials and 
regional/county-based organizations on mutually relevant policy decisions.

The future parks movement must be flexible, open to new approaches 
and constantly reinvigorated through partnerships of people, governments, 
businesses, charitable groups and Albertans. Only when stakeholders at all 
levels wholeheartedly commit to planning and investing cooperatively will 
all Albertans have the comfort of knowing that their natural environment 
is being protected and enriched so that they and future generations can 
enjoy culture, sport and recreation directly within their neighbourhoods 
and elsewhere throughout the province. Herein lies the greatest hope for 
Alberta’s urban and countryside parks movement.

4.3.2 Issue #2 Corporate Sector’s Contributions to Community 
Parks and Open Space Development Has Greater Potential

Communities across Canada as well as here in Alberta have access to many 
unique sources of funds that are derived from the corporate community. 
Examples include Chrysler Canada with its sponsorship of the TransCanada 
Trail and Toronto Dominion Bank with its support of the Friends of the 
Environment Foundation.

Few communities or community groups are aware of these helpful resources 
and few take the time to encourage business and industry to create 
partnership opportunities within their own communities.

Potential Solution: Alliances for Partnership/Sponsorship

Communities and groups involved in community parks and green space 
initiatives can develop unique alliances with industry, businesses or business 
groups to sponsor consumer programs designed to attract park project 
donations in exchange for sponsor recognition. This now occurs in major 
indoor recreation facilities but can easily be translated to sponsoring a 
kilometre of trail, park benches, trees and playgrounds—just to name a few.

Potential Solution: Provide Guidance to the Private Sector

Provide guidance to the private sector, in establishing parks, open space 
and access to nature where possible in their development and operation of 
resources. This can apply to new private sector initiatives and certainly to the 
reclamation of resource lands in the long run.

In the Philadelphia region (Pennsylvania), 
a region made up of metropolitan area 
and countryside, experts had predicted 
a loss of 173,000 acres of open space to 
development by 2020. With the formation 
of the Green Space Alliance (GSA) 
local government and regional leaders 
interested in preserving green space 
were brought together. They developed 
a series of demonstration projects, built 
community partnerships and developed a 
comprehensive open space presentation 
plan.

The use of “jointures” (zoning structures 
that allow municipalities to spread 
required land uses across their 
combined territory) was just one of the 
accomplishments of this group. It could 
very well be a potential policy planning 
approach that would work in forming 
regional plans within the Alberta Land Use 
Framework.

—Smart Communities Network. www.
smartcommunities.ncat.org/success/
philadelphia.shtml
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4.4 Key Challenge: Research, Information Sharing and Good 
Practice

4.4.1 Issue #1: Lack of Baseline Parks and Open Space Data

For some time, Albertans have recognized the link between healthy parks 
and healthy communities, yet public policy does not always reflect that 
link. Finding ways to value parks and effectively communicate that value to 
decision makers is of critical importance to our future quality of life.

This position paper refers to a number of excellent studies completed in 
Alberta and elsewhere that identify the positive impact parks and open 
space have on community sustainability and community development. 
However, little baseline information on key aspects of Alberta’s parks 
systems exist. Few municipalities have accurate inventories of the amount 
of parkland space or the quality and use of their parklands, nor can they 
quantify relationships between their parks’ capital and operational costs. 
Typically, they have even less information about how their parks and green 
systems are managed as sustainable systems. 

A study conducted by the ARPA’s Parks and Open Space Committee in 
2004122 revealed that municipalities seldom document the environmental 
value of parks, open space and natural areas as a basis for future design and 
planning. Yet municipalities do recognize that value. In fact, 75% of Alberta 
cities express the need for more open space than the 10% municipal reserve 
legislated in the Municipal Government Act allows. Also, few cities maintain 
quantitative or qualitative data to support their wants and claims. 

In towns and rural jurisdictions, baseline data on parks and open space 
lands are even less evident in those where growth is occurring. Few 
express the need or ability to measure the importance of open spaces 
or to support the future allocation of lands for recreation, culture and/or 
natural area preservation. Particularly in fringe areas separating urban and 
rural communities, which typically experience the greatest development 
pressure, lack of baseline data and competing views between urban and 
rural politicians and developers about the value of open space compromise 
sound parks system planning. In order to plan wisely we must determine 
what we have in place, where we want to be in the future and how to get 
there.

Potential Solution: Support and Share Parks Research

Conduct parks and open space inventories and audits. Global information 
systems (GIS) satellite mapping and other technical planning tools offer 
valuable support to decisions about land use throughout the province. 
To make such analyses worthwhile, municipalities need access to “on the 
ground” baseline inventories of urban forests, mapped trail systems and 
open space corridors, natural areas, developed parks and undeveloped 
public reserve lands. 

Educate decision makers. Those who have the greatest impact on 
investments in the future of our community parks need frequent and 
powerful reminders of the existing science proving the benefits of parks 
and open space—science and evidence that directly links natural capital to 
healthy lifestyles and in building healthy communities.

“How cities use parks for climate change 
management:

1. Parks modulate artificially higher 
temperatures from the urban heat 
island effect through shading and 
evapotranspiration.

2. Parks enhance local wind patterns in 
cities through the park breeze (cooler 
air over parks replaces warmer air in 
adjacent city neighbourhoods).

3. Parks mitigate local precipitation 
anomolies amplified by the urban heat 
island effect.

4. Parks sequester carbon and other 
pollutants trapped by the urban heat 
island that may otherwise alter local 
and global atmospheric composition.”

—City Parks Forum Briefing Papers; 2006
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Think sustainability. There are encouraging signs that Alberta is on the 
threshold of a shift to greater sustainability. AUMA and our provincial 
government are now actively advocating sustainable planning, and 
numerous communities have launched sustainability studies. The City of 
Edmonton has done extensive work to measure infrastructure deficits, 
including parks and open space, and the Canada West Foundation has 
produced numerous reports highlighting the importance of natural capital 
in our rapidly urbanizing province. 

Use land trusts to protect natural lands. Land trusts are forming across 
Alberta to secure and/or manage lands for conservation and recreation 
enjoyment. Alberta Land Trust Alliance reports a membership of close to 15 
groups. While only a fraction of the 50-plus land trusts found in England (a 
country one-fifth the size of Alberta with 17 times the population), the rise 
of land trusts in this province demonstrates growing concern to protect 
natural lands that are not already part of federal, provincial or municipal 
parks inventories.

Share good practice research. Green space networks are already benefiting 
from research and pilot demonstrations within and beyond Alberta. 

Alberta Trail Net is working diligently with Alberta municipalities and trail 
groups to create green corridors throughout the Province. Ducks Unlimited 
Canada (DUC), for example, is actively protecting and managing numerous 
Alberta wetlands. The not-for-profit organization also conducts research 
that is informing resource management and illustrating the environmental 
impacts of wetlands development. A strong partner with the province in 
managing parks and protected spaces, DUC also works hand in hand with 
many municipalities to manage natural sites, share information and advocate 
retention and rehabilitation of wetland habitats.

The City of St. Albert has succeeded in retaining and managing wetlands 
and natural areas, with public approval. Its work is supported by dedicated 
volunteers who provide public education, reinforce user protocols and offer 
ways to enjoy sensitive natural areas. The City has the potential of doing 
much more with the further integration of its Red Willow Park with the Lois 
Hole Provincial Park.

Many partnerships between the provincial government and trail users, 
environmental groups, naturalists and sports user groups have proven 
successful in managing and maintaining public open spaces and sports 
parks. Without dedicated citizen groups who embrace opportunities to 
protect, develop and/or manage resources, the open space assets of many 
communities would either fall prey to other development interests or 
deteriorate due to lack of municipal funds and manpower.

Print and web-based resources abound with timely and helpful examples 
of successful public parks and public places. One such resource, The Project 
for Public Places,123 cites a non-profit organization that has developed 
“placemaking,” a unique process for transforming public places. Placemaking 
has improved parks, markets, streets, transit stations, libraries and countless 
other places in 2,000 communities in 47 states and 26 countries. What’s 
more, the group’s all-inclusive stewardship is deeply influencing how cities 
and towns approach parks and public space design and management. At 
each step of the way, placemakers take care to engage community decision 
makers, planners, the business community, the general public and other 
stakeholder agencies.
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The Project for Public Places serves as a harbinger of what could be achieved 
in Alberta, whether led by the provincial government, by ARPA or by a new 
or existing entity whose sole mission would be forging alliances to create 
and sustain public places, parks and open spaces that build communities. 

