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places, sightseeing, and viewing wildlife.   

§ The slowest-growing activities include fishing, 
primitive camping, and hunting. 

§ Basketball and softball continue to enjoy 
strong participation rates, while participation 
in football and tennis are declining in some 
areas of the country.  Soccer, on the other 
hand, is soaring in popularity, particularly 
among younger and immigrant populations. 
Girls’ fast-pitch softball is also experiencing 
explosive growth. 

§ Popular themed playgrounds go beyond the 
normal powder-coated swings and jungle 
gyms found in older parks to more interactive 
playground appropriate for various age 
ranges. 

§ Skate parks, roller hockey rinks, and other 
active amenities not imagined 20 years ago are 
becoming standard in cities of all sizes. Parks 
systems need to be flexible to accommodate 
new, currently unimagined activities that will 
become popular in years to come. 

§ The popularity of static lap pools is fading in 
favor of more dynamic family aquatic centers, 
which can include traditional lap pools, but 
also feature water play structures, fountains, 
spraygrounds, zero-depth entry, and other 
family-friendly amenities. 

§ Traditional recreation centers geared toward 
youth activities are being replaced by larger, 
more diverse centers that provide facilities 
and activities for all ages, improving 
interaction and communication among 
generations. Cardio and strength training 
facilities, commonly found in community 
recreation centers, are seeing growth in both 
younger and older populations. 

§ Providing activities to attract teens challenges 
communities all over the country. Research 
suggests that teens are less interested in 
structured recreation activities than in 
unstructured environments where they can be 
with friends.  Unprogrammed open spaces 
and recreation centers can attract teens and 
encourage positive behavior, providing a 
structured environment with unstructured 
activities. In addition, facilities, which provide 

for supervised unstructured play such as 
basketball clinics, as well as facilities such as 
roller hockey rinks and skate parks, provide 
facilities for desirable recreation activities. 

§ Partnerships are the way of the future for park 
and recreation agencies across the country.  
These include public/public, public/private, 
and public/not-for-profit partnerships.  All 
three types of partnerships are designed to 
allow a community to leverage resources and 
build community support. 

§ Integrating a citywide parks maintenance 
program with the tenets of new urbanism is a 
challenge facing many American cities. New 
urbanism calls for more, smaller parks, within 
walkable distance of neighborhoods. Smaller 
pocket parks can be a strain on parks 
maintenance budgets.  A balance must be 
struck between livable, walkable 
neighborhoods with appropriate recreation 
and proper allocation of municipal 
maintenance funds. One way this balance has 
been achieved is through public-private 
partnerships. 

 
The most important national trend to note is that 
parks planning at the master plan level must 
create a flexible system that responds to the needs 
of the current population while ensuring that 
changes can be made to accommodate future as-
yet-unknown recreation needs. 

PLANNING PROCESS: PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 

Any well developed plan needs to respond to the 
needs and goals of the system stakeholders. In 
Sarasota these included park users as well as City 
and County employees, City Commissioners and 
others with an interest in the system. Discussions 
with staff, City Commissioners, and stakeholders 
complemented public meetings. 
 
In September 2001 three meetings were held to 
solicit additional input: 
 

§ On September 24, 2001, the City sponsored a 
public meeting.  The planning team 
summarized the analysis and inventory phase, 
outlined major issues and preliminary 
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directions for development of the draft plan, 
and sought input.  Key comments included 
requests for better maintenance, requests for 
better coordination with the school system, 
requests for smaller neighborhood parks that 
residents can walk to, and requests for better 
canoe and kayak access to blueways. 

§ During a joint workshop on September 25 
with the City’s Planning Board and Parks, 
Recreation and Environmental Protection 
Advisory Board the consultant team reviewed 
the topics of the public forum; summarized 
public input; and received comments from 
these two advisory boards. 

§ At a workshop with the City Commission on 
September 28, the consultant team reviewed 
the topics of the forum, input from the public, 
and comments of the advisory boards. Based 
upon this review, the City Commission gave 
direction for the next phase of the plan. 

