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home to many First Nations, Inuit, Métis and Mixed Ancestry people. By having a 

territorial acknowledgement, we recogni ze the Mississaugas of the Credit First 

Nation as a treaty partner , through Between the Lakes Treaty No. 3, on whose 

traditio nal territory  we live  and work today.  

Beyond Land Acknowledgement  

Land acknowledgments are crucial in sustaining awareness and remembrance;  

however, they require action and participation to  fulfill a purpose. We each hold 

responsibility for participating i n this process. By taking time to learn about the 
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We recognize that strong, mutually beneficial municipal - Indigenous relations is a  
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process in the most effective way possible. We will continue to seek out and foster 

partnerships  with Indigenous governments and community members of First 

Nation, Inuit, Métis and mixed Indigenous ancestry  as we work through the Park 

Plan and Parks and Recreation Master Plan. Our desire to strengthen relationships, 

engag e in meaningful conversations and willingness to learn will inform the 

implementation of the PRMP and fu ture work plans.  

For more information, please see cityôs webpage.

https://guelph.ca/city-hall/mayor-and-council/city-council/agendas-and-minutes/city-guelph-territorial-acknowledgement/
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Executive Summary  

The Park Plan sets a vision for the future  

Guelph is growing and the way people use parks is changing. Itôs important we plan 

Guelphôs park system to provide optimal services as our population grows and 

changes. We will need to use our land more efficiently, expand our park system and 

reshape our spaces to accommodate outdoor recreation.  

The Park Plan is a document that outlines the vision and  goals for Guelphôs park 

system. It focuses on our land needs for the future and will:  

¶ Define our park system to understand our existing conditions  

¶ Outline future challenges and opportunities facing our park system  

¶ Set values  for an optimal level of servi ce as our community grows and changes  

¶ Develop strategic directions  for parkland retention, optimization and expansion  

The Park Plan is being completed as a part of the Parks and Recreation Master Plan 

(PRMP) to address time -sensitive legislative changes to  the Parkland Dedication 

Bylaw required before September 2022. The assessment and recommendations in 

the Park Plan will be integrated and prioritized with other park and recreation 

recommