Focus Area 6:

Parks, Recreation,
and Open Space
Guiding Principles
Parks Principle 1: Recreational Opportunities. Provide,
maintain, and enhance recreational opportunities
through high-quality parks, facilities and open spaces.
Parks Principle 2: Services and Programs. Provide
recreational services and programs that facilitate quality
experiences and learning opportunities for individuals
throughout the community.
Parks Principle 3: Cultural Expression. Cultivate
the growth of cultural and artistic expression and
appreciation in Columbus. Incorporate arts / artistic
expression in the public realm through public and private
investment as a means of enhancing both existing and
new developments.
Parks Principle 4: Economic Development
Opportunity. Create greater opportunities for Columbus
to capitalize on the recreational resources of the City
and County through tourism- and recreational-based
businesses.
Parks Principle 5: Active Lifestyles. Encourage healthy
and active lifestyles that promote physical and mental
wellness, along with social growth.
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GOAL 10.0:
A comprehensive system of
well-planned, attractive, passive
and active parks, open spaces,
trails, facilities, and programmed
recreational opportunities to serve
a range of needs and lifestyles,
including age, ability, accessibility
and income, for residents and
visitors alike.
Knowing and understanding the existing state of
Columbus’ parks and recreation system is the first step in
the analysis of needs. To recap, the existing City parks and
recreation inventory for the Planning Area is documented
in The Existing City report (refer to TEC Table 13, Inventory
of Existing Parks and Special Use Facilities), which includes
five Loup Power District Parks (67.5 acres); two regional
parks (298.8 acres); four community parks (71.7 acres);
11 neighborhood parks (52.6 acres), and 5 special use
facilities (258.7 acres). Overall, the City’s developed park
and recreation system includes 22 properties comprising
681.8 acres. Including the Loup Power District Parks, the
total parks system within the Planning Area comprises 717.1
acres (2.2 percent of the Planning Area).
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Beyond an evaluation of total acreage needs, it is
important to determine whether parks are adequately
distributed across the City to reflect an association
with areas of predominately residential development.
It is important to evaluate park service areas, and the
geographic areas that have sufficient parks available, in
order to identify those residential areas that are in need of
additional parks and recreation facilities (refer to TEC Map
16, Parks and Special Use Facilities).

PARK SYSTEM PLAN
An important goal of the park and recreation system is to
ensure broad distribution and accessibility. To develop a
system of neighborhood and community parks that will
adequately serve the existing and projected future parks and
recreation needs of the community, the City needs to acquire
and develop parks in areas of need of the types identified
in TFC Table 4, Park Type Needs Based on NRPA Parkland
Standards. Based on NRPA standards, there is currently a
deficit of 76.8 acres of community parks. By Horizon Year
2040, this area is projected to increase to 99.1 acres.

TFC Table 4, Park Type Needs Based on NRPA Parkland Standards
NRPA
Standard:
Acres per 1,000
Residents

Existing
Columbus
Park Acreage
by Park Type

Current Needs
(Based on
2016 Census, 22,353
persons)

Neighborhood
Parks

1 to 2 acres

52.6 ac

0 acres
(34.2 ac average)

18.3 ac average
There are 18.3
acres (average)
of Neighborhood
Parks over the 2016
Standard.

0 acres
(39.4 average)

18.3 ac average
There are 13.1
acres (average )
of Neighborhood
Parks over the 2040
Standard.

Community
Parks

5 to 8 acres

71.7 ac

148.5 ac average

-76.8 ac average
There is an average
deficit of 76.8 acres of
Community Parks in
Columbus in 2016.

170.8 ac average

-99.1 ac average
An additional 99.1
acres (average) of
Community Parks are
needed in 2040.

5 to 10 acres
(200+ arces
desirable)

298.8 ac

0 acres
(171.3 ac average)

127.4 ac average
There are 127.4 acres
(average) of Regional
Parks over the 2016
Standard.

0 acres
(197.0 ac average)

101.7 ac average
There are 101.7 acres
(average) of Regional
Parks over the 2040
Standard.

Subtotal

423.1 ac

354.1 acres

68.9 acres

407.3 acres

15.7 acres

Special Use Facilities

258.7 ac

Loup Power District Parks

67.5 ac

Total

749.3 ac

Type

Regional
Parks

Current Existing
Facilities are (+) and
(-) 2016 Standard

68.9 acres

Estimated Need
Based on 2040
Projected 26,279
persons

Current Existing
Facilities are (+) and
(-) 2040 Standard

15.7 acres
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OBJECTIVE 10.1: Assure an even geographic
distribution of parks and facilities that will
provide equitable opportunity to recreational
activities for all citizens.
STRATEGY 10.1.1: Meet and preferably exceed
National Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA)
standards for acres per capita and the facility
demands of the population.
Acquire land and develop parks in the identified “need
areas,” to provide an even distribution of parks and thus,
equitable opportunities and convenient access in all
areas of the City limits. Specifically, focus attention on the
acquisition of 0.25 to 0.5 acre sites to achieve mini park
standards and five to eight acre community parks.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. Endorse the park to population ratios established
by the National Recreation and Parks Association
(NRPA) to guide the acquisition and development of
parks in all sectors of the City. Establish the minimum
standards of 1.5 acres of neighborhood parks per
1000 population and five acres of community parks
per 1000 residents of the City. These are nationally
accepted standards that provide a benchmark goal
for the City. They are minimum standards and are not
overly generous in providing park space, yet can be
achieved by the City of Columbus.
2. Continue to identify available properties within the City
limits to establish new neighborhood and community
parks in areas of need.
3. Continue to work with the Loup Power District and
Platte County to identify available property within the
Planning Area for new neighborhood and community
parks in areas of need.