 
In February 2002, a draft plan was completed and 
distributed to the City Commission, Planning 
Board and the Parks Recreation, Environmental 
Protection Advisory Board (PREPAB), and other 
interested groups. The draft plan was also posted 
on the web. In addition to the meetings below the 
planning department met with many special 
interest groups (e.g. bicyclists, trail advocates, etc.) 

§ On March 5, 6, and 7, community forums were 
held to receive additional public input from 
residents. 

§ A joint session of the Planning Board and the 
PREPAB met along with consultants on March 
25 to review comments on the Master Plan 
and Supporting Documents. 

§ On April 4, a City Commission workshop was 
conducted to review the Master Plan and 
Supporting Documents. 

§ At the May 6 City Commission meeting, the 
Commission provided final direction for 
completion of the plan. 

 
Additional community meetings were held with 
the National Park Service (NPS) and other service 
providers to understand future greenway and trail 
plans in the City and surrounding area.  
 

Programming, maintenance, and operations of 
active parks were reviewed with Sarasota County 
Parks and Recreation staff. Program and facilities 
audits identified current conditions, inefficiencies, 
opportunities for improvement, and other 
characteristics. The team visited all parks within 
the City and special facilities such as Bobby Jones 
Golf Course, Ed Smith Stadium and Lido Beach. 
County parks located close to the City limits were 
also visited and reviewed. 
 
This document contains summaries of extensive 
examination and analysis of the Sarasota parks 
existing conditions and plan recommendations. A 
separate volume—the Support Document—
contains all relevant background information. 
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ISSUES + OPPORTUNITI ES 

Condition of existing parks  

Overall, the condition of parks and recreation 
facilities in the City of Sarasota is satisfactory.  
There are a few gaps in service, but the most 
critical consideration of parks and recreation 
facility modifications should be in upgrading 
facilities and creating connections between parks. 
This interconnectivity will give Sarasotans the 
options of walking, biking, paddling or driving to 
get around town.  
 
Our inventory revealed that Sarasota’s park 
system features a wide range of recreation 
opportunities, from passive parks and open areas 
to recreation centers, swimming pools, golf 
courses and basketball facilities. These facilities 
are spread across the city evenly, except for the 
southern side of the mainland and the extreme 
eastern portion of the City.  
 
According to the City Plan, the City of Sarasota 
owns more than 45 parks sites with a total of 
750.98 acres. In addition, there are 25 County and 
privately owned facilities in the City. These 
include the Boys & Girls Club, YMCA, Jewish 
Community Center and Cool Girls, Inc. Other 
recreation facilities such as the active 17th Street 
Park fall immediately beyond the City limits but 
provide  recreation for city residents. 
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Classification of Existing Sarasota Parks 
 
Name Type of Park 

ARLINGTON PARK AND AQUATIC 
COMPLEX 

Community 

BAYFRONT PARK Community 
BAYFRONT PARK & MARINA/ISLAND 
PARK 

Community 

GILLESPIE PARK Community 
KEN THOMPSON PARK/CITY ISLAND Community 
NEWTOWN COMMUNITY CENTER Community 
NORTH WATER TOWER PARK Community 
PAYNE PARK Community 
PIONEER PARK Community 
WHITAKER GATEWAY PARK Community 
OTTER KEY Natural Resource 
35TH STREET PARK Neighborhood 
AB SMITH PARK Neighborhood 
AVION PARK Neighborhood 
BAY ISLAND PARK Neighborhood 
BIRD KEY PARK Neighborhood 
CAUSEWAY PARK Neighborhood 
CHARLES RINGLING PARK Neighborhood 
COHEN PARK Neighborhood 
DR MARTIN LUTHER KING JR PARK Neighborhood 
FREDD ATKINS PARK Neighborhood 
FRUITVILLE ROAD PARK Neighborhood 
LEMON AVENUE MALL Neighborhood 
LUKEWOOD Neighborhood 
MARY DEAN PARK Neighborhood 
NEW PASS FISHING PIER Neighborhood 
ORANGE AVENUE PARK Neighborhood 
ROBARTS MEMORIAL PARK Neighborhood 
SAPPHIRE SHORES PARK Neighborhood 
SELBY FIVE POINTS PARK Neighborhood 
ST. ARMAND'S CIRCLE PARK Neighborhood 
TONY SAPRITO PIER/CAUSEWAY PARK Neighborhood 
BOBBY JONES GOLF COURSE Special Use 
CENTENNIAL PARK Special Use 
ED SMITH SPORTS COMPLEX Special Use 
FAIRGROUNDS/BABE RUTH PARK Special Use 
CIVIC CENTER/LAWN 
BOWLING/BAYFRONT REC 