Whatever the mechanism, whatever the particular focus, the reality is clear—
the time is now to share the full extent of current wisdom across disciplines, 
jurisdictions, governments, interest groups and neighbourhoods.

The renewal of parks and recreation research, planning and protocol is 
long overdue in Alberta. Excellent research and hosted events such as the 
biennial Parks Forum by ARPA, the Canada West Foundation and others can 
be readily emulated and supported as excellent sources, but much more 
is needed. The Province should establish a  “Parks and Open Space Applied 
Research Fund” to encourage relevant applied research be undertaken by 
our post-secondary academics, graduate students and consultants. This fund 
could be similar to the “Problem Gambling Research Fund” established by 
the Provincial Government. Also, the expansion and evolution of ARPA’s Parks 
Forum is a worthy initiative that could occur annually and perhaps regionally 
amongst municipalities.

We do, however, lack baseline data at the local level, particularly in smaller 
towns and rural jurisdictions. We must harmonize existing research, identify 
and fill research holes, create outlets for sharing information and assist 
municipalities that lack the resources to undertake responsible parks and 
open space planning. It is also expected that such funding and related 
collaborations could very well stimulate  the formation of a “Nature, Parks 
and Ecology Policy Studies Institute”.

4.4.2 Issue #2: Park Guidelines and Standards are Ad Hoc or Non-
existent in Numerous Alberta Communities

A 2004 survey of municipalities124 commissioned by ARPA revealed that not 
all Alberta municipalities (particularly smaller towns and rural municipalities) 
maintain standard parks and open space guidelines. Some reported that 
they develop parks on an ad hoc basis, others said their guidelines and 
standards are outdated and need attention. 

Standards for design and ongoing maintenance are crucial to the general 
quality, health and condition of parks and open spaces. In the absence of 
those standards, parks in many Alberta communities suffer from worn and 
over-compacted field turf, damaged trees and shrubs, spoiled park furniture 
and broken playground elements. Besides limiting community enjoyment of 
nature, that lack of care raises numerous risk liability issues.

Potential Solution: Refocused Commitment to Better Parks Standards 
and Continuous Review

Educate municipalities about best practices. Local governments need to 
refocus attention on designing and maintaining quality park systems. Toward 
that end, they need opportunities to learn about best practices for parks 
planning and for working with the land development industry.

Call on municipalities to prepare comprehensive “active communities” 
strategies including plans for community parks and open space 
development. Such “whole community” strategies would integrate parks and 
open space with other community programs and infrastructure.

“England is well on the way to achieving 
a vision of connecting town and country 
in a sustainable system. The Countryside 
Agency has teamed up with an 
environmental charity named Groundwork 
to facilitate regeneration projects in 
deprived urban and rural neighbourhoods. 
Last year, they supported 6,000 projects 
that improved 950 hectares and created 
2,500 jobs. Science and planning expertise 
for these projects came through the 
Deputy Prime Minister and other agencies 
equipped to enable sustainable planning.”

—The Countryside in and Around Towns: 
A Vision for Connecting Town and Country 
in the Pursuit of Sustainable Development 
Groundwork and the Countryside Agency. 
www.countryside.gov.uk and www.
groundwork.org.uk, Sept 2008
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Upgrade unsafe parks and playgrounds. While not all communities are 
growing at the same pace as Alberta’s more metropolitan areas, and while 
limitations to budget and staff resources are commonly cited as a major 
deterrent, it is incumbent on all municipalities to upgrade public parks and 
open spaces—at least to a level that allows safe access and continued use 
of these resources. For playgrounds, municipalities should be aware of CSA 
standards and guidelines set for playground safety and accessibility.

Forge commitment to standards for safety, maintenance and accessibility 
by developing policies and abiding by them. It is not uncommon to see 
play equipment in public parks and school grounds that is not approved by 
the Canadian Standards Association. Park users also put up with unkempt 
sidewalks or trails and hazards on multi-use trail ways. These are but a few 
examples where lack of attention to standards not only constrains park use 
but also raises risk liability issues. Local leaders must recognize the role that 
standards play in community betterment and public safety. Support for the 
province-wide build out of the Canadian Playground Safety Institute (CPSI) is 
strongly encouraged.

Tie funding to standards. Increased local funding and increased assistance 
from other sources are required to enhance aging community parks. But 
funding must be coupled with education and commitment to standards 
for design and maintenance, whether accomplished by public personnel, 
volunteer stewards or both. 

Not all Alberta municipalities are equipped with the necessary knowledge 
base, financial resources and qualified personnel to take the steps 
recommended above. Increased communication with and support to local 
operators and parks practitioners is crucial. 

The potential for greater communication and sharing across the industry 
became evident at the 2007 Municipal Parks Forum in Red Deer and 
at the 2005 and 2007 ARPA Parks Forums involving all three levels of 
government with responsibility for parks. In addition, provincial agencies 
and organizations such as ARPA must be supported to take the lead in 
sponsoring or directly delivering awareness training, education and helpful 
resources.

Potential Solution: Develop a Communities Service Excellence 
Framework Including Parks, Open and Green Space

Consideration should be given to developing a service excellence framework 
for the planning, development and delivery of community recreation and 
parks services. Particular priority and emphasis should be placed on:

•	 supporting continuous improvement in the quality of parks 
services;

•	 promoting commitment to emerging best practices, and 

•	 encouraging organizational response to the priority benefits 
identified by the communities we serve.

Such a service excellence framework would be developed and managed 
to focus primarily on local government recreation and parks agencies in 
Alberta. In addition to developing core and ancillary modules the service 
excellence framework would be initially developed as a self assessment tool 
allowing each participating community/agency to undertake their own 
analysis.
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The scope of the service excellence framework for community parks would 
conceivably cover the following categories:

•	 parks and gardens

•	 natural and semi-natural community green spaces

•	 green corridors

•	 outdoor facilities

•	 amenity greenspace

•	 cemeteries

•	 accessible countryside in “rurban” fringe areas

•	 civic spaces.

Assessment themes would include:

•	 leadership

•	 policy and strategy

•	 community engagement

•	 partnership working

•	 use of resources

•	 people management

•	 standards of service

•	 performance management and learning.

Potential Solution: Further Research to Assess

Transferability/applicability of good practice found elsewhere in the 
world. Many examples of excellent management practice exist within 
global communities. As not all can apply to Alberta, more research and 
pilot/demonstration studies should be encouraged. As well, an enhanced 
approach to “translational research,” along with user-friendly technology 
and knowledge-sharing infrastructure for research dissemination, must be 
established to improve practitioner awareness and application.

4.4.3 Issue #3: Better Management and Care

Over the last decade, droughts, severe weather, climate change and overall 
land use practice have brought challenges such as stressed tree stands, 
increased water pollution and insect infestations to both urban and rural 
parks and open spaces. Park managers in many communities have responded 
by increasing their focus on care of parks and parks systems, particularly with 
an eye to sustainability. 

Many cities have adopted the practice of continuous tree stand monitoring; 
some have created tree bylaws or “green bylaws” to educate residents and 
sustain natural resources. From science and new technology, managers 
have learned the value of maintaining a balance of natural areas as well as 
maintaining turf and manicured landscapes. Some have adopted unique 
methods of controlling geese populations within urban areas. 

That is but a short list of enhanced care practices. But, as with adherence to 
quality standards, many Alberta communities remain unaware of advances in 
parks and urban forest operations and management. 

Yet, despite laudable statements about 
the value of green infrastructure, existing 
and new parks and open space systems 
are lagging far behind other public service 
priorities in this time of rapid growth.
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Potential Solution: Share Knowledge and Encourage Imitation

Best practices regarding park care need to be shared and should become 
the norm among managers of parks systems across the three levels of 
government, urban and rural parks personnel and volunteer stewards of 
both public and private outdoor recreation resources.

The ARPA Parks Forum is an excellent example of an opportunity for park 
practitioners and management personnel to share knowledge. The creation 
of a “Parks and Open Space Applied Research Fund” and a “Nature, Parks 
and Ecology Policy Studies Institute” for recreation and parks planning, 
programming and maintenance would also improve access to “best practice” 
examples.

4.5 Key Challenge: Resourcing and Funding of Community Parks 
Development

4.5.1 Issue #1: Lack of Community Parks and Open Space Funding

In 2004, ARPA proposed two Alberta Centennial projects: A Re-established 
Urban Parks Program and the Countryside Parks and Recreation Areas Program. 
Both offered timely solutions that would have helped urban and rural 
municipalities significantly enhance and expand community parks and green 
infrastructure.