STRATEGY 10.1.2: Accommodate the current and
future needs of residents by providing a system of
mini-parks and neighborhood play areas.
Create smaller parks in portions of the City where
development has taken place previously without parks.
The NRPA has developed standards that help to define
and characterize specific park types. Mini- or pocket
parks are typically no larger than 0.25 to 0.5 acres in area.
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National Recreation and Parks
Association (NRPA) Three Pillars
IMPACTING COMMUNITIES THROUGH:

CONSERVATION
The conservation pillar is aimed at protecting
open space, connecting children to nature, and
engaging communities in conservation practices.
As such, core to the mission of public parks and
recreation is the preservation of natural resources
and the promotion of good conservation and
stewardship practices.

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
America continues to feel the strain of a serious
health crisis affecting adults and young alike. One
in which citizens are plagued by poor nutrition,
sedentary lifestyles, and unhealthy living habits.
The scientific evidence is mounting that parks and
opportunities for recreation engender healthier
communities; and top health officials in the country
confirm that parks and recreation are a critical
solution for our nation’s health epidemic.

SOCIAL EQUITY
The social equity pillar is focused on ensuring all
people have access to the benefits of local parks
and recreation. True to the very philosophy of public
parks and recreation is the idea that all people, no
matter the color of their skin, age, income level or
ability - have access to programs, facilities, places
and spaces that make their lives and communities
great.
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Pocket parks provide a safe and inviting environment
for surrounding neighborhood residents. They also
meet a variety of needs and functions, including: small
event space, play areas for children, spaces for relaxing
or meeting friends, taking lunch breaks, etc. Successful
pocket parks have four key qualities: 1) they are accessible;
2) allow people to engage in activities; 3) are comfortable
spaces and have a good image; and finally, 4) are
sociable places: providing a place where people meet
each other and take people to when they come to visit.
The benefits of these unique urban spaces often include
one or several of the following:
––

Support the overall ecology of the surrounding
environment;

––

Help protect and conserve local wildlife, landscape,
and heritage;

––

Reduce pollution, traffic, and consumption of
resources, such as oil;

––

Empower local residents to make decisions that
affect their community;

––

Make communities safer and more sociable;

––

Improve fitness and health;

––

Regenerate run-down areas;

––

Reinforce relationships between local authorities and
communities;

Though pocket parks vary according to specific purposes
and locations, there are numerous characteristics that the
majority of parks have in common. For example:
––

Pocket park users should not have to walk more than
5 to 10 minutes to reach their destination;

––

Since parking may or may not be provided, the parks
should be accessible by both foot and bike, and
should not require the use of a car.;

––

Parks should serve a resident population of
approximately 500-1000 persons;

––

Parks should strive to accommodate as many
different users as possible, prioritizing the needs of
surrounding neighborhoods;

––

Community gardens are a popular choice when
creating a pocket park that is being designed for
neighborhood interaction by people of all ages.
Unlike playscapes, they typically do not include play

structures; instead they provide the land, resources,
and informational support necessary to grow
food for local sale and consumption. Community
gardens have a variety of purposes for the people
they serve; they unite residents of all ages in fun
and productive outdoor activities and facilitate the
growth of community solidarity and neighborhood
revitalization.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. The City’s Parks Department should continue to
map all publicly owned properties, including those
owned by the City, County, and state and federal
governments, which may provide opportunity for the
development of pocket parks or public open spaces.
2. Consider establishing site selection criteria with which
to prioritize decisions regarding new park property
and/or acceptance of land donation.
3. Seek to acquire land for neighborhood parks within
the developed areas where there are identified
geographic deficiencies, which may be vacant tracts
or one or two vacant parcels. Utilizing standard park
facilities, such as benches, a water fountain, trees
and shrubs (depending on the size of the parcel,
some playground equipment), develop a standard
pocket park design program and cost estimate to
facilitate discussion regarding the character and costs
of physical improvements, and maintenance of said
improvements.
4. Continue to work with community gardening
organizations to convert unused available land into
neighborhood garden plots.
5. In conjunction with homeowners associations, develop
and publish a step-by-step, Adopt-a-Park program
for mini, “pocket” parks within neighborhoods.
Solicit the involvement of neighborhoods and
local organizations to create shared stewardship
through maintenance and patrolling of parks and
recreation areas. The program will need to have
formalized standards as to the requirements for park
maintenance and improvement activities. It is also
advisable that the program be initiated on a one-year
trial basis with each adopting organization, with an
evaluation before extending the program for a longer
duration.