Special Use 

LIDO BEACH AND POOL Special Use 
NORTH LIDO BEACH Special Use 
PAW PARK (see 17th Street Park) Special Use 
SOUTH LIDO BEACH Special Use 
17TH STREET PARK Sports Complex 
YOUTH ATHLETIC COMPLEX Sports Complex 

 
 
The table above illustrates our suggested 
categorization of existing parks, consistent with 
NRPA standards.  See Table 10 in the Support 
Document for details regarding these classifications. 
All parks not listed are considered mini-parks. 
 
 

 
Lido Beach 

 
Standardizing the parks system categories will 
help managers understand resources and clarify 
the City-County agreement. 

Connectivity Opportunities 

Multiple connectivity opportunities include 
designated bike lanes, undesignated bike lanes, 
sidewalks, proposed bike lanes and trails, the 
Multi-Use Recreational Trail (MURT), greenways, 
and blueways. These different types of 
connections can be accomplished by using canals, 
abandoned rail corridors, drainage areas and 
stormwater easements, and the areas alongside 
bayous. 
 
Currently, connections to parks and 
neighborhoods are provided mainly through 
sidewalks and bike lanes. In addition to the need 
to provide a cohesive system within the City, there 
are opportunities to connect with the 
unincorporated portion of Sarasota County, 
Manatee County, Longboat Key and a larger 
regional network. 
 
Recommendations for connections are included in 
the Recommendations section of the plan. 
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Environment 

Sarasota’s physical environment encompasses a 
variety of individual ecosystems that contribute to 
the area’s overall quality of life. These ecosystems 
not only improve air and water quality and protect 
beaches and other areas from erosion, but also serve 
as habitats for threatened and endangered species.    
 
The preservation of these areas is critical to the City 
of Sarasota’s future. Efforts to protect habitats, flora, 
and fauna should include, but not be limited to, 
functional and native landscaping, reduced 
impervious surfaces, minimization of area 
disturbance, and public education. 
 
Current environmental efforts by the City of 
Sarasota include Ordinance No. 89-3344 Section 5-
21-90, which calls for the eradication of the Brazilian 
Pepper plant. The County has also created an 
ordinance (2001-05) with that goal. Other initiatives 
include the City of Sarasota codes that call for 
pollution permits, tree protection, and mandatory 
recycling, provision of sewage treatment to Sarasota 
County residents along Phillippi Creek, and creation 
of brownfield redevelopment processes. 
 
Regional efforts have included the distribution of 
Florida Yards and Neighborhoods Environmentally 
Friendly Landscaping, which was published by the 
University of Florida and Sarasota Bay and Tampa 
Bay Estuary Programs. This booklet explains the 
importance of design and maintenance of yards. 
More specifically, it addresses the importance of 
native plants, composting, using slow-release 
fertilizers, non-toxic pesticides, and minimal 
irrigation, and other methods to prevent stormwater 
runoff.  
 
Future Sarasota parks should be designed with 
environmental sensitivity in mind, respecting their 
locations and taking advantage of environmental 
assets. The recent restoration of Hog Creek is a great 
example of creating a park space that acknowledges 
the environmental assets of an estuary; creating a 
passive open space as well as an educational 
opportunity for the park patrons. 
 