At the time, ARPA determined that urban parks capital funding requirements 
would approach $102 million and countryside parks and recreation 
areas would need close to $31 million. Construction and land costs have 
approximately tripled in the four years since, while little has been done to 
meet the needs identified. 

Urban expansion into rural zones, the increase of rural residential 
subdivisions in urban fringes, population growth and a rapidly depleting 
inventory of candidate recreation lands (including natural areas) have only 
exacerbated the situation. As a result, today’s required capital investment 
to upgrade and further develop parks and open space in municipalities is 
estimated to stand closer to one billion dollars with a required “booster 
shot” by the Province of approximately $430 million with municipalities and 
industry making up the remainder.

ARPA remains extremely concerned that sustaining and expanding Alberta’s 
urban and rural parks and green infrastructure has taken a back seat to other 
funding priorities. Meanwhile, our province is losing natural resources and 
opportunities most vital to the wellbeing of all Albertans.

There is no doubt that Albertans highly value community parks and open 
spaces and recognize the benefits of the recreation that occurs there. Those 
values are also embodied within the mission statements and planning 
doctrines of all Alberta municipalities, regions and provincial parks as well as 
protected spaces. The very existence of our current community parks, open 
spaces and trails testifies to these beliefs. Yet, despite laudable statements 
about the value of parks and green infrastructure, existing and new parks 
and open space systems are lagging far behind other public service priorities 
in this time of rapid growth.

Lack of funding is not the only deterrent to meeting tomorrow’s parks and 
green infrastructure needs. The public reserve requirements set by Alberta’s 
Municipal Government Act, our legislated planning framework, may well 
be outdated. Its allocation of 10% for neighbourhood parks and school 
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lands barely meets the needs of our mobile, active, nature seeking society. 
Communities that require more than 10% public reserve within developed 
areas are forced to purchase needed parklands, thus increasing the cost of 
providing parks and open space.

In many growth areas, urban municipalities are looking beyond their 
boundaries into neighbouring jurisdictions, annexing land, purchasing 
land and/or negotiating partnerships to meet their park and open space 
needs. By default, and probably to the benefit of future generations, Alberta 
municipalities are beginning to undertake regional systems planning and 
departing from a “cookie cutter” approach to creating community and 
neighbourhood green spaces. The blossoming of joint planning in urban/
rural fringe areas and between municipal jurisdictions and the Province 
emphasizes the need to create joint planning mechanisms and new 
approaches that will result in regionally sustainable parks and open space 
systems as opposed to independent municipal systems. Supporting this 
emerging shift to regional planning would open the door to new resource 
and funding options for Alberta’s urban and rural parks and open spaces. It 
would also create new avenues of collaboratively managing Alberta’s parks 
and protected areas, especially where municipalities are near or adjacent to 
designated provincial parks or recreation areas.

Potential Solution: Consider Investment Options

1. Investment Option #1: Economic Incentives for Landowners 

Alberta is not the only place where growth pressures have threatened 
lands best used for recreation, environmental protection and 
preservation. Jurisdictions elsewhere have employed unique ways of 
balancing the wise use of public and private lands, recognizing that 
important natural areas and parklands deserve similar value to other  
public and private uses. 

The State of Florida’s Rural Lands Stewardship Program provides 
economic incentives for rural land stewardship that protects 
environmental facilities and beneficial agricultural use while allowing 
development in appropriate settings. The pilot program introduced in 
2001 and again in 2004, essentially increases the value of environmental 
and agriculture lands to levels equal with urban development. In 
essence, development pays to protect green spaces.

Other mechanisms used to support natural and heritage landscape 
protection include regulatory requirements, voluntary approaches 
and economic incentives/penalties. All can be part of a toolbox, but 
their effectiveness depends on reaching stakeholders involved in land 
ownership and development with motivational information and valid, 
relevant education.

2. Investment Option #2: Conservation Easements 

Useable green corridors and natural areas can be obtained for 
protection and recreation by encouraging landowners to provide rights 
of access for public use. Such easements can be extremely beneficial 
where adjacent landowners band together to provide access along 
roadways or natural corridors in rural areas. Used with caution to avoid 
jeopardizing lived-in and working landscape, such easements reduce 
public costs for land acquisition. This is especially true in rural areas 
where little publicly owned land exists. 

“Most municipalities identified fiscal 
constraints as a key challenge to 
providing adequate green space, and 
many respondents felt that rapid growth 
and sprawl-type developments were 
compromising their ability to protect 
enough green space to meet community 
needs.”

—Evergreen; “Green Space, Acquisition 
and Stewardship in Canada’s Urban 
Municipalities”, 2004
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3. Investment Option #3: Land Trusts 

Typically locally created, land trusts hold or manage land in trust for 
future generations. Most land trusts focus on conserving ecological 
integrity, but land trusts can also be set up to conserve scenic, historical, 
agricultural, recreational and other types of landscapes. Land trusts 
in Alberta include the Southern Alberta Land Trust Society, Sheep 
River Land Trust, Foothills Land Trust, Western Sky Land Trust and the 
Edmonton Land Trust. 

A newly formed Alberta Bank Trust Alliance is linking land trusts and 
conservation groups operating throughout Alberta.

The United States alone has more than 1,200 land trusts. Land trusts, 
conservation groups and other alliances of people dedicated to 
acquiring, holding, protecting and managing parks and open space 
lands will almost certainly evolve and grow here as well. They provide 
an important conduit for citizen involvement, often serving as lightning 
rods to attract the sponsors and funds necessary to acquire and manage 
important landscapes. They also offer local and provincial governments 
legitimate partners for the work of expanding green infrastructure. Such 
land trusts should be creatively supported by all levels of government.

4. Investment Option #4: Harmonize Inter-governmental Resources 

Government agencies at all levels tend to work in silos because of core 
budgets and core mandates. The quest to enhance and maintain the 
health of Albertans and the communities in which they live crosses 
many service boundaries. Various grants and resource programs could 
be harmonized or pooled to achieve common objectives through rural 
and urban parks and green space systems. For example, agricultural 
grants could be used for agri-recreation sites; health-care dollars could 
fund special trail systems or green spaces; education funds might help 
preserve neighbourhood natural areas. Unfortunately the mechanisms 
necessary to communicate, foster collaboration and create such win-win 
situations are either lacking or poorly understood, particularly in rural 
areas and smaller communities.

Potential Solution: Provincial Government Funding Scheme

In spring 2007, our provincial government announced a Municipal 
Sustainability Initiative for Alberta municipalities that includes an $18 
billion investment in public infrastructure over the next three years. This is 
the largest capital program in provincial history. Planned expenditures are 
dominated by roads (2,500 km to be paved), schools (71 projects), health 
facilities (30 projects), post-secondary facilities (20 major projects) and 
affordable housing. 

Because municipalities are on the front line in dealing with growth, close 
to $1.9 billion will flow directly to municipalities over the next three years, 
followed by $1.4 billion a year from 2010 until the Municipal Sustainability 
Initiative ends. These funds, it is anticipated, will primarily support municipal 
roads, community public works, public transit, water systems, utility and 
other community buildings. No amounts are specifically earmarked for 
community parks and open spaces, so those projects will occur at the 
discretion of municipalities. Yet a good chunk of that money and more will 
be needed if we are to enhance and expand municipal and regional parks 
and open space landscapes to meet current and future needs.
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While the Alberta Government has followed through on its promise 
to provide Alberta municipalities with sustainable funding for built 
infrastructure through the Canada–Alberta Municipal Rural Infrastructure 
Fund (CAMRIF) and the Municipal Sustainability Initiative, municipal leaders 
and recreation practitioners remain concerned. Their concern is that the 
amount allocated, coupled with the program guidelines and timelines, will 
result in an insufficient focus on parks and open space enhancements and 
innovative community outdoor recreation programming and environmental 
education. This, at a time when Alberta should be fostering the building 
of “systems focus” and protecting important lands endangered by 
development. We all recognize that having enough vital urban and rural 
”greenscapes” to meet the social, recreational and environmental goals is 
essential to a livable future. 

As previously stated, in 2004, ARPA at the encouragement of provincial 
government officials, advocated for addressing Alberta’s community park 
and open space deficiencies through two re-investment programs as 
“Alberta Centennial” projects. One would replace the past Urban Parks 
Program and provide urban municipalities with capital funds to enhance, 
expand and sustain major urban parks systems and public park corridors. A 
second would provide capital funds to rural municipalities to expand and 
upgrade countryside parks, recreation areas, natural corridors, heritage sites 
and sensitive ecological areas.