1.111

Sidebar

The Benefits of Parks in Advancing the
Development of Healthy Communities
According to the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA), parks and recreation
possess three values that make them essential services to communities:

ECONOMIC VALUE:
Parks improve the local tax base and increase
property values;
Cities can use parks to reduce public costs
for stormwater management, flood control,
transportation, and other forms of built
infrastructure;
Quality parks and recreation are cited as one
of the top reasons for business relocation
decisions;
Park and recreation programs generate
revenue from operating costs; and
Indirect revenues are generated for the local
and regional economies through the hosting
of sports tournaments and special events such
as arts, music, and holiday festivals. Economic
activity from hospitality expenditures, tourism,
fuel, recreational equipment sales, and many
other private sector businesses yield more
sustainable local and regional economies.

PUBLIC HEALTH AND
ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS:
Parks are the places that people go to get
healthy and stay physically fit;
Parks and recreation programs and services
contribute to the health of children, youth,
adults and seniors;
Designing places within which people can
become physically active can improve
individual and community health, and result in
an increase of residents who exercise regularly;
Research shows correlations between the
reduction of stress, lowered blood pressure,
and perceived physical health and the length
of time spent in parks;
Parks and other conserved open spaces
help to improve water quality, protect
groundwater, prevent flooding, improve air
quality, produce wildlife habitat, and provide
places for individuals to connect with natural
environment and recreate outdoors;
Cities can use parks to help protect
biodiversity; and
When planned as part of a system of green
infrastructure, parks can help shape urban
form and buffer incompatible uses.

SOCIAL IMPORTANCE:
Parks are a tangible reflection of the quality
of life in a community; providing identity for
citizens and enhancing the perception of
quality of life in the community;
Parks provide gathering places for social
groups and families, as well as for individuals
of all ages and economic status, regardless of
their ability to pay for access;
By providing gathering places, parks facilitate
social interactions among residents that are
critical to maintaining community cohesion
and pride, as well as developing social
ties that become the glue that holds the
community together and drives future actions;
Voter approval rates for bond measures to
acquire parks and conserve open space
has exceeded 75 percent in recent years,
revealing the public’s prioritization of parks in
government spending;
Parks and recreation provide places for health
and well-being that are accessible by persons
of all ages and abilities, especially for those
with disabilities; and
Community involvement in the planning and
design of neighborhood parks, as well as
access to parks and recreation opportunities
are positively associated with lower crime rate,
vandalism, and juvenile delinquency.

Health is a state of complete
physical, mental, and social wellbeing and not merely the absence
of disease or infirmity.
Source: World Health Organization
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The NRPA has summarized a series of important
considerations when developing pocket parks in
neighborhoods and commercial districts:
a. Secure the community’s commitment. The more
inclusive the decision-making, the more successful
the park will be. Start talking to as many neighbors
as possible and secure their help throughout the
process. Consider neighborhood resources. Is there
someone who is an expert gardener, someone who
knows what’s going on at every block or someone
that can let you use their spigot for water? Seek
these people out and get them involved.
b. Convene a steering committee. You will need
local leadership for the project. One of the best
ways to accomplish this is to create a committee
with divided responsibilities in terms of planning
and working on the project.
c. Choose a site. Think about how the site will be
used. What kinds of improvements are needed?
Keep in mind how much the neighborhood can
realistically take on to address issues such as the
creation and maintenance of the plan and make
sure the space suits all expectations.
d. Plan. Determine a site plan either with the help of
a landscape architect. Begin to strategize how the
landscaping will be installed, how it will be funded,
and how the neighborhood will maintain it in the
long run.
e. Identify and secure potential partners. Partners
should be local businesses, nonprofits and
other organizations available in the city. Identify
the roles of each partner and secure a written
understanding if possible.
f. Secure long-term and short-term funding.
Begin to look at various resources for funding in
the form of grants, in-kind materials and money
from businesses. Consider corporate sponsorships
and be sure to think long-term about funding and
saving money for maintenance and repairs in the
future or to cover other necessary items including
liability insurance coverage (refer to Appendix D:
Sources of Funding).
g. Schedule work days in advance. Assign a project
manager and plan out what activities need to

occur in what order. Can everything be done in one
day, or will it take multiple work days?
h. Plan a big work day/dedication/celebration
event. This is a very important part of the process
to the neighborhood and to the partners. This is a
chance to possibly garner media attention, as well
as involve as many people as possible.
i. Implement a maintenance plan. Before any
plants go in the ground, the neighborhood should
agree to a maintenance plan and document it in
writing.
j. Pursue consistent engagement. Just as
maintenance is a never-ending job, so is everything
else involved. On-going communication with
the neighborhood especially should keep them
interested and involved in your project.

STRATEGY 10.1.3: Bring all existing and future
parks throughout the community to an equivalent
standard of quality and excellence.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. Facilitate an annual walking tour of the parks with
the Board of Parks Commissioners to maintain
the familiarity with the system and to view recent
revitalization efforts and new construction.
2. Conduct an annual condition assessment by a
subcommittee of the Board of Parks Commissioners
members together with five residents representing
different areas of the community to achieve an
objective review and critique of park conditions.
3. Use the condition assessment report to prioritize
annual budget and capital funding commitments.

STRATEGY 10.1.4: Ensure the highest possible
safety and security of parks and recreation users.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. Abide by the National Program and Playground Safety
guidelines, as well as the United States Consumer
Products Safety Commission standards in the design
and replacement of playground equipment, fall
surface areas, and other recreational facilities and
improvements.
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OBJECTIVE 10.2: Provide an interconnected
system of paths, recreational trails, on-street
bike lanes, and routes that are multi-purpose,
safe, accessible, and convenient; and connect
Columbus’ parks to neighborhoods, schools,
workplaces, and other community destinations.
STRATEGY 10.2.1: Continue to aggressively
implement the City’s recreational trails program.