 
 

Structure of City/County Relationship 

In 1990, the City of Sarasota and Sarasota County 
entered into an agreement that allowed the 
County to conduct all recreational programming 
and maintenance of 30 parks that are owned by 
the City. The remaining parks, Bobby Jones Golf 
Complex, and Ed Smith Stadium would be 
maintained by the City. The agreement was for 20 
years and contains three amendments that address 
the addition of new facilities. 
 
Despite the agreement, the relationship between 
the City and County is not well-defined in terms 
of who is responsible once new facilities have been 
added and how funding should be allocated 
throughout the park system.  
 
Of particular issue is the appropriate level of 
maintenance required and capital expenditure 
planning. The agreement between the City and the 
County should be updated to define these issues 
clearly. 
 
Similarly, the City does not have standards and 
levels of expectations for the County’s program 
delivery, projected revenues, or outcomes. 
Therefore, any new contract or amendments to the 
contract should clearly define these issues. A 
sample of a City/County agreement is included in 
the Support Document. 

STANDARDS AND LEVELS OF SERVICE 

To direct Sarasota in its future planning for parks, 
it was necessary to look at Sarasota’s existing 
system and compare it to both national standards 
and similar cities in the region. Of course no direct 
comparison is completely accurate because every 
municipality is unique; this comparison is merely 
a starting point for recommendations. 

For benchmarking purposes we collected data 
from other cities with demographics, geography, 
and services similar to Sarasota. (See Support 
Document for full discussion of comparison 
benchmark cities.) The municipalities are: 

§ Myrtle Beach, South Carolina 

§ Pensacola, Florida 

§ Boca Raton, Florida 
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Acres of Parkland Per Person 

A rough method of assessing level of service takes 
the acres of parkland and divides it by thousands of 
residents.  The National Recreation and Park 
Association (NRPA) suggests as a rough guide 10 
acres per thousand population.  
 
City of Sarasota total park acreage is approximately 
750 acres (City Plan).  Census data indicate that the 
2000 resident population for Sarasota is 52,715 
(www.census.gov). This results in approximately 14 
acres of parkland per 1,000 people.  The following 
table shows Sarasota compared to the NRPA 
Guideline and other cities sampled. 

Acres of Parkland per Thousand Population 

City/Source Acres per 
thousand 

Acres per 
thousand 
w/o golf 

NRPA Guideline 10.0 NA 
Sarasota 14.2 8.3 
Myrtle Beach 23.1 14.3 
Pensacola 10.7 8.4 
Boca Raton 10.0 7.3 

Source: EDAW, 2001 

Therefore, in terms of total acreage, the City has 
adequate parks for the population. This rough 
analysis, however, does not include issues of 
quality, geographic distribution, demographic 
characteristics, programs, types of facilities related 
to need, or connectivity. When golf courses are taken 
out of the calculation, Sarasota compares well with 
two of the three benchmark cities.  (The NRPA 
standard includes golf courses, so this standard is 
not applicable when golf is not considered.)  

Facilities 

The maps on the following pages illustrate the 
geographic distribution of playing fields, swimming 
pools, recreation centers, basketball courts, and boat 
ramps.  These maps, which also indicate in some 
cases the densities of children from five to seventeen 
years of age per acre for a particular Census tract, 
are useful tools in analyzing the geographic equity 
of recreation service delivery throughout the City. 
The age group of five to seventeen years is analyzed 
due to the high levels of use of recreation facilities 
for that particular age group. In general, the maps 
indicate a need for active recreation facilities in the 

eastern portion of the City.  The Support 
Document provides a more detailed analysis of 
specific facility needs and recommendations. 

CONCLUSION 

Sarasota has an excellent system that serves the 
community well. Major recommendations for 
enhancing the system are to: 
 

§ Develop an extensive system of parkways, 
greenways and blueways to connect citizens 
to each other, the environment, and parks and 
other destinations 

§ Develop a new community park in the east 
side of the City 

§ Redevelop Payne Park, Fredd Atkins Park, 
and North Water Tower Park 

§ Revise or replace the City-County agreement 
to clarify roles and expectations 

 
These and other recommendations are described 
in more detail in the next section of the plan. 
 