In 2008, ARPA continues to advocate for a similar approach, but as one 
unified program that fosters systems thinking. Section Five of this document 
generally outlines that working proposal, which is designed to complement 
existing municipal infrastructure and sustainability programs within and 
across jurisdictions. 

In this regard, Alberta should lead in engaging with the federal government 
on a bilateral funding initiative that would seek targeted funding for 
local community parks and open space acquisition, development and 
operations—through a “National Community Parks Initiative.”

4.6 Key Challenge: Alberta Becoming the Healthiest Province in 
Canada: More People, More Active, More Often

The alarming increase in incidences of childhood obesity, Type 2 diabetes 
and other chronic lifestyle illnesses that are evident throughout Alberta, 
Canada and the western world requires immediate attention—from new 
public policy and financing to new more innovative sustaining ways to 
build our community environments, as examples. In this latter regard, it 
is incumbent upon all levels of government to recognize and value the 
importance of parks and open space to accessible, spontaneous recreation 
(healthy living) actively. Note: From the recent 2008 Alberta Recreation 
Survey, walking for pleasure, gardening and bicycling were listed in the top 
ten most frequently mentioned list of recreative activities for households. 
In addition, camping, golfing, reading, hiking, jogging/running, fishing and 
swimming were identified in the top ten listing of favourite activities by 
Albertans.

Based on these recent research findings, it is essential that at a community 
level parks and related open space infrastructure are built and maintained to 
accommodate current and future recreation activity demands.
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While physical activity levels of adults across Canada has improved since 
1994 (from 38% of adults who say they are physically active to 49% in 2005) 
there is still a long way to go. In 2005, Alberta ranked second of all provinces 
next to British Columbia with a 52% activity score. For children, “Active 
Healthy Kids Canada” in 2008 reported a “D” grade for kids and reported 
insufficient appropriate physical activity opportunities and programs 
available to the majority of Canadian children and youth. Again, Alberta 
ranked second based upon daily steps taken (12,135) but still well below 
the recommended 16,500 daily steps necessary for optimal growth and 
development.

4.6.1 Issue #1: Safe and Accessible Outdoor Resources, Green 
Corridors and Trailways

The desires of Albertans to get out and walk, jog, ride a bike or in-line skate 
for recreation or, to and from daily destinations has shown remarkable 
growth in communities where there has been an investment towards 
walkable systems and “active” non-vehicular trailways.

This is also true of communities and regions that invest in parks and open 
spaces which promote physical endeavours and go one step further in 
connecting such places with safe, walkable and rideable trailways.

The greatest issue we face probably lies within older city neighbourhoods, 
large towns and smaller rural communities where past planning practice 
and lack of foresight has precluded opportunities to create active pedestrian 
travel routes between old and newer neighbourhoods and between urban 
and rural areas.

In some cases, parks which have existed for over forty years lack visitation 
from residents and require renewal to make them more interesting and 
attractive to promote use and subsequent physical and social activity. 
In others, renewal of play structures which are CSA (Canadian Standards 
Association) approved for health and safety should occur.

Potential Solution: New Planning Policy Guidelines and Budget 
Allocation

In communities, where focus on planning and investment does not exist for 
trails, greenways and active use park spaces, local leaders and administration 
should initiate through new planning guidelines, policy and budgets for 
renewal and expansion.

Potential Solution: Adopt Renewal Strategies

Adopt renewal strategies to ensure CSA approved playground and park 
amenities are used in parks and public places.

4.6.2 Issue #2: Active Living Awareness and Promotion Needs 
Targeted Community Initiatives

The cliché of “build it and they will come” may be true in some instances, 
but many Albertan’s need to be better aware, educated and motivated to 
participate in activities which promote physical activity, outdoor recreation 
and environmental education. However, promotional, educational and 
marketing campaigns will have limited value and impact without local “grass 
roots” initiatives and programs. There is a need to shift resources to more 
“community-based investment” projects. 
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Potential Solution: Strategically Build Upon Current Province-wide 
Public Communications, But Invest in Community-based Initiatives

•	 Use “June is Recreation and Parks Month” to showcase children and the 
natural environment and the benefits accrued through visitation and 
use of parks, greenways, trails and natural areas.

•	 Develop integrated, planned and sustained approaches to public 
service announcements which promote opportunities for the public to 
engage in outdoor activities in both rural and urban settings (e.g. major 
Provincial photo/video contest).

•	 Target “critical hours”, the after school agenda to facilitate innovative 
nature education and outdoor recreation activities.

•	 Promote active transportation on pedways and trails as an alternative to 
using vehicles.

4.6.3 Issue #3: Plan, Build and Maintain Active, Livable and 
Attractive Communities

Alberta communities have come a long way in embracing “smart growth 
principles” like walkable communities, barrier free accessibility in public 
places, leadership development, “Communities in Bloom” and sustainability 
practices and many more positive growth initiatives. However, many 
communities, particularly small rural communities, lag behind without the 
resources and leadership to ensure active, safe and attractive liveability. 

Potential Solution: Shared Governance

ARPA believes that there are solutions for these communities as long as not-
for-profit agencies, local and senior governments work cooperatively in:

1. Promoting smart growth principles.

2. Assisting in developing demonstration sites and projects,

3. Helping to create innovative developments like therapeutic landscapes, 
community gardens, nature interpretive areas, parks and walkways.

4.6.4 Issue #4: Innovative Programming and Leadership

Delivering programs and promoting leadership amongst citizens, citizen 
groups and elected officials will require more than a simple push. Lack of 
leadership and incented innovation have been some of the key contributing 
factors to the non-realization of the value and under-valuing of outdoor 
recreation.125

Potential Solutions: Leadership and Innovation

•	 Inventory (provincial) current investment in outdoor recreation from all 
sources to identify gaps, overlaps and opportunities.

•	 Expand upon and showcase key programs and initiatives that work 
elsewhere.

•	 Encourage citizens, employees, administrators and politicians to attend 
the ARPA Parks Forum, conferences, training and apprenticeship courses.

•	 Ensure that such communities are aware of and encouraged to 
participate in programs like ARPA’s ACE Communities initiative.
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•	 Undertake the feasibility of establishing a Provincial Outdoor Recreation 
Council/Alliance.

•	 Encourage schools to create more opportunities for young people to 
participate in outdoor recreation and nature/environmental education.

•	 Examining and creating innovative approaches and opportunities to 
support community-based learning for outdoor recreation and nature 
education participants and volunteers.

We, living in Alberta, are blessed to have a range of natural capital assets, 
which are not only recognized for their world heritage values, but also afford 
us, as citizens, the opportunity to be active and enhance our quality of life. 
In this latter regard, we are also enjoying nature close at hand due in large 
part to visionary leadership and partnered activities initiated by Premier 
Lougheed and his provincial government working with municipalities 
throughout Alberta to plan and develop urban and countryside parks and 
recreation areas. The strategic challenges and proposed solutions identified 
in the foregoing section, if properly addressed and invested in, will re-
establish Alberta’s place of prominence as it relates to a jurisdiction that uses 
recreation, parks and open space for province building and for community 
building objectives.
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5. seCtION fIve | tOwarDs a “maDe IN alberta“ COmmuNIty Parks 
aND OPeN sPaCe vIsION aND strategy

The past decade’s rapid growth has also heightened our awareness of the 
value of natural capital. Albertans in all sectors are calling for government 
investment in green growth, and there is a trend afoot among governments 
to embrace sustainable approaches to preservation and development. 
We are even beginning to see collaborative land use planning as public 
leaders seek acceptable and equitable economies of scale in public service 
investments, including recreation facilities and parks systems.

But what will this investment look like? Are we all on the same path? Do we 
have enough research and planning tools to make the right decisions about 
preserving, enhancing, expanding and sustainably managing parks and open 
space systems?