Image Source: Northeast Nebraska!

2. Conduct regular inspections to identify and schedule
repairs, routine maintenance and cleaning, and other
necessary improvements.
3. Establish a risk management program and inspection
standards to routinely correct safety violations and
regularly service park facilities and equipment.

Actions and Initiatives:

4. Perform a barrier analysis to identify major obstacles
for users to safely access parks and recreation areas,
such as highways and high-speed arterial roads,
abutting collector streets, and railroads and evaluate
safety improvement alternatives.

1. Adopt new right-of-way width standards that allow
linear corridors to be established along infrastructure
corridors. For example, instead of minimum rights-ofway for drainage canals, require additional rights-ofway for gentler side slopes and trail corridors at the
top of the drainage canals

5. Prepare plans to overcome the obstacles for park
access identified by the recommended barrier
analysis, including pedestrian tunnels and walk-overs,
raised crosswalks acting as a traffic calming device,
installation of medians as pedestrian refuges, and
other physical improvements.

2. Plan future extensions of the City’s system of
recreational trails and on-street bike lanes to link
proposed future neighborhoods with schools and
commercial centers, as indicated on TFC Map 7, Future
Land Use.

6. Improve accessibility for persons with disabilities by
adding sidewalk curb cuts and ramps, wheelchair
accessible sidewalks and trails, and providing other
accessible facilities and equipment.

STRATEGY 10.2.2: Ensure parks are accessible,
safe, and connected to their adjacent neighborhoods
and other areas of the City.

7. Install emergency telephones within each park and
along trail segments providing direct access to the
police dispatching department.
8. Establish a “park watch” program – similar to a
neighborhood watch program – in close coordinate
with surrounding neighborhoods to assist in
monitoring and policing the parks.
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Endorse the creation of linear park corridors that
bisect and link parts of the City. Implement the
proposed recreational trails identified on TFC Map 5,
Active Transportation and Future Trails, as the major
corridors throughout the City (as discussed within the
Transportation Infrastructure element of this report, page
42). These linear park corridors should be constructed,
and linked (where feasible) with existing or proposed
utility corridors, such as irrigation district canals, railroad
rights-of-way, power line or drainage corridors, and major
thoroughfares.

Actions and Initiatives:
1. Improve wayfinding to parks and public spaces by
installing directional signage along adjacent collector
and arterial roadways and at every park entrance so
that users and passers-by can easily identify public
facilities.
2. Work in coordination with the City Engineer to improve
off-site accessibility to each park by developing a
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sidewalk improvement program to repair, replace,
or install new sidewalks, crosswalks, and curb cuts,
in high pedestrian use neighborhoods immediately
surrounding the parks, schools, and other community
facilities.
3. Improve on-site accessibility for persons with physical
disabilities, elderly, people with strollers, among
others, so that one can travel from off-site (i.e.,
neighborhoods) or the parking lot, and into and
through the park to each amenity.
4. Ensure that ADA-compliant handicapped accessible
ramps, play structures, and equipment are
incorporated into every municipal park.
5. Add full cut-off area and security lighting in parks and
school sports fields where needed.

OBJECTIVE 10.3: Acknowledge that parks and
recreation needs evolve over time with changes
in demographic characteristics, and respond
accordingly.
There are several national trends that need to be
acknowledged as the City plans for its parks, programs its
recreational activities, and promotes its cultural and artsrelated events.
1. Increasingly, people suffer from a lack of free time. This
is a significant barrier to participation in recreation
and cultural activities throughout the United States,
which affects both youth and adults. A general lack of
time prevents a significant percentage of citizens from
participating in recreation and cultural activities as
often as they would like. Longer operating hours and
flexibility in scheduling are options to accommodate
people’s busy schedules.

own convenience and take part in a pick-up game of
some sort (responds to lack of time). Additionally, there
is increasing interest in field sports beyond football and
soccer, such as Ultimate Frisbee, disc golf, rugby, etc.
Non-traditional sports such as skateboarding, sand
volleyball, cricket, etc., are also gaining in popularity.
Demands for passive recreation and cultural activities
in parks, such as walking, bird-watching, picnicking,
etc., are also increasing.

STRATEGY 10.3.1: Develop a plan to periodically
monitor and quantify park and recreational facility
use.
Analyze patterns of park and facility use to determine why
certain parks may be under-utilized. Undertake a parks
condition assessment utilizing NRPA criteria to evaluate
and rate park facilities, circulation, safety, landscaping,
and other amenities.
Actions and Initiatives
1. Develop means with which to monitor, on an annual
basis, parks and recreational facilities’ use. Reprogram parks as needed to ensure continued and
enhanced active participation.
2. Continually monitor national trends regarding park
use and identify best practices that may be applicable
to Columbus’ parks program.
3. Beyond programming and maintaining recreational
facilities and equipment for children and adolescents
engaged in organized, team-oriented, active
recreational sporting events (e.g., baseball, softball),

2. More people are physically inactive. The result is
higher levels of obesity, particularly among youth, and
chronic disease such as diabetes, heart conditions,
etc. Reliance on automobiles has created a culture of
driving to destinations as opposed to encouraging
active forms of transportation such walking or cycling.
The popularity of video games, Internet and television
are out-competing physical activities.
3. Recent studies indicate a range of emerging parks and
recreation activities - including a growing demand
for spontaneous, non-programmed recreation and
cultural activities - where people can drop-in at their
Image Source: Columbus Telegram

1.115

Focus Area 6: Parks, Recreation, and Open Space

STRATEGY 10.3.3: Take full advantage of
unprogrammed public space.
Actions and Initiatives
1. Routinely send out email blast reminders to Parks
Department constituencies about the recreational
opportunities parks provide Columbus’ residents,
beyond playgrounds and places for youth sports
leagues to practice and compete.

