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4.4 Capital Improvement Strategy 
 
In cities across the country, multiple funding sources are leveraged for improvements, including property 
taxes, special assessments, grants, fees, bonds and partnerships. In Orlando, the amount of funding 
available is limited due to current economic conditions. In addition, it should be noted that significant 
portions of City funding will need to be utilized to cover the cost of maintenance for existing Parks and 
Recreation facilities. 
 
The following are based on historic funding sources: 
 

 
 
 
Historically, bond issues have provided the needed capital to improve and expand the parks and recreation 
system. In the next several years, it is expected that most funding will be directed to maintain the quality 
of existing facilities and program provision. 
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 The Families, Parks and Recreation (FPR) Department is responsible for the City’s parks/recreational 
programs, and policy/programming related to children and education.  The Department is comprised of 
the Parks Division, the Recreation Division and Dubsdread Golf Course.  The Director of FPR is also the 
City’s Director of Children and Education.  The position of Parks Planning Manager, which reports to the 
FPR Director, was created in 2008. 
 
Possessing a wide ranging mandate, the Parks Division is responsible for overseeing all parks, street tree 
canopy, playgrounds, and grounds maintenance throughout the City. There are 113 parks with diverse 
offerings that include: ecological, active and passive parks, 2 large multi-component staffed parks (Bill 
Frederick at Turkey Lake, with a campground, and Lake Eola Park, where most of the City’s major 
outdoor community-wide events take place), an environmental education center, 47 playgrounds, 5 boat 
ramps, a Green-UP program, and a comprehensive tree management program.  The Parks Division also 
plans, designs, and develops new parks and related capital improvement projects. 
 
The Recreation Division offers recreational, fitness, cultural, as well as educational facilities and 
programs. The Division is comprised of 18 recreation centers (several have indoor gyms and fitness 
centers), 2 senior centers, 11 pools, 67 athletic fields, 49 outdoor basketball courts, 43 tennis courts 
(including the Orlando Tennis Center), sand volleyball courts, the Orlando Pottery Studio, two tracks, 
four racquetball courts, and the operation of the City’s afterschool and summer camp programs as well as 
hundreds of youth and adult athletic teams. 
 
In May 2009, national recreation experts from Ballard*King evaluated the operations, maintenance and 
programming of the City of Orlando Parks and Recreation Divisions.  Two key policy related 
recommendations from the Ballard*King study are presented below.  The first relates to prioritizing 
programs, and the second to revenue enhancement strategies. 
 
 
5.1 Core, Secondary and Tertiary Program Areas 

 

The following chart uses check marks to identify existing core, secondary and tertiary program areas for 
the Recreation Division.  In comparison, information that was gleaned from the community survey, 
access analysis, and other City plans was utilized to recommend which programs should be core, 
secondary and tertiary in the future.  The recommended revised program priorities are presented with “X” 
marks. 
 

5. PROGRAM AREAS 
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The following is a general assessment of the major program areas, including recommendations for 
increasing or decreasing the priority level of some areas: 
 
Core 

 
• Youth Afterschool/Summer Camp – The division has the experience and facilities (community 

centers) to continue to support these programs. In addition, community surveys indicate they are 
in high demand, and City plans cite these programs as important components for implementing 
public policy. Therefore, this program area should continue to be a primary focus for the division.  

 
• Seniors – With two dedicated senior centers in the City plus an increase in seniors in the coming 

years, the Recreation Division will need to continue to focus on this age group as part of its core 
program area. However it should be noted that as the Baby Boomer generation ages, they are 
bringing new needs and expectations to senior services that is more in line with the more active 
recreation pursuits that they have grown up with. This will require different types of senior 
services and a change in facilities as well. Senior programs and services will also need to be given 
greater emphasis at the community centers. 

 
• Youth Sports – Youth team sports have long been an important element of most recreation 

department program offerings, but more recently there has been a movement toward non-profit 
organizations taking on more of this role. The division should continue to strongly emphasize 
youth sports, in response to high demand gleaned in the community survey, and to support City 
efforts to prevent childhood obesity and engage youth in pro-social activities that keep them 
successful and on a positive track. The division should also consider expansion of its sports 
programming for older youth to contribute to juvenile crime prevention efforts. 

 
• Aquatics/Swim Lessons – With a significant number of outdoor pools in the recreation facilities 

inventory and the strong demand noted in survey responses, the Recreation Division should 
continue to emphasize aquatic programming, especially learn-to-swim classes for children, as a 
primary program area. Aquatic exercise programs should also be emphasized while swim and 
dive teams could be offered by other organizations. 
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• Fitness/Wellness – Without a doubt, this is one of the greatest areas of growth in public recreation 

programming. With a society that has an increasing awareness of the benefits of good health and 
a realization that obesity (especially among children) is a major risk, there is a much higher 
demand for programming in this area. Survey responses show fitness and wellness are a high  
demand and a top priority for the community citywide. Efforts to integrate wellness initiatives 
into other program areas (seniors, youth, etc.) should be promoted. 

 
• Education Programs – The division has traditionally focused largely on recreation during 

afterschool and summer programs. More recently, efforts have been made to enhance education 
programming at recreation centers located in targeted City neighborhoods (so-called “Promise 
Neighborhoods”), by hiring certified teachers as tutors after school and in the summer time, 
providing free school supplies to children, enhancing access to computers and the Internet, and 
offering free or low cost space to non-profit educational partners at City recreation centers. This 
strategy should also continue to be a priority for the division. 

 
• Teens/Youth Crime Prevention – This is a program area that is often a high priority for many 

recreation departments but is also one of the most difficult to be successful with. The successful 
efforts of Parramore Kidz Zone should be replicated in other targeted “Promise Neighborhoods” 
throughout the City. To do so, the Division should deploy staff to these sites that have a talent for 
working with this population of youth, and should provide training to staff to improve their 
expertise in programming for older youth. Programming examples could include special events 
for teens (e.g., “Teen Night Out,” “Blacktop Basketball”), field trips, college prep programs, and 
food and other incentives. It will be important to develop strong partnerships with other 
community agencies as well. Where possible, these organizations should take the lead with teen 
programming and build upon best practices piloted as part of Parramore Kidz Zone.  

 
• Adult Sports – With the high cost of land for athletic fields in urbanized areas, and few places that 

can be lit at night without disturbing surrounding residences, sports fields are limited, impeding 
the City’s ability to develop a comprehensive adult sports program. Yet adult sports can often 
generate significant revenue with more aggressive fees and this can be a way to increase overall 
division revenues. Designating certain facilities or time periods for adult sports will be necessary 
if greater emphasis is going to be placed on this program area. The Recreation Division may want 
to concentrate on developing individual adult sports and let private adult leagues handle much of 
the team programs. 

Secondary 
 

• Special Events – Increasingly, recreation departments across the United States are seeing a greater 
emphasis placed on special events that draw communities together as well as attract individuals 
from outside the community. At times, the focus on special events has resulted in other traditional 
recreation programming being neglected. Special events should never be a core program area for 
the Recreation Division, and other community groups should be encouraged to be the primary 
funders and organizers of most community events. 
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Tertiary 
 

• Cultural Arts – This is currently a rather small program area for the Recreation Division and it is 
anticipated that further emphasis in this area is probably not warranted with the wide variety of 
other non-profit cultural arts organizations present in Orlando. In addition, the economic 
downturn and corresponding cuts in City services have led to a reduction in these programs 
within the division, moving this program from “secondary” to “tertiary.” Survey responses 
indicate a low priority for this type of programming provided by the City. Exposing youth and 
seniors to basic introductory cultural arts programs through services provided at the community 
and senior center level will still occur. 

 
• Special Needs – While the Recreation Division has a small special needs program (Exceptional 

Recreation), it is difficult for most recreation agencies to have a broad special needs program. As 
a result, many departments in a region will often band together to provide these services in a more 
cost-effective manner. It is noteworthy that an analysis of attendance at these programs is very 
low and most attendees are not City residents. The City should consider if this is the best use of 
an existing neighborhood center facility and possibly get out of this business altogether. 

 
Around the country, there has been a movement away from the principle of public recreation departments 
having to be the actual provider of all recreation programs and services, and toward the concept of public 
agencies being the general coordinator and enabler of overall community recreation needs and resources.  
This has resulted in a great deal of programming now being conducted by volunteer youth sport 
organizations, adult sport associations, non-profit groups i.e. the YMCA and the private sector.  This has 
reduced the financial obligations of the public sector, placed programming in the hands of organizations 
with the specific expertise and facilities, allowing the private sector to have a more active role in public 
recreation.  There has also been an increase in the number of public agencies collaborating to bring a 
higher level of recreation service on more of a regional basis, especially for more specialized services 
(special needs, outdoor education). This concept has become much more prevalent nationally with 
recreation departments being a clearing house of information and services provided by others while 
providing more basic recreation services itself. 
 