It is incumbent on senior and local governments, research and policy 
institutes such as the Canada West Foundation, land steward groups, 
volunteers, educational institutions, ARPA and Alberta’s urban/rural 
municipality associations and industry to harmonize efforts and consolidate 
information and learning. Ideally, a common vehicle will result for continued 
research and planning reform. Whether this becomes a “Nature, Parks and 
Ecology Policy Studies Institute”, centre of excellence, a foundation or a 
government or non-government organization, it is time to act. In brief, these 
steps are needed:

•	 consolidate our body of knowledge into a depository for information, 
consultation and further research;

•	 formalize an approach to ensure that urban and countryside planning 
put high priority on recreation, parks and open space;

•	 review our legislated planning tools such as the Municipal Government 
Act, to ensure they enable positive parks and green space growth;

•	 harmonize Alberta’s pending Land-use Framework legislation with 
the parks agendas of urban and rural municipalities, other allied 
stakeholders and public land managers through Regional Plan(s) 
development;

•	 invest dollars in parks and open space research, including local 
municipal parks and open space planning;

•	 invest capital dollars in revitalizing, enhancing and expanding parks 
systems in both urban and rural communities; and 

•	 create opportunities for ongoing dialogue among the many levels 
of parks planning and management, from small rural jurisdictions to 
provincial parks, to national parks.

5.1 The Vision: A Community Parks and Open Space Legacy

ARPA endorses the following parks and open space vision for our 
province and its many communities. Given sound leadership, widespread 
collaboration, timely, focused investment and reform of appropriate 
planning protocols and legislation, we believe this vision is achievable.

In this vision, the Province of Alberta is a world leader in providing and 
supporting a network of parks and protected areas. Whether located 
in highly urbanized settings, residential neighbourhoods, the “rurban” 
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countryside or our vast treasure chest of national and provincial parks, 
natural areas and protected places, these exceptional settings offer renewal 
of individual and community spirit, healthy interaction with the natural 
world and places to play in the outdoors.

•	 Our air is fresh and clean, even in and around our major cities, thanks 
to the fact that government leaders at all levels have made parks, 
open space and green design a priority in all jurisdictions and in all 
development. 

•	 Alberta has led the country in reducing obesity in our young population 
and promoting healthy active lifestyles for middle aged and senior 
adults, thanks in part to increased use of the growing system of 
parkways that connect our communities and make our neighbourhoods 
walkable year-round.

•	 Albertans “live in a park”, a system of varied natural and groomed 
landscapes whose seamless interconnections encourage walking, 
jogging and bicycling for fun, for socializing and for getting to work 
or school. Planned in concert with roads by teams of transportation 
planners, recreation systems planners and public users, these trailways 
and walkways have become as important as our road networks.

•	 A tremendous network of volunteer stewards and well-trained park 
managers exceptionally maintains our growing system of parks and 
natural areas.

•	 The parks movement is informed by an expanding body of knowledge, 
thanks in large measure to a “Nature, Parks and Ecology Policy Studies 
Institute”. This institute of applied research and its resources significantly 
raises the bar of planning for recreation and parks and green spaces. 
It involves senior government, Alberta’s academic community, local 
government, voluntary associations including the ARPA and the 
corporate sector.

•	 An active member of North America’s Children and Nature Network, 
Alberta is joining other government leaders in instituting programs 
that ensure children receive greater exposure to nature and thus 
have improved health and wellness and a greater appreciation of the 
environment that sustains us. 

•	 Attendance in parks and recreation areas is on the increase, enabling 
families and friends to socialize and interact with the natural world and 
each other. People everywhere readily embrace sustainability values and 
re-invigorate as active volunteer stewards of natural resources, creating 
spaces and places that offer unique blends of culture, heritage, nature 
interpretation and play. Thanks to that, parks and park systems are 
functioning well in meeting the diverse needs of Albertans.

•	 Community parks and open spaces have become templates for new 
ideas, not only about maintenance and management, but also about 
ways to transcend the typical neighbourhood community/school 
park to create a spectrum of healthy lifestyle opportunities. Beyond 
playgrounds and playfields, streets have transformed into community 
commons and park corridors; commercial cores have transformed into 
festival sites.

•	 A new wave of investment in expanding and connecting parkland 
across jurisdictional boundaries reflects a new political understanding 
that the need for parks and open spaces stands on par with resource 
extraction, housing development, agriculture and many other demands. 

“Seven measures of an excellent 
community parks system:

•	 a clear expression of purpose

•	 ongoing planning and community 
involvement

•	 sufficient assets in land, staffing and 
equipment to meet the system’s goals

•	 equitable access 

•	 user satisfaction

•	 safety from physical hazards and crime

•	 benefits for the community beyond the 
boundaries of the parks.”

—The Trust for Public Lands; “The Excellent 
City Parks System, 2001
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•	 The increase in lands dedicated to community parks, natural areas, 
park corridors and regional, provincial and national parks has bolstered 
our economy. Properties adjacent to parks have risen in value, tourism 
spending in parks and recreation has increased and more people hold 
jobs in the sector. In addition, our more active society is healthier, and 
thus drawing less heavily on the public purse. 

5.2 The Right Path

“ We’re working hard to do the planning that will carry the Province 
forward. As a result, we have the unique ability to build a future 
where prosperity goes hand-in-hand with opportunity, quality of 
life and a deep respect for the breathtaking environment we have 
inherited...

Alberta’s course for the future is to build our communities ’green 
our growth’ and create opportunity.”126

 
—Alberta Premier Ed Stelmach

“Greening our growth” and “healthy by nature” are two slogans that emanate 
from the core of the parks movement across North America. This is true 
particularly here in Alberta, where rapid growth challenges policy makers 
and regional and community planners to adopt new ways of thinking 
when it comes to the enhancement, increased provision and improved 
connectivity of highly demanded parks and open space networks within and 
between our communities.

In many ways, we are on the right path as all levels of government have 
begun to recognize that quality of life and improved wellness can only 
be achieved and maintained through sustainable balance. The Alberta 
Urban Municipalities Association (AUMA) has adopted five dimensions of 
sustainability which are “Environment”, “Economic”, “Cultural”, “Social” and 
“Governance”.127 

5.2.1 A Structured Systems Approach

Sustainability planning at local, regional and provincial levels, while a 
promising stepping stone to greening Alberta’s growth, has yet to result in 
a common and well endorsed strategy to enhance, expand and connect our 
vital parks and open space systems.

ARPA believes we can do better, but it will require a structured systems 
approach to planning for parks and open space, coupled with sound 
leadership at the local, provincial and national levels to ensure that sufficient 
resources are earmarked specifically to an improved network of local, 
regional, provincial and national parks and open spaces.

5.2.2 National and Provincial Leadership

At the national and provincial levels, leaders have begun to respond to 
the infrastructure deficits of municipalities, providing a degree of relief. 
Examples include the Canada–Alberta Municipal Rural Infrastructure Fund 
(CAMRIF) and such Alberta initiatives as the recent Major Communities 
Facilities Program. Governments are also supporting the work of umbrella 
organizations, including the Federation of Canadian Municipalities’ green 
fund programs, the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association’s sustainable 
community programs and the Canadian Parks Council’s national Healthy by 
Nature campaign.
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Six Principles for Better Development:

•	 Conserve farmland, natural areas and 
scenic assets.

•	 Maintain a clean edge between town 
and countryside.

•	 Build and maintain livable and 
attractive communities.

•	 Preserve historic resources.

•	 Respect local community character in 
new construction.

•	 Reduce the impact of the car and 
promote walkability.

—Better Models for Development in 
Pennsylvania—Ideas for Creating More 
Livable and Prosperous Communities; 
April, 2005

While welcome building blocks, most of these programs are designed 
to enhance and replace grey infrastructure first, indoor public buildings 
second and parks and open spaces third. Furthermore, no existing initiatives 
encourage land use legislation specific to our most apparent need of 
protecting endangered lands for nature conservation, nature education and 
recreation in the out-of-doors.

Land-use planning reform, research and reinvestment are crucial stepping 
stones to green growth. ARPA, Alberta municipalities, health organizations, 
outdoor recreation and sport groups, nature organizations, land trusts and 
many others stand ready to applaud government leaders who accomplish 
the following:

1. Using an open and transparent process to re-examine the Municipal 
Government Act (Division 8) with these aims:

•	 increase the aggregate amount of municipal/school reserve a 
municipality may claim from a minimum of 10%;

•	 redefine environmental reserve in a broader context to include 
natural areas; and/or

•	 introduce a natural area requirement in addition to municipal/
school reserve and environmental reserve.

2. Create legitimate urban/rural or regionally sanctioned organizations 
or task forces to advance regional parks and open space planning and 
management. Working within Alberta’s Land-use Framework and with 
municipal planners, provincial government representatives and involved 
regional publics, these groups would serve as catalysts for regional parks 
and open space projects, as master planning authorities, as managers 
of parks and open space systems and/or as land trusts. Among their 
primary and most beneficial roles they would:

•	 ensure that parks and open space zones, conservation easements, 
provincial lands, private open space lands, natural areas, 
environmental corridors and non-motorized transportation linkages 
are built into lands protected in the regional land use planning 
process;
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•	 ensure that stewards are in place and management programs are 
developed for all park and open space systems; and

•	 ensure that sustainable funding mechanisms are in place to 
develop and sustain parks and open space resources.