Image Source: Visit Nebraska

consider passive recreational enhancements for other
demographic sectors of the population, including
teenagers not involved in team sports and senior
citizens.

STRATEGY 10.3.2: Reprogram and re-design
under-performing parks and recreational facilities.
Consider ways in which to thematically rebrand certain
parks in order to draw specific audiences. For example,
some parks may be programmed to attract specific kinds
of birds, through planting specific types of plants. Other
parks may contain specific ornamental gardens. Other
parks may have gardens designed to attract butterflies.
Building thematic aspects into each park will pique
residents’ interest in seeking out parks they may normally
not go to.
Actions and Initiatives
1. Budget consultant fees in City’s Capital Improvement
Program.
2. To ensure broad-based community support and
participation, facilitate design workshops for the
preparation of master development plans and design
schematics for park properties that remain underutilized, undeveloped, as well as for newly acquired
park properties. Work with consultant to prepare
a community-based park improvement program,
schedule and budget.
3. Seek capital funding for park redevelopment.
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2. Embrace electronic media and ways in which kids
can apply computer-based games to Columbus’
parks system. This may include geo-caching and
other scavenger hunt-type games; and working with
the Pokemon Company International (http://www.
pokemon.com/us/about-pokemon/) to locate Pokemon
creatures in Columbus’ parks and trails, as a means of
drawing Pokemon Go enthusiasts to parks.

OBJECTIVE 10.4: Expand and diversify the
Parks Department’s recreational programs and
activities.
STRATEGY 10.4.1: Ensure that recreational
programs meet the interests and needs of persons
of all ages and abilities by providing programs
independently and in cooperation with partners.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. Provide opportunities for individuals and groups
(including low-income, minority, disabled, elderly, and
the youth at risk populations) to participate in cultural,
recreational, and educational activities that foster better
health and wellness and strengthen both mind and
body.
2. Consider the creation of a scholarship fund and
investigate opportunities to affiliate with other agencies
(i.e., public/public or public/private partnerships), special
interest groups, service clubs, and the private sector in
organizing and operating special events and programs.
3. Add environmental and cultural youth education
programs are needed. And, consider the following
programs:
▪▪

re-establishing the neighborhood playground
program;

▪▪

beach, pier, and water safety programs;

▪▪

indoor facility for hockey, soccer, etc.
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OBJECTIVE 10.5: Utilize a full-range of capital
/ other resources to implement park and
recreational facility enhancements.
FINANCING PARKLAND NEEDS
As summarized in TFC Table 4, Park Type Needs Based
on NRPA Parkland Standards, Columbus’ anticipated
growth translates into a need for additional park
facilities. Developing and maintaining a high-quality park
system, in response to Columubs’ projected growth, is
an opportunity for the City to continue its leadership in
providing for the recreational needs of the community.
Columbus must equip itself with the regulatory tools and
needed capital to provide the necessary resources, both
physical and fiscal, to ensure that the quality of life of the
City’s residents remains a top priority.
Encourage City staff to pursue alternative methods of
funding park system and programming improvements,
such as partnerships with non-governmental entities,
grant funding sources, establishing “Friends of”
organizations, and contracting out programs or
operations. Consider these and other methods only where
feasible and financially sound.

PARKLAND DEDICATION, FEES-IN-LIEU, AND
PARK LAND DEVELOPMENT FEES
Parkland dedication is a local government requirement
imposed on subdivision and site plan applications
mandating the dedication of land for a park and/or the
payment of a fee to be used by the governmental entity
to acquire land and/or develop park facilities. These
dedications are a means of providing park facilities in
newly developed areas of a jurisdiction without burdening
existing city residents. They may be conceptualized as
a type of user fee, or impact fee because the intent is
that the landowner, developer, or new homeowners
- those who are responsible for creating the demand
for the new park facilities - should pay for the costs of
the new parks. On one hand, parkland dedication and
fees-in-lieu is a fiscally conservative model in that those
who are benefiting from the services are paying for it.
The alternative is to raise taxes on existing residents or
lower the community’s quality of life, neither of which are
politically attractive.

Parkland dedication fees ensure that new development
pays for new park demands, thereby maintaining
Columbus’ quality of life over the years to come. Based on
the park acreage deficit that the City is currently facing,
as well as the projected population increase of roughly
3,400 additional residents, the establishment of a new
means of generating capital for funding the development,
operation and maintenance of parks and recreational
facilities is essential to maintaining quality of life for all
residents in the face of growth.
Benefits of parkland dedication and/or fees-in-lieu are
many and include:
––

The City is financially able to purchase parks in
accordance with a predetermined plan;

––

The money for parkland development is available
when needed; and,

––

The residents/developer involved directly see the
benefit of the park fee.