 
5.2 Opportunities for Increasing Revenues 
 
The Families, Parks and Recreation Department must develop an overall fee policy that serves as the 
backbone for establishing fees for services. The basics of the fee policy should: 
 

• Establish a standardized approach to setting fees. 
 
• Determine the overall goal of cost recovery for programs, services and facilities. 
 
• Ensure general access to recreation programs and services is not denied simply based on the 

ability to pay. 
 
• Require that exclusive use of any public parks, facilities or services by individuals or 

organizations results in the compensation for the full costs associated with such use.  
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• Require that users pay at least a portion of the cost for programs and services when there is an 

instructor, official or other personnel associated directly with the provision of the service. 
 
• Differential pricing based on age, type of organization, resident status and other factors based on 

seasons or time is acceptable. Differential pricing by economic areas of the community is also 
acceptable. 

 
• A fee assistance program (scholarship program) for residents that cannot afford basic services 

should be established. This program should be based on an existing measurable definition of “low 
income.” Use and funding must be tracked. Only basic programs and services should be eligible 
for the fee assistance program. 

Programs and services should be categorized into four levels of offerings that are divided by the level of 
instruction, expertise, or importance to the community’s well being. Priority for funding and facility 
usage should be based on the category in which they fall, with fees being set accordingly. The four 
categories should include: 
 

• Community events – special community wide events, activities or festivals that are onetime 
events. It should be expected that there will be little to no fees for these activities.  

 
• Basic or core programs – those that are essential to recreation and community needs (youth 

programs, teen activities, senior programs, youth sports activities, special populations, etc). These 
programs are usually heavily subsidized. 

 
• Enhanced – those that are beyond basic and are focused on an audience that has the ability to pay. 

Programs in this area could include adult fitness and sports, or general programs. These programs 
would have a much higher recovery rate but may not be available at all facilities or areas of the 
community. 

 
• Specialized – these are activities that are very specialized in nature. These would include 

activities such as private swim lessons, fitness assessments, facility rentals and the like. Fees are 
set based on what the market will bear but at minimum would require 100% of direct costs.  

While the Recreation Division will always have a strong focus on youth programs and services, 
developing programs that will serve adults and allow for a more aggressive fee structure in some areas of 
the community should result in an increase in overall program revenue. The Recreation Division should 
be more aggressive in its pricing of athletic field rentals to outside groups. There could be a strong 
revenue stream from these rentals. The Parks Division could also increase revenues by increasing rental 
rates for some park amenities and for contract services such as stable operations. 
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The final section of the Vision FPR Plan sets forth principles and policies that will guide the Department 
in its decision making over the coming 20 years. The Section is divided into two areas: 
 

6.1 Guiding Principles 
6.2 Policy Framework 

In 6.1 (Guiding Principles) 10 principles are put forth to guide the development, implementation and 
management of the City’s Families, Parks and Recreation system. In 6.2 (Policy Framework) six policy 
“white papers” are presented to create a public policy framework that will protect and enhance the City’s 
Families, Parks and Recreation system in the years ahead. 
 
6.1 Guiding Principles 
 
The focus of the Department of Families, Parks and Recreation is to encourage the well-being of children, 
families, and seniors; to protect and enhance the City’s natural resources; to provide opportunities for 
active living; and to provide places for the community to meet, gather, learn and celebrate. As such, the 
following core values establish a framework for leading the City’s Families, Parks and Recreation 
Department into the next 20 years: 
  
Quality 

• High-quality facilities, programs and services 
• Variety of services to meet residents’ needs, based on community input 
• Customer satisfaction  

Resource Protection 

• Preservation and conservation of open space and natural areas 
• Public access for passive recreation 
• Teaching people to be stewards of the environment 

Excellence in Management 

• Efficiency, fiscal responsibility  
• Teamwork 
• Education/training 
• Evaluation, and use of research-based proven practices 
• Passion for the work 

Community 

• Collaboration and partnerships 
• Opportunities and places for people to meet, gather, learn and celebrate 
• Embracing of diversity 
• Promotion of active living 
• Affordability for people of all income levels 

6. GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND POLICY FRAMEWORK 
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Children and Youth 

• Engaging and fun facilities and programs for youth of all ages 
• Connection with positive adult role models 
• Support in developing the skills for success 