3. Establish a “Parks and Open Space Applied Research Fund” to 
encourage/support relevant and timely applied research by post-
secondary academics, graduate students and consultants.

4. Continue with the biennial ARPA Parks Forum and where possible 
expand Forum efforts to evolve into a “Nature, Parks and Ecology 
Policy Studies Institute” for parks and open space. Involving leaders 
such as the Province through Alberta Tourism, Parks and Recreation, 
Alberta Culture and Community Spirit, Alberta Sustainable Resource 
Development, Alberta Municipal Affairs, Alberta Health and Wellness 
and Alberta Education; post-secondary institutions; ARPA; AUMA; the 
Alberta Association of Municipal Districts and Counties (AAMD&C) 
and other allied not-for-profit associations; and the corporate sector. 
Among other things, this institute would provide parks and open space 
research, consultation and advisory services to ensure that all rural and 
smaller municipalities maintain parks and open space master plans, 
sustainability plans and/or up-to-date standards.

5. Address the need for municipal and regional level funding specifically 
earmarked to address these needs:

•	 expanding and revitalizing urban parks and park systems;

•	 enhancing the quality and amount of parks and natural areas within 
urban municipalities;

•	 improving the connectiveness and capacity of combined urban and 
countryside park systems; and

•	 developing effective commissions, steward groups and consultative 
mechanisms to advance regional or urban/countryside parks and 
open space system planning.

5.2.3 Local Leadership

Municipal governments in Alberta regulate approximately 39% of our 
provincial land base. Of that 39%, only 1% is urban settlement (cities, towns, 
villages), although close to 66% of our population lives in those settlements. 
Rural municipalities make up approximately 30% of the regulated land base. 
No wonder the importance of parks and open space is increasing within 
and around our cities; no wonder urban politicians and planners are looking 
beyond their own borders to satisfy the growing demand for outdoor 
recreation and contact with nature.

Local leaders are experiencing increased pressure from citizens who want 
more from their parkland. Recreation groups require additional sports fields, 
publics want more urban trails and youth groups seek skateboard and water 
parks. Parkland and natural area needs have expanded far beyond those 
anticipated by the Municipal Government Act while urban municipalities’ 
capacity to purchase land for those uses has declined.128  The cross-border 
discussion prompted by this reality heightens the need for leadership in 
negotiating helpful solutions not only among regional governments, but 
also with stakeholder groups, private landowners, school boards and other 
agencies.
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While joint planning and cost sharing of park resources and common 
waterways is well understood and practiced in metropolitan areas (recall 
the Capital Region River Valley Alliance), smaller towns and rural regions 
are lagging behind. Many rural municipalities put low priority on parks and 
open space systems development, relegating relatively more dollars to roads 
and utility expenditures even when land within their borders is needed for 
systems such as the Trans Canada Trail.

The need for greater collaboration in parks development extends beyond 
governments to volunteer groups, agricultural societies, community 
associations, land trusts, school boards and individuals. Governments and 
other sector leaders must involve and empower those stakeholders to 
engage in long-term visioning that extends beyond the borders of their 
own recreation zone. Volunteers will require greater access and exposure to 
helpful resources for recruitment, training, marketing, fundraising and overall 
operations.

If our park systems are to achieve greater connectivity and move beyond 
specific recreational activities to enable greater access to nature, 
socialization, culture and heritage, we must all work together. 

5.3 Strategic Actions

ARPA advocates four major strategic actions to launch progress towards an 
Alberta-wide community parks and open space vision.

5.3.1 Formalize Parks and Open Space Research

A two-pronged approach is required to formalize our province’s community 
parks and open space research agenda:

1. Improved Parks and Open Space Inventory and Audit Mechanisms

The success and leadership recently demonstrated in addressing deficits 
in community recreation facilities is required here as well. Provincial 
government grants to municipalities for upgrading built infrastructure 
are based on sound inventory and assessment research. Facilitated by 
ARPA, that research quantified the extent of the deficit and estimated 
the work required. 

Similar research is needed to quantify the state of community park and 
open space systems. The benchmark provided by province-wide parks 
and open space inventory and assessment will be valuable for planning, 
setting funding priorities, measuring progress, celebrating successes 
and planning further research.

2. Create a “Parks and Open Space Applied Research Fund” and a “Nature, 
Parks and Ecology Policy Studies Institute.”  To ensure that programs, 
services and investments are “meeting the mark” for sustained 
improvement in communities and the province as a whole, ARPA is 
prescribing the formation of a such a fund and institute. This institute of 
applied research, policy analysis and teaching would involve applicable 
departments of the Alberta government, academic institutions like 
universities and colleges, local governments and voluntary associations 
such as ARPA. Funded in part by the Province, the institute would 
undertake research and provide information and consultation to all 
stakeholders in the parks and open space sector. The ARPA Parks Forum 
can serve as an excellent model to set the research agenda.

“The comprehensive protection of 
Edmonton’s natural areas as a city-
wide functioning ecological network 
did not become a significant priority 
until the early 1990s. The loss of some 
of Edmonton’s key natural areas on the 
tablelands highlighted the need for a 
significant restructuring of the City’s 
conservation governance structure to 
protect Edmonton’s remaining natural 
systems, particularly those outside of the 
river valley.” 

—City of Edmonton; “Biodiversity Report”, 
2008

We must animate the beliefs and 
sustainability principles being adopted 
throughout Alberta through a targeted 
investment in preserving nature 
landscapes, connecting parks and open 
space through a system of green corridors 
and funding recreation and parks research 
activities.
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5.3.2 Harmonize Planning

Three major planning initiatives hold potential to enhance community parks 
and open space systems allocation: the Alberta Land Use Framework, the 
Provincial Plan for Parks and potential changes to the Municipal Government 
Act regarding public reserve allocation and natural area designation.

The Alberta Land Use Framework now in development will set broad scale 
land use protocol for Alberta’s public land inventory. It offers a golden 
opportunity to harmonize planning so that policies set in jurisdictions all 
across the province enhance rather than detract from public parks and open 
spaces and their ultimate use and sensible regional connections.
The Provincial Plan for Parks, with its focus on the development, use and 
protection of Alberta’s parks system, creates opportunity for municipalities 
to work hand-in-hand with provincial park planners to mesh outdoor and 
nature related demand and municipal park resources with provincial parks 
and recreation areas.

ARPA also encourages the Province to employ an open and transparent 
process when updating the Municipal Government Act and to ensure 
that sections relevant to parks, open space, public reserve, environmental 
reserve and municipal natural reserve are discussed, well researched and 
harmonized with municipalities’ open space demands.

Municipalities should be encouraged and supported to complete recreation 
and parks master plans to compliment municipal sustainability plans.

5.3.3 Foster a “Values” Based Nature Appreciation Movement

ARPA applauds and endorses the work of the Children and Nature Network 
and the work of the Canadian Parks Council regarding the Healthy by Nature 
initiatives. Given the evidence amassed by those initiatives and others, 
we believe connecting children (and everyone else) with nature must 
become a priority for parks and open space development in our province. 
Governments at all levels need to be better informed and better equipped 
to ensure that programs, services, principles and even legislation facilitate 
those connections. A greater focus will need to be placed on innovative 
social marketing, programming and leadership development. 

ARPA encourages the Alberta Government to convene an interdisciplinary 
task force to address the emergent issues related to children and nature as 
well as families and nature.

5.3.4 Invest More Dollars Targeted Towards Community Parks and 
Open Space Development

The course set by the Alberta Government’s 20-year Capital Plan puts 
priority on building our communities, greening our growth and creating 
opportunity. What better time to reinvest in local, regional and province-
wide parks and open space systems, building on the legacy of our past so 
that future generations can be “healthy by nature.”