––

The philosophy is that because new development
generates a need for additional park amenities, the
people responsible for creating that need should
bear the cost of providing the new amenities.
Neighborhood and community parks are intended to
serve those people in proximal areas.

––

A municipality may also require a developer
to construct recreational facilities, pay to the
municipality a fee to be used instead of dedicating
land (i.e., “fee-in-lieu”) or a combination of land
dedication, construction of recreational facilities,

Image Source: Loup Power District
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or the payment of the fee. The dedicated parkland
or the payment of the fee is to be used by the
municipality to ensure that future residents of the
subdivision or land development have adequate
park and recreational opportunities.

purpose of providing park or recreational facilities
accessible to the development.
––

Parkland Dedication and Fee-In-Lieu Ordinances can
provide the following benefits:
––

Energy Conservation: Recreational areas
provided through parkland dedication and feein-lieu ordinances inherently conserve energy by
encouraging efficient land use, reducing the reliance
on vehicles to access recreational areas, and by
creating opportunities for walkable activities based
on Smart Growth principles;

––

Recreational Opportunities: Recreational areas and
opportunities can be created during the design stage
of subdivisions and land developments, when design
flexibility is potentially greatest;

STRATEGY 10.5.1: Adopt a Parkland Dedication,
Fee-in-Lieu, and Development Fee ordinance.

––

Reduced Reliance on Public Expenditures: Public
expenditures for recreational facilities are reduced;

Consider amending Columbus’ City Code, Chapter 97,
Parks, to include a Parkland Dedication Ordinance that
includes provisions for fees-in-lieu and development fees.

––

Additional Funding Potential: Fee-in-lieu ordinances
can generate funds to match other grant sources;
and

Columbus’ parkland dedication ordinance should include
the following provisions:

––

Flexibility: Fee-in-lieu can used to meet recreational
needs in areas where dedicated land may not be
practical.

––

Land must be suitable for park development and
approved by the City.

––

Land dedication requirements based upon one acre
per a designated number of dwelling units in the
entirety of the residential development and not by
sections or phases;

––

Designation of park zones for which fees collected
within the zone will be within the zone;

––

Discretion of the City to require payment-in-lieu
of land dedication for expansion or improvement
of existing facilities (rather than development of
new facilities) within the same zone as a proposed
development;

––

Requirement of land dedication or fee upon issuance
of a building permit where a plat is not required;

––

Fees shall be equal to the sum of the average price of
land and on-site improvements of other park facilities,
which shall be computed on a per dwelling unit basis;

––

Proportional credits for private parks and
encumbered lands;

However, the following limitations may be associated with
Parkland Dedication and Fee-In-Lieu Ordinances:
––

––

––
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A problem with ordinances that contain only
the land and fee-in-lieu elements is that they
provide only for the acquisition of land. The
additional capital needed to transform that bare
land into a park is borne by existing taxpayers. In
some instances, the result is that the dedicated land
is never developed into a park and remains sterile
open space which detracts from a community’s
appeal rather than adding to it. As a result, many
communities across the country have expanded their
ordinances to incorporate a park development fee
element to pay for the cost of transforming the land
into a park.

Cannot be Used to Provide Parkland in Other
Areas: Parkland dedication and fee-in-lieu
ordinances cannot be used to address an existing
lack of recreational areas (i.e., parkland dedication
and fee-in-lieu ordinances cannot be used to provide
recreational areas for existing neighborhoods that do
not have any).
Recreation Plan Required: A municipality’s Code of
Ordinances typically requires that the governing body
must have a formally adopted parks and recreation
master plan, and the park and recreational facilities
are in accordance with principles and standards
contained in the subdivision and land development
ordinance;
Accessibility Requirements: Recreation land or fees,
or combination thereof, are to be used only for the
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––

Encourage the preservation of open space to
enhance the community’s livability, aesthetic quality,
and natural beauty.

Actions and Initiatives:
1. Within the parkland dedication ordinance,
stipulate that parkland dedication and subsequent
improvements occur during the first phase of
subdivision development.
2. Stipulate that parkland dedication fees-in-lieu are
allocated to a specific fund to allow for community
park dedication and subsequent fund allocation so
that the City might have more opportunities to acquire
larger parcels of land that benefit a larger service area
rather than solely requiring dedication within the area
associated with the specific residential development.

STRATEGY 10.5.3: Work with Platte County to
establish a parkland dedication ordinance that would
apply, at minimum, to residential development within
the Planning Area.
With ongoing residential development in the Planning
Area it will become increasingly important that Platte
County partners with the City in the provision of parks
within the Planning Area, including land acquisition,
development, operation and maintenance of new
facilities, so as not to overburden existing parks and new
parks with Columbus’ City limits.

NRPA’s ProragisTM

3. Include provisions and some degree of surety that
will require an implementation timetable for the
installation of parks to ensure that developers followthrough in their construction in a timely matter (i.e.,
certificate of occupancy may be deemed temporary
until the park is determined to be sufficiently
implemented).