Safety 

• Safe havens for children and youth 
• Policies and procedures that put safety first 
• Comfortable, convenient, well built and well maintained facilities 

Based on these values – as well as interviews, analysis, observations, workshops and surveys throughout 
the planning process – ten guiding principles emerged for the development, implementation and 
management of the City’s Families, Parks and Recreation system: 
 

1. Most Orlando residents should be able to walk 
to a meaningful open space within one mile of 
their home. 

 
Residents want to have easy access to a park for 
basic daily recreation activities such as playing on 
the playground, playing catch or just sitting 
outside and reading or talking with the friends and 
family. In multi-family communities, the 
community recreation area may suffice. In single 
family communities, the small “neighborhood 
park” is the ideal. Dartmouth Park in College Park 
is a good example.  
 
At the time of this writing, nearly all Orlando residents were able to reach a neighborhood park 
within 1 mile of their homes. Over the next 10 to 20 years, the City should focus on bringing 
these amenities even closer to home, with ½ mile being the goal. In existing neighborhoods 
without small neighborhood parks, such as Lake Eola Heights and Colonialtown South, the City 
should work with residents over time to identify opportunities to acquire and develop small 
parcels (2 – 4 lots, or ½ - 1 acre). Residents can be asked to participate in the costs of acquisition, 
development and/or maintenance through matching grant programs or the creation of special 
taxing districts. The ultimate vision is that every neighborhood will eventually have its “own” 
neighborhood park for basic neighborhood recreation and social activities. 

   Dartmouth Park
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2. Most residents should have access to 

water for visual enjoyment, fishing, 
and other related activities. 

 
Orlando is fortunate to have lakes in 
almost every neighborhood – water is 
an integral part of the Orlando 
landscape and lifestyle, and one of the 
foundations of the original City 
Beautiful parks system. Public access 
is often limited, however, particularly 
in newer communities.  The City 
should continue identifying 
opportunities for simple public water 
access to provide active and leisure 
enjoyment. Lake Underhill Park is a good example. Ultimately the vision is that every resident 
will be able to walk or bike to a point of water access and facilities, such as docks, will be 
available for their use. For water bodies where docks are not feasible, efforts should be made to 
provide walking paths around lakes such as the one around Lake Cherokee. At a minimum, visual 
access to all significant water bodies is desirable. 

 
3. Most residents should be able to walk or bike 

safely around the City to parks, schools, 
neighborhoods and commercial areas with 
every park and open space accessible to users. 

 
For many years, the City has been working to 
create an interconnected system of sidewalks, bike 
lanes, trails and “complete streets.” The City’s 
latest project is developing plans for the “Dinky 
Line” section of the Orlando Urban Trail. Despite 
these efforts, Central Florida cities continue to 
have some of the highest incidence of 
pedestrian/bicycle injuries and deaths in the 
nation. It is important to complete the 
implementation of the City’s bikeways plan. In 
fact, residents ranked bicycle trails as their first 
priority in the parks and recreation needs 
assessment. The ultimate vision is that all residents 
of all ages will eventually be able to ride their 
bikes safely and comfortably from home to parks, 
school, work, shopping areas, City Hall and every 
other area of the City. A “Safe Routes to Parks” 
plan and maps should be created and promoted in 
order to provide best access for all ages. 

   Lake Underhill Park 
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4. Every park and open space should be designed to be aesthetically pleasing, safe, welcoming, 

flexible and multi-purpose. 
 

While the City’s parks are generally well-
designed and beautifully maintained, they 
do not necessarily meet the recreational 
needs of today’s residents. Recreation 
activities and interests have become much 
more diverse, and today’s parks and 
community centers need to be able to 
accommodate a wide variety of uses and 
activities from art exhibits to family 
reunions, tai chi classes, performing arts, 
community gardening, playing with the 
dog, using a computer or getting in shape. 
The safety of our parks is important and 
continuous review of the various means to 
ensure safety could include the use of Crime Prevention through Environmental Design 
techniques, cameras, call boxes, and others. Parks need to be designed and “amenitized” to be as 
welcoming, flexible and as user-friendly as possible. Building on the Green Network Report, an 
urban open/green space plan will help identify appropriate existing and future locations.  During 
the needs assessment, one interviewee likened the City’s parks to “outdoor living rooms,” 
complete replete with Wifi access, access to food and beverage, seating areas, and other amenities 
that make the parks comfortable and inviting.   

 
5. Every park and recreation site should be activated with programs, special events and/or 

multiple things to do. 
 