Toward that end, ARPA advocates the launch of a major province-wide 
“Urban and Countryside Parks Program.” Modeled on Alberta’s successful 
but somewhat short-lived urban and rural parks programs, this initiative will 
pull the province from a deficit position to leading-edge in parks system 
development and care. The resulting increases in outdoor recreation and 
active living will improve our overall health and unite neighbours all across 
the province with each other and with nature.
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Supported by Alberta municipalities through an AUMA resolution, urban and 
countryside parks reinvestment is significantly overdue. Our urban and rural 
municipalities are losing the struggle to secure a sufficient supply of parks 
and open space lands to meet growing needs for outdoor recreation. At the 
same time, existing parks are deteriorating and joint planning for greenbelt, 
natural and connected urban and rural open spaces is losing ground to 
development, urban sprawl and expanded transportation systems.

The proposed ARPA “Urban and Countryside Parks Program” promises to 
animate the beliefs and sustainability principles being adopted throughout 
Alberta. It supports “healthy by nature”, the initiative to re-introduce nature 
into daily living led by the Children and Nature Network; it reinforces the 
policy research work of the Canada West Foundation; it dovetails with 
numerous economic and quality of life goals set by the Province of Alberta. 
It will unite park operators from all levels of government, multiple park users 
and all Albertans in cooperatively creating broad regional master plans, 
quality design standards and seamless open space systems that complement 
other land uses. Last, but not least, it will renew our commitment to parks 
and open space in the local, regional and provincial context.

5.4  An Alberta “Urban and Countryside Parks Program”  Proposal

5.4.1 Proposal Purpose

On behalf of ARPA members and affiliates throughout Alberta, ARPA is 
pleased to present a business case and a program description for an Alberta 
“Urban and Countryside Parks Program” with the following purpose:

“Alberta’s integrated parks and open space system ties urban and 
countryside destinations, provincial parks and national parks into 
a network that protects and conserves our best natural capital 
while offering opportunities for Albertans and visitors to explore 
human and natural heritage; enjoy active and passive pursuits in 
the out-of-doors; and strengthen family and social ties.”

5.4.2 The Business Case: A Sound Investment for a Growing 
Province

Past government parks programs have rendered dramatic and positive 
lifestyle changes in many Alberta communities. Their success in handling 
Alberta’s municipal parks network was due in large part to the fact that 
funding was focused on parks and open space. It is time to refocus and 
reinvest in expanding and renewing our parks and open spaces and 
connecting our green resources as collective regions. 

The justification for an “Urban and Countryside Parks Program” is compelling. 
Given concerted commitment by all parties, it will result in improved 
physical, economic, emotional and social health.

To effect substantial positive outcomes in most Alberta municipalities will, 
conservatively speaking, require a minimum capital funding investment on 
the part of senior levels of government of up to $350 million over a six year 
period 2011–2016.

The Provincial Land-use Framework, the 
Provincial Parks Strategy and potential 
changes in the Municipal Government 
Act regarding public reserve allocation 
and natural area designation all hold 
great potential to enhance community 
parks and open space systems across the 
Province.
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5.4.3 Key Principles

The proposed “Urban and Countryside Parks Program” should be founded on 
the following key principles:

•	 Enhancing quality of life and thus individual citizen health and wellness 
across urban and rural Alberta.

•	 Responding to supply and demand, seizing market opportunities to 
“grow green” as regions.

•	 Adding value locally as well as regionally with improved urban/rural 
parks interfaces and increased access to nature, social growth and 
tourism.

•	 Ensuring quality of experience based on local distinctiveness, natural 
and cultural heritage, integrated systems and excellence in design and 
management.

•	 Maintaining an attractive urban and countryside blend that preserves 
attractive landscapes, trails, waterways and biodiversity.

•	 Acting provincially, deciding locally ; coupling provincial leadership with 
strategic decision setting and partnership at a local/regional level.

5.4.4 Program Goals

•	 To establish significant areas of parks, open space and green corridors to 
ensure urban, countryside and regional populations have easy access to 
natural environments; 

•	 To conserve and develop these areas to enable their sustained and 
unimpaired use for healthy outdoor recreation, nature interpretation 
and environmental education.

5.4.5 Program Objectives

Primary Objectives

•	 Encourage and enable people of all income groups, cultures and 
abilities to participate actively in a variety of healthy recreation 
opportunities of their choosing.

•	 Preserve natural landscapes and heritage features in urban and 
countryside locations (e.g. river valleys) and provide recreation facilities 
in harmony with these features.

•	 Connect people with nature. 

•	 Enhance environmental conservation, outdoor education and nature 
appreciation through properly protected and developed physical 
resources.

Secondary Objectives

•	 Facilitate the interconnectedness of urban countryside regional 
recreation areas, trails and facilities.

•	 Expand local business and regional tourism opportunities.

•	 Enhance urban art, culture and heritage development.

•	 Beautify urban and rural landscapes and park corridors.

•	 Promote environmental education, nature interpretation and 
sustainability.

“Together, we can connect our children 
to nature and ensure that the next 
generation has the opportunity, the space 
and the encouragement to ‘Go Outside 
and Play’.”

—National Wildlife Federation; 
“Connecting Today’s Kids with Nature: A 
Policy Action Plan”, 2008
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5.4.6 Positive Outcomes

1. Supporting Healthy Albertans

Improved and expanded parks and open spaces, including walkable/
bike-able communities and corridors, will increase Albertans’ access 
to nature and encourage healthy, sustainable lifestyle choices such as 
these:

•	 walking/biking to stay fit, have fun, socialize and commute;

•	 spending time with family and friends;

•	 rekindling a sense of wonder and solitude;

•	 rediscovering nature;

•	 supporting our communities and their volunteers; and

•	 protecting the environment for future generations.

2. A Good and Timely Investment

Parks more than pay for themselves. A 2004 study by Nichols Applied 
Management found that $85 million in capital spending on urban parks 
revitalization would produce $89 million in Gross Domestic Product, 
$464 million in household income and more than 1,500 person-years of 
employment.129

At today’s required investment, it ’s likely those numbers would triple, 
even before including increases in property values and subsequent 
municipal assessment revenue from properties located near parks and 
open space.130

But this is not just about money. The direct and indirect social, health 
and environmental benefits accrued from growing our “green parks 
systems” will, no doubt, reduce long-term costs associated with such 
significant issues as public inactivity and greenhouse gas emissions.

Given the current recessionary climate, capital investments made now 
will ensure that reduced costs of construction are realized and that such 
construction optimizes regional and local employment.

3. A Lasting Legacy

Parks and parkway systems have lasting value that benefits generation 
after generation. So often we associate great cities with great parks such 
as Stanley Park in Vancouver, Central Park in New York City and the parks 
and green spaces in the National Capital Region in Ottawa. By branding 
our communities with great parks, parkways and major cultural plazas, 
we not only create a lasting sense of place but open the door to the 
world and the many benefits that follow.

4. Serving Those with Greatest Need

Green spaces and parkways provide opportunities for citizens with 
the greatest needs. In a renewed and expanded parks and open space 
system, people who are older, low income, physically limited or mental 
challenged will have greater access to welcoming spaces. Children and 
families will be closer to nature, and new Albertans will have welcoming 
spaces to meet new friends.

It is time to refocus and reinvest in 
expanding and renewing our parks and 
open spaces; and connecting our green 
resources as collective regions.
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5. Province-wide in Scope and Integration

While allowing municipalities to remain unique in their “green growth,” 
the proposed “Urban and Countryside Parks Program” provides a 
province-wide template for sustainability. It has the potential to be 
a fundamental building block that puts all communities on a solid 
foundation with improved park standards, expansions where needed 
and cooperative initiatives that serve both residents and broader 
markets.

6. Sustainable Community Growth

The proposed initiative will help the many urban communities and 
rural fringes where growth is putting a strain on parks resources. New 
neighbourhoods and higher density development everywhere herald 
the need for a new approach to “greening” our communities, one that 
goes beyond cookie cutter neighbourhood parks design. By focusing 
resources and planning through a much larger lens, we can predict 
spatial needs even when they cross urban/rural borders and secure 
enough land to create parks, open space and seamless greenway 
connections.

7. Integrated Recreation and Parks Services Planning

Focused funding specifically earmarked for parks is essential to the 
integrated planning envisioned for this renewed urban and rural 
parks program. Regional planning bodies will also support big-picture 
planning by identifying synergistic opportunities to cooperate. As 
demonstrated by England’s Urban/Countryside Parks Commissions, 
regional planning bodies not only make efficient use of human and 
financial resources but also provide an ongoing forum for exchange 
of ideas among municipal, provincial and federal planners as well as 
health, education, culture, economic development, tourism and social 
agencies. Thus integrated, Alberta’s parks and community spaces will 
serve societal needs as well as recreational users.