STRATEGY 10.5.2: Consider developing park
planning zones that relate to an updated Parks and
Recreation Master Plan for which parkland dedication
funding can be allocated.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. The Parks Department should continue to work with
the Community Development Department to develop
planning rationale and criteria through which to
establish park planning zones.
2. Plan for a quarterly reporting process to share the
available parkland dedication funds by planning zone
and compare with the priorities within each planning
zone.
3. Prioritize expenditures within each planning zone.
4. Continue to work with the City’s GIS Department
to input the park and recreation planning zones
GIS shapefiles into the mapping function of the
PRORAGISTM system, see sidebar on this page.

Image Source: NRPA

PRORAGISTM, which stands for Park and Recreation
Operating Ratio and GIS system, is a tool intended
to help agencies analyze and compare their
performance and facilities to other similar agencies
across the country.
Since its launch in 2010, the National Recreation and
Park Administration (NRPA) has worked hard to get
all park and recreation agencies to utilize the tool to
move beyond what was previously being used as
a “one size fits all” comparison between agencies.
Historically, park and recreation professionals simply
compared themselves using a national benchmarking
standard commonly found in most park plans. These
level of service recommendations came directly
from the National Park, Recreation and Open Space
Standards which was published by NRPA and used
from 1971 to 1995.
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business/civic organizations) for parkland acquisition,
recreation programs and facilities, and development
of cultural arts programs.
5. Establish programs for lease/purchase, tax incentives,
and public maintenance to entice private sector
participation in park system development and
maintenance.
6. Develop a tentative Capital Improvement Program
(CIP) for the City’s parks and recreation funding to
be sure revenue expectations are met and guiding
principles are followed.

Image Source: Visit Nebraska

STRATEGY 10.5.4: Look for innovative ways to
finance park improvements and activities through
fund-raising, sponsorships and other sound fiscal
methods.

Develop and implement a parks and recreation
improvement program which identifies and prioritizes
improvements for each of the current and future City
facilities.

Direct City staff to pursue alternative methods of funding
park system and programming improvement, such
as partnerships with non-governmental entities, grant
funding sources, establishing “friends of” organizations,
and contracting out programs or operations. Consider
these and other methods only where feasible and
financially sound.

Actions and Initiatives
1. Establish a formalized parks-to-standard program to
ensure all parks are brought up to, and maintained in,
an equivalent quality standard. This program should
include a general maintenance and repair schedule.
The priority maintenance tasks include:
▪▪

Increasing park accessibility;

Actions and Initiatives:

▪▪

Turf reconditioning;

1. Establish more formalized responsibilities of the Board
of Parks Commissioners, including the solicitation
of sponsorships or funding to help run recreational
program activities.

▪▪

Repairing park amenities;

▪▪

Improved lighting;

▪▪

Improved landscaping; and

▪▪

Improved signage.

2. Establish a program and acceptance criteria for
donations of land for parks and recreation purposes
or public open spaces, which compliments the overall
system.
3. Continue to apply for funding through private
foundations or other granting entities. Target grant
applications that are related to parks and recreation,
but are offered through non-traditional park programs
(e.g., public health related grants; grants for low
impact development, green building, transportation,
etc.).
4. Continue to pursue revenues from public agencies
and organizations, and private sources (corporate/
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STRATEGY 10.5.5: Renovate, enhance, and
operate the existing parks, recreation and open
space system in a safe and cost-effective manner.

2. Within the capital improvement program (CIP)
allocate funding for the revitalization and
enhancement of existing, well-established parks.
3. Prepare park renovation plans for each wellestablished park. Plans should include projected
equipment, replacement and repair schedules and
budgets, building / structure rehabilitation, new
features / activities, and other refurbishments.
4. Enhance park safety through establishing a “park
watch” program – similar to a neighborhood watch
program – in close coordination with surrounding
neighborhoods and the City’s Police Department.
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STRATEGY 10.5.6: Improve the maintenance of all
parks and recreation areas and facilities by funding
preventative maintenance schedules.
Actions and Initiatives
1. Conduct regular risk management inspections to
identify and schedule repairs, address safety issues,
and conduct routine maintenance and cleaning,
and other necessary improvements to playground
and park equipment that is funded by an adequate
operating and maintenance budget.
2. Use the National Program and Playground Safety
guidelines and/or the United States Consumer
Products Safety Commission standards in the design
and replacement of playground equipment, all
surface areas, and other recreational facilities and
improvements.
3. Ensure that parks signage have been installed in
prominent locations (e.g., in the parking lot or near
the entrance) with a phone number, email address,
and website address where visitors can report
maintenance issues.
4. As the City’s park and recreational resources and
programs grow, ensure there is adequate budget to
hire appropriate staffing and maintain facilities and
equipment.
5. Develop park management plans for each park
property to identify replacement schedules and daily,
weekly, monthly, and annual maintenance needs. This
will help identify long-term needs and determining
highest priorities during upcoming fiscal budget
cycles.

public and taxpayers that an accredited park and
recreation agency has been independently evaluated
against established benchmarks as delivering a high level
of quality with respect to park facilities.

CAPRA ACCREDITATION PROCESS
Accreditation is based on an agency’s compliance with
the 151 standards for national accreditation. To achieve
accreditation, an agency must comply with all 37
fundamental standards, and at least 85 percent, or 97, of
the remaining 114 standards. CAPRA accreditation is a fiveyear cycle that includes three phases, including:
––

Development of the agency self-assessment report;

––

On-site evaluation; and,

––

The Commission’s review and decision.