The City’s parks and open spaces 
need to be energized and activated 
with things for people to do, both 
programmed and self-directed. The 
City currently offers a variety of 
recreation programs, particularly at its 
recreation centers. Typical programs 
include summer camps, youth sports, 
afterschool programs and senior 
programs.  
 
Recreation programs and activities are 
not offered at all parks however, and 
some parks see little use. The Project for Public Spaces (PPS), a non-profit advocacy group in 
New York, states that all successful public spaces have “at least ten things to do.” These may 
include: 
 

• Playing a game 
• Renting a bike or kayak 
• Watching a performance 

    Blue Jacket Park 

    A neighborhood festival at Gaston Edwards Park
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• Eating or drinking 
• Swinging in a swing 
• Playing on a playground 
• Perusing an art exhibit 
• Attending a festival or special event 
• Having a birthday party or family reunion 
• Having a picnic lunch 
• People watching 
• Sitting in the sun 
• Throwing a Frisbee 
• Playing with the dogs 
• Attending a class 

In addition to continuing to offer a variety of recreation and social programs, the City should look 
for opportunities to energize its parks, many of which may be at little or no cost. Residents – 
particularly those living nearby each park – should be solicited for their opinions regarding 
desired improvements and amenities. The vision is for each park to be active and energized, and 
for local residents to be vested in the care and protection of “their” park.  
 

6. Every park and open space should be designed to enhance the City’s sense of place, 
emphasizing canopy trees, water, natural habitat, context-sensitive architecture, multi-
purpose open space, public art, site furnishings, exhibits and other amenities.  

 
In addition to being aesthetically 
pleasing, flexible and inviting, 
Orlando’s parks have the potential to 
further strengthen the City’s identity 
and sense of place as “The City 
Beautiful.” Orlando residents should 
have access to the stately oak trees, 
pastoral ponds and lakes, fine 
architecture, public art, quality site 
furnishings and other design elements. 
These features can establish a unique 
and compelling image of Orlando as a 
world class city, similar to the design 
of parks in New York (Bryant Park 
and Central Park), Chicago (Millennium Park) and Paris (Luxembourg Gardens). The 
preservation of existing open space and natural habitat is also part of the desired image, 
expressing the community’s passion and commitment to the preservation of natural Florida. It is 
the vision of the FPR Plan that the City’s parks system expresses the community’s image of itself 
to its residents, neighbors and the world. Lake Eola Park – the Department’s premiere urban park 
facility – fulfills this principle beautifully. 

Lake Eola Park
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7. Every park and open space should be protected from overdevelopment, and managed to 

preserve natural habitat; maximize surface water quality and air quality; minimize the use 
of non-renewable energy and potable water; and reduce impacts that cause climate change 
 
An unfortunate casualty of rising land 
values has been the tendency to “fill up” 
existing parks with new facilities rather 
than to purchase new park land. At the 
same time, there has been an increased 
awareness of the need to protect our 
natural resources, including habitat, water, 
air and energy. The Department of 
Families, Parks and Recreation should 
continue to act as stewards of the City’s 
open space, protecting parks from 
overdevelopment, and incorporating 
various best management practices to 
make the parks and open spaces as sustainable as possible. The vision is for the City’s parks and 
open spaces to be managed as a model of sustainability, including the preservation and 
enhancement of natural habitat; maintenance of good surface water quality; reduction of non-
renewable energy and potable water use; and reduction in climate change impacts. Greenwood 
Urban Wetlands Park is an excellent example. 
 

8. Special efforts should be made to provide programming that engages older youth, and 
programs that support children’s educational achievement.  

 
The Department currently operates 
Parramore Kidz Zone, an initiative that 
involves a broad coalition of non-profit 
organizations, schools, churches, 
neighborhood residents and youth, 
working together to build the 
neighborhood’s positive youth 
infrastructure. Through this project, the 
three recreation centers in the Zone have 
undergone extensive reforms – including 
the placement of street outreach staff at 
the sites, development of programs and 
facilities to serve older youth, 
enhancement of after school programs with tutoring, hot meals, and free schools supplies for 
children, and leveraging of space at the Centers to attract selected non-profit organizations into 
the neighborhood at minimal cost to the City. The project relies heavily upon grant and 
philanthropic funding, and has been shown by evaluators to have positively impacted educational 
achievement, teen pregnancy, and juvenile crime rates in the neighborhood. This model is 
groundbreaking in the national arena and should be strategically replicated in other City 
neighborhoods where children face challenges similar to those in Parramore. 