8. Growing Diversity of Recreation Needs

Close by. Spontaneous. Safe. Connected. Natural. Quality. Social. 
These are some of the key adjectives citizens now use to describe 
their ideal park environments. The proposed “Urban and Countryside 
Parks Program” promises to help municipalities cope with the task 
of enhancing and retrofitting parks to meet evolving and expanding 
needs. Facing demands for more natural areas close to home, demands 
for more sport fields and commuting corridors, more municipalities 
must become far more innovative in allocating and developing parks 
and open space. 

The proposed program has the potential to offer the advice, shared 
knowledge and new capital resources municipalities need.

“There is still much to learn, such as what 
kinds of nature contact are most beneficial 
to health, how much contact is needed 
and how to measure that, and what 
groups of people benefit most. But we 
know enough to act.’

—H. Fromkin and R. Louv; “The Powerful 
Link Between Conserving Land and 
Preserving Health, 2007
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II CONClusION | HealtHy by Nature: uP ClOse aND PersONal

In our resource-rich province, the past decade’s frenzied development and 
fiscal restraint measures have created a sense of urgency about protecting 
the natural capital so crucial to our quality of life. Driven by personal 
experience as well as the rising tide of solid research, Albertans in all sectors 
are calling for the government leadership needed to rejuvenate, expand and 
link our parks and open spaces into an integrated, sustainable system fit for 
today’s population and tomorrow’s needs.

Unfortunately, despite their importance to us, our public parkland has 
somewhat been taken for granted or neglected. This begs the question: Does 
our investment in Alberta’s parks and open spaces truly reflect their public 
value and the vital role they play in people’s lives? 

In many ways, we are on the right path. Citizens, governments, planners, 
politicians and land steward groups all agree that “green growth” is essential 
to a livable future. A groundswell of land trusts, community gardens and 
other volunteer initiatives signals citizen commitment to this crucial 
cause. Some public leaders are also beginning to embrace sustainable and 
collaborative regional recreation parks planning, whether driven by land-use 
principles or the need for more accessible and affordable parkland.  

To move our province beyond this point, the public sector must take the 
lead in:

•	 making our need to (re)connect with nature and conserve nature a top 
public policy priority;

•	 collaboratively updating legislation to encourage parkland/open space/
green belt expansion;

•	 fostering new applied research and harmonizing disparate research and 
planning efforts; 

•	 reinvesting in Alberta’s array of community parks through an “Urban and 
Countryside Parks Program” and other earmarked funding; and

•	 fostering a values-based nature appreciation movement focussed on 
innovative social marketing, outdoor recreation programming and 
leadership development.

Substantial public commitment in community parks and open space is 
not a cost, but a critical investment—not a choice, but an obligation. 
Ignore that reality, and the community parkland gains made in past 
decades will crumble away. Seize the opportunity and Alberta will lead 
the way in creating a living “up close and personal” legacy that exemplifies 
and showcases the role that community parks and open spaces play in 
enhancing quality of life and place throughout Alberta.

“ What does the quality of life mean? 
Quality of life means, in part, the 
enjoyment in a beautiful place like 
Alberta—the great outdoors. Taking 
advantage of what we have, but with 
accessibility to citizens. Accessibility to 
older and younger citizens. Accessibility 
to citizens who are infirmed or have a 
disability.”

—Peter Lougheed; Keynote Address, 2001
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III aPPeNDICes

 Appendix One | Urban/Community Park Development in Alberta: 
 A Brief History

During the 1970s–1980s, the Province of Alberta identified the need to assist 
municipalities in developing recreational opportunities for residents in larger 
urban centers. Fish Creek Provincial Park in Calgary was Alberta’s first urban 
park, created in 1973. Capital City Recreation Park in Edmonton followed in 
1975 with special funding from the Heritage Savings Trust Fund. 

The success of these two major urban parks brought about the Urban Parks 
Program. From 1981 to 1986, the province provided capital funding to cities 
in Alberta to plan, purchase land and construct urban parks. Operating 
grants were to be available for 25 years after each park’s completion. 
Over $86 million in urban park development occurred in Medicine Hat, 
Lethbridge, Red Deer, Grande Prairie and Lloydminster before the program 
ended prematurely and abruptly (1995) due to provincial fiscal restraint. 
More than $35 million of committed provincial capital funding was 
terminated much to the  frustration and chagrin of the Alberta cities most 
impacted.

Operating funds also prematurely ended in 1994 when provincial budgets 
were constrained.131  The Urban Park Program, Phase II, did create more 
opportunities for smaller urban centers in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, but it 
was not as extensive a capital program. Operating funds were suspended 
even before the capital phase ended.

About the same time, the first Urban Park Program began to address the 
park deficits of Alberta’s larger cities, the Municipal Recreation and Tourism 
Areas Grant evolved to address rural needs. This grant program invited 
municipalities to apply for up to $100,000 for capital projects as diverse as 
campsites, rodeo grounds and ski hill facilities. The program also offered an 
operating grant of $20,000 a year for 25 years. This hugely popular program 
helped rural municipalities serve the large numbers of “city dwellers” who 
visited rural areas for recreation. 

The program fostered partnerships between non-profit groups and 
municipalities, greatly expanding outdoor recreation opportunities in rural 
Alberta. Many highway campsites, Fish and Wildlife stocked lakes and Alberta 
Environment reservoir campgrounds of the day were adopted and upgraded 
through local initiatives as a result of this program. In the late 1990s, when 
campsites were consolidated under one provincial agency, it became the 
pattern for less viable campsites to transfer to local operation. Operating 
funds for this grant were subsequently reduced to 40% of the original 
amounts promised. 

As growth occurs throughout Alberta, municipalities struggle to keep pace 
with demands for parks and open space. Community parks, trails, natural 
areas and recreational facilities are planned and developed locally, following 
a variety of models. Generally, new neighbourhood park development occurs 
when an owner applies to subdivide land for urban development. Local 
municipalities manage the planning process, following parameters outlined 
by the Province of Alberta in the Municipal Government Act (MGA). 
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The MGA mandates that 10% of the gross developable area of the subdivided 
lands be set aside as Municipal Reserve (MR), to meet the educational, 
recreational, environmental and social needs of the population to be 
accommodated in the proposed development. Typically, the land is used 
for schools and parks. Natural areas can also be acquired as environmental 
reserves (if they are undevelopable lands) and in some cases as public utility 
lots.

As interest in the importance of natural capital grows, municipalities 
are faced with a dilemma. Parks located on the 10% MR often meet a 
population’s active recreation needs, with such amenities as playgrounds, 
sport fields and trails. Conserving natural areas in some cases means 
expanding beyond the 10% MR dedication and the environmental reserve 
entitlements. Acquiring natural areas through MR dedication, while 
appropriate in theory, forces municipalities to choose between more 
traditional active recreation parks and natural areas. 

The role of developers and the overall development industry in parks and 
open space allocation cannot be underestimated. Responsible developers 
understand the social and monetary value of open space and subsequently 
adhere to municipal and legislative requirements in creating neighbourhood 
greenspace. Some go beyond in providing maintenance of sub-division 
gateways, in the case of gated communities, and work with resident groups 
to maintain quality greenspace environments. But the past has shown 
that not all understand the value of parks and open space rendering older 
developments with little opportunity for lineal corridors, natural areas and 
playspace.

Parkland development is often undertaken by private interests based 
on agreed park standards defined by the municipality.132  Once a park is 
constructed, operation, maintenance and programming are undertaken by 
the local municipality. Ongoing park development may occur in consultation 
with the local community. Typically, upgrading or redevelopment involves 
fundraising and grant applications by a group formed for a specific purpose 
(e.g., to build a playground or groom a cross country ski trail). 

Ongoing programming of park spaces usually falls to the municipality. 
The municipality typically accesses a huge volunteer component, 
often developed over time, for smaller regular programs (e.g., nature 
interpretation) and larger events that may happen sporadically (e.g., Alberta 
Summer and Winter Games) or annually (e.g., Folk Festival, Heritage Festival).

Ongoing park maintenance, including items such as grass cutting and tree 
trimming, usually falls to the local municipality. Major park repairs are also 
the responsibility of local municipalities and may include replacement of 
fields, trails and park furniture when routine maintenance can no longer 
keep them in safe condition.

Special interest groups such as community leagues or sport organizations 
can get involved in park development, programming and maintenance. Each 
municipality creates unique relationships with groups or even individuals 
depending on local circumstance and local priorities. Contributions by 
volunteers are substantial and should not be underestimated, undervalued 
or discounted.
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