If accreditation is granted by the Commission, the agency
will develop a new self-assessment report which will be
revisited every five years. Within each of the four years
between on-site visits, the agency will submit an annual
report that addresses its continued compliance with the
accreditation standards.

UNDERSTANDING CAPRA STANDARDS
A standard is a statement of desirable practice as set
forth by experienced professionals. In evaluating an
agency for accreditation, the standards are a measure
of effectiveness using the cause and effect (“if...then”)
approach. In practice, if an agency complies with a given
standard, then it is expected that the agency’s operations

OBJECTIVE 10.6: Ensure success of the
organization through continued development
of the staff and department.
STRATEGY 10.6.1: The City’s Parks Department
should continue to aggressively pursue CAPRA
agency accreditation.
The Commission for Accreditation of Park and Recreation
Agencies’ (CAPRA) Standards for National Accreditation
provide an authoritative assessment tool for park and
recreation agencies. Through compliance with these
national standards of excellence, CAPRA accreditation
assures policy makers, department staff, the general

Image Source: www.passbagger.org
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related to that standard will be positively affected. Viewed
holistically, if an agency complies with the vast majority
of the standards, then it is understood that the agency is
performing a quality operation.

4. Upon acceptance of the above-mentioned
documentation, schedule a tour for CAPRA
representatives to visit Columbus’ Parks Department
and its facilities.

There are several benefits for pursuing CAPRA Agency
accreditation. Benefits for the public include:

STRATEGY 10.6.2: Continue to support existing
staff regarding their professional development.

––

Assurance and validation of well-administered services
in accord with approved professional practices;

––

Potential for external financial support and savings to
the public;

––

External recognition of a quality governmental service;

Actions and Initiatives:

––

Holds and agency accountable to the public and
ensures responsiveness to meet their needs; and

1. Encourage employee membership and active
participation in professional organizations.

––

Improves customer and quality services.

2. Provide training and outside educational opportunities
for all members of the Parks Department to keep
them current with the latest standards and industry
practices, including those related to maintenance
issues, e.g., air conditioning, fire alarm, and plumbing
systems.

Benefits for the agency include:
––

Public and political recognition;

––

Increased efficiency and evidence of accountability;

––

Answers the question, “How are we doing?” through
extensive self-evaluation;

––

Identifies areas for improvement by comparing an
agency against national standards of best practice;

––

Enhances staff teamwork and pride by engaging all
staff in the process;

––

Creates an environment for regular review of
operations, policies and procedures, and promotes
continual improvement; and

––

Forces written documentation of policies and
procedures.

Actions and Initiatives:
1. Based on review of CAPRA accreditation standards,
develop a realistic schedule and plan of priority action
items based on a determination of which Fundamental
Standards remain to be completed and which
remaining Standards the Parks Department plans to
fulfill.
2. Review the “Suggested Evidence of Compliance”
section in order to identify an acceptable means of
demonstrating compliance with a standard.
3. Based on CAPRA guidelines, prepare an “Agency SelfAssessment” and “Evidence of Compliance” and submit
to the CAPRA.
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Develop and expect from staff a strong sense of personal
service in connection with all recreational programs and
other services in the Department.

3. Support staff to obtain professional certifications
such as the Certified Park and Recreation Professional
(CPRP), the Certified Playground Safety Inspector (CPSI)
program, among others.
4. Obtain memberships and participate/attend the
conferences and events of the National Recreation
and Park Association (NRPA) and Nebraska Park and
Recreation Association (NeRPA).

STRATEGY 10.6.3: Continue to improve the Parks
Department’s image.
Actions and Initiatives:
1. Improve the Department’s image by educating
stakeholders on the return on investment from tourism,
use of facilities and visitation to attractions that are
maintained and operated by the Parks Department.
2. Improve the Parks Department’s website.
3. Improve marketing for programs and events.
4. Conduct more frequent interviews with local
media. Take credit for the positive things the Parks
Department is doing through press releases to local
and regional media, and through email blasts to the
Department’s constituency.
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Policies:
Parks and Open Space
POS Policy 1: Outdoor public places should have unobstructed sightlines from the adjacent streets,
and should be designed to deter vandalism, loitering, and other types of crime and disorder that
would disrupt activities in adjacent developments and discourage legitimate users from coming
to these places. Use landscape, structures, and buildings to define spaces while, at the same time,
provide visual access to encourage their use and enhance safety.
POS Policy 2: Advance the development of greenways and recreational trails within the Planning
Area.
POS Policy 3: Promote the retention of stands of trees, natural vegetation, stream corridors, and
environmentally sensitive areas whenever possible to act as buffers between developments and as
site amenities within developments.
POS Policy 4: Design spaces for specific and flexible uses. Programming and design should be
considered in the context of neighborhood uses.

Environmental
E Policy 1: Encourage to the extent practicable environmental technologies and green infrastructure
best practices to respond to development sites, their surroundings, and the local and regional
ecological systems.
E Policy 2: Plan around the physical characteristics of the land, including soil types, floodplains,
wetlands, and other potentially environmental characteristics. The site should be suitable for the
proposed use based on its physical site characteristics. Sites that are prone to flooding should be
used to the extent practicable for storm water management and detention.
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