   Greenwood Urban Wetlands Park  



 

92 
 

 
9. Sports complexes and other special use facilities should be equitably distributed throughout 

the City to meet active recreation needs. 
 
While the City needs to protect 
existing parks and open spaces from 
overdevelopment, it also needs to 
continue to meet the basic “active 
recreation” needs of the community. 
This means 1) defining the City’s role 
as a recreation provider (for example: 
does the Department strive to meet 
City residents’ needs or central 
Florida’s needs?); 2) determining the 
numbers and locations of facilities 
necessary to meet residents’ needs; 
and 3) working closely with partners 
such as OCPS, sports leagues and 
others to meet these needs. The vision is for the City and its partners to provide adequate active 
recreation facilities to meet residents’ needs. 
 

10. The Families, Parks and Recreation system should be developed, maintained and operated 
in a fiscally responsible manner. 

 
The Department should leverage 
partnerships, impact fees, grants, 
philanthropy, and other means to 
supplement general revenue funding; 
establish a responsible fee structure 
while at the same time ensuring access 
to facilities and programs for the 
City’s low-income families; and 
constantly review operations to make 
sure resources are utilized responsibly. 

 Orlando Skate Park

Wadeview Park, co-located with Blankner Middle School 
and Boone High School   
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This Vision Plan has been developed during the worst economic downturn in the United States since the 
Great Depression. Funds for capital improvements and operations are scarce, and the need to develop and 
manage the Families, Parks and Recreation system in a fiscally responsible manner is more important 
now than ever. This includes: 
 

• Continuing to seek opportunities to reduce the costs of managing the existing system 
 
• Reviewing the costs and fees for recreation programs; establishing policies regarding desired 

levels of subsidization for youth, adult, family and senior programs; and making changes to 
program offerings as necessary to reduce costs and/or increase revenues 

 
• Working closely with partner organizations such as Orange County Public Schools, sports 

leagues, the YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs, private recreation providers and others to share in the 
responsibility for offering recreation facilities and programs to City residents 

 
• Requiring developers to pay for their “fair share” of the costs of meeting the parks and recreation 

needs of new residents through impact fees, donations, and/or the development and management 
of new neighborhood and community parks and sports complexes 

These 10 Guiding Principles summarize the City’s long range vision for its Families, Parks and 
Recreation system. Following are key policy papers that will also guide the Department in this direction 
over the years ahead.  
 
6.2 Policy Papers 
 
The City has developed three “white papers” that put forth policy initiatives in the following areas:  
 

A. Sustainable Parks 
B. Flexibility in Design 
C. Open Space Preservation and Maintenance 

 
The following section contains the text from each white paper. 
 
A. Sustainable Parks 
 
GOAL: To build a parks and open space system that is environmentally, socially and economically 
sustainable. 
 
There are many benefits to be gained in the pursuit of sustainability of the City’s parks.  Parks are key 
components of healthy, livable urban centers.  The City’s Green Works Initiative, Downtown Orlando 
Transportation Plan, 2007 City Strategic Plan and many existing Growth Management Policies (GMP) all 
speak to the need to create sustainable parks.  
 
The Families, Parks and Recreation Department should be a leader in showcasing best practices in the 
selection, construction, irrigation and maintenance of the built environment.  Our parks should stand out 
as prototypes for the use of landscaping as a way that conserves water, produces shade, limits chemicals 
in the soil, retains natural nutrients, limits erosion.  We should be role models as good stewards of our 
environment.   
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The citizens of Orlando should be educated regarding the best ways to landscape their yards with the 
environment in mind, and our parks can serve as examples in this effort.  Possibilities to explore include 
presentations at public meetings, walking tours of successful xeric landscapes, pamphlets to share with 
Neighborhood Associations and a Sustainability Web page. 
 
Current policies and practices toward sustainability include using low maintenance and drought tolerant 
plant materials that require minimal use of fertilizers and pesticides and replacement of St. Augustine sod 
with ground covers and other grasses. 
 
The City’s tree management practices include: Right Tree, Right Place, tree canopy restoration under the 
10,000 Trees Initiative, a reduction in carbon dioxide levels through carbon sequestration, and adherence 
to recommendations outlined in the 2007 Urban Forest Master Plan. Changes to the existing Tree 
Protection Ordinances are also under review. 
 
Irrigation improvements conserve water through the use of reclaimed water, meet guidelines set forth by 
the Water Management District, and utilize technology to minimize the use of water through better design 
and application of irrigation valves, heads, rain sensors, web based control and computers. 
 
The City of Orlando has three wastewater treatment plants that produce reclaimed water. Use of 
reclaimed water throughout the City in its public spaces represents a reduction of over 50 million gallons 
per day (MGD) to the demand on the Florida aquifer, helping to protect Central Florida’s lakes, wetlands 
and springs. 
 
Next steps in this effort include:  refining and updating GMP policy adding language on sustainability of 
parks; creating methods to measure progress i.e. reduced number of gallons of water used for irrigation; 
tracking the number of trees planted annually verses the number of trees lost each year; and encouraging 
the use of all modes of transportation to access parks through a review of  transit options and a greenways 
and trails network connecting parks with neighborhoods, schools and activity centers. 
 
B. Flexibility in Design 
 
GOAL: To have a system of Parks and Recreation facilities and open spaces that can be adapted to 
changing demographics and recreation trends. 
 
Demographics have changed over the last 10 years in the City of Orlando with a significant increase in 
Hispanic, Caribbean, Asian and South American populations. The City is in the midst of a demographic 
shift with an evolving diversity not previously experienced. As demographics, national trends and 
neighborhoods change, there is greater pressure to provide facilities that are able to adapt quickly to 
changing needs.  
 
The implication for the Families, Parks and Recreation Department is that we must assess existing 
facilities, their use and how to best serve new demands for non-traditional sports while also meeting the 
growing demand for open green space and flexible space. An examination of existing resources and 
reallocation of how facilities are used will also require a shift in approach. When existing parks are 
renovated – and new parks developed –  design should be more flexible to meet the needs of a more 
diverse population.  
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Some new approaches include: multi-purpose fields without fixed outfield fences; multi-purpose play 
courts that can accommodate basketball, skating, roller hockey, hard court soccer, tennis and other courts 
sports, baseball fields that can host one senior league or two junior league games on the same field; as 
well as special events; movable site furnishings such as tables and chairs; simple landscape schemes  with 
an emphasis on trees, grass, ground covers and water; better lake access to enjoy an escape from the 
urban/developed environment. 
 
The City’s diversity should be recognized and planned for in design of existing and future parks and 
recreation facilities. Acknowledging this shift in approach could be served with additional updates to the 
Growth Management Plan, Recreation Support Document and internal Department practices. 
 
 
C. Open Space Preservation and Maintenance 
GOAL: To preserve and maintain open/green space in the City of Orlando, protecting the intrinsic value 
and the public’s equal, appropriate access. 
 
The City of Orlando recognizes the importance of preserving and maintaining open space/green space 
within a developing urban environment.  Open space has traditionally been associated with the 
enhancement of the perceived qualities of the natural landscape.  In its broadest definition, the term open 
space may also be said to include the entire range of space types that allow unobstructed physical 
movement.  Quite often, these spaces are only accessible through visual contact.  Sometimes, as within 
the City of Orlando, these areas are found in conjunction with high intensity urban uses.   
 
Current rules, regulations, and ordinances outlining how City parks can be used, including activities 
(concerts, programs, special events) and land uses (recreation facilities, public safety facilities, drainage 
facilities) are located in various chapters of City Code.  In most cases, existing policies are adequately 
protecting the City’s parks from over-use, incompatible use, too intensive use, and other negative impacts.  
Frequently, however, other competing land needs such as development interests, stormwater, and private 
operators of programs confuse City park land as vacant land “ready for the taking”. 
 
The single most important factor currently influencing open space and recreation in Orlando is growth.  
Increases in population result in the replacement of open space areas with urban development and an 
increase in the demand for recreational facilities.  More than ever, people are finding Orlando an 
attractive area to visit or settle permanently, largely because of its climate, natural features, and 
propensity for outdoor living and recreational activities. 
 
Open space varies in size and may take the form of air, land, or water surfaces.  It is the green space 
prevalent throughout the City, including parks, golf courses, agricultural lands, playgrounds, and vacant 
land.  It is the area covered by lakes, streams, and canals.  It is also the parkways, airport clear zones, and 
rail-road rights-of-way.  It is all vacant land not yet committed to development.  It is both privately and 
publicly owned.   
 
The City of Orlando has chosen to develop a level of service standard for City-wide open space.  Per 
Growth Management Plan - Recreation Policy 1.1.2, the LOS standard for open space is based on a 
percentage of the City's total land area rather than the acreage per 1,000 population method used for 
community and neighborhood parks.   
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The City has set a level of service standard for open space of 20% of the City's total land area.  The 20% 
figure was chosen because it allows for some fluctuation to occur over time.  It should also be noted that 
the open space standard is to be used as a general guideline, rather than as a concurrency requirement.   
 
There are two types of land that have been cataloged as open space by the City of Orlando.  These include 
park land and resource protected lands.  As of January 2009, the City of Orlando has a total of 2,402.55 
acres of park land within the City’s corporate limits (including undeveloped park land).  The 1,280-acre 
Orlando Wetlands Park and 250-acre OUC Wetland Park were not included in this inventory as those 
sites are located outside of Orlando City limits.  This inventory of open space land should include the 
334.8 acre Lake Nona regional park in southeast Orlando.  While that park is currently undeveloped, the 
land has been set aside by agreement between the City of Orlando and Lake Nona, with development of 
the park scheduled for completion in stages over the next 5 years.  According to the 2008 Annual 
Certification Report, there are 11,549 acres of conservation open space which include wetlands, lakes 
(approximately 6,760 acres) and other protected resources. Vacant land, such as disturbed urban land, 
which is not resource protected has been excluded from the open space inventory.  Thus, in total, there are 
14,286.35 land acres in the open space inventory; lands which are either regulated by the City of Orlando 
or lands exhibiting environmental characteristics that preclude development.  As of January 2009, the 
City of Orlando contained approximately 111.15 square miles (or 71,137 acres) and had an actual level of 
service for open space of 20.1%, with the inclusion of all park land, wetlands and water acres. 
 
In order to adequately protect City park lands, policies should be updated to protect park land from those 
who might misunderstand the intrinsic value of dedicated park land, recreation and open green space.  
These spaces should be off limits to competing interests, including leasing park land to private providers 
unless a public “City” program is offered with rates set by City Council, and a significant number of City 
residents benefit. 
 
The City of Orlando is dedicated to protecting areas which exhibit unique environmental qualities.  While 
the current amount of open space available is acceptable, it is obvious that as the City grows, additional 
open space lands will need to be acquired or provided to maintain the level of service standard.  Orlando's 
future livability is dependent upon building on the present base by acquiring additional open space land to 
be used as parks or as resource protected areas left in their natural state. This will be accomplished 
through individual park projects, land donations, potential fees and the continued development of the 
Primary Conservation Network and neighborhood park land dedication concepts as defined in the 
Southeast Orlando Sector Plan area. 
 
Over the years, the City has been fortunate to receive generous land donations that have created signature 
parks such as Lake Eola, Orlando Wetlands, and Leu Gardens. There have also been land donations with 
environmental challenges, located in isolated areas, or with complex “strings” attached for its use. 
 
The process of obtaining these donations is not detailed.  While the review process tends to be  
quite thorough, there is no written, formally sanctioned review process for accepting or rejecting donated 
land; and no consideration of added maintenance costs. Typically, maintenance of the proposed property 
falls on the City’s Parks Division and impacts the existing budget. 
 
In addition to park acquisition and development, other major costs include maintenance, programming 
and operations.  The City of Orlando currently addresses these expense categories through the General 
Fund and the Capital Improvements Program. Orlando does not have a City-wide mandatory park land 
dedication ordinance, park impact fee, or any other dedicated funding source for parks and recreation 
maintenance or programming and operations. 
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The City should analyze and consider an array of dedicated funding source options for providing parks 
and recreation services.  At a minimum, the City should review the success of the Southeast Sector Plan 
to broaden the policies citywide for neighborhood-sized parks and greenspace.  A park impact fee study 
for community sized parks, similar to the one conducted by Orange County in 2005, should also be 
considered. 
 
Families, Parks & Recreation (FPR) is responsible for maintaining many of the open spaces (primarily 
parks and lakeshores) in the City of Orlando.  As a part of FPR’s stewardship, ongoing evaluation and use 
of best management practices for preserving and maintaining open space/green space should be 
strengthened.   
 
FPR should work with other Departments in developing a set of principles and operating policies that 
protect parks from stormwater or other infrastructure encroachment demands, unnecessary and costly 
structured recreation requiring large parking fields, and basic over-development of parks.  Such principles 
should be incorporated where appropriate in the Growth Management Plan, Land Development Code, and 
FPRs own policies and procedures pertaining to park design and maintenance. 
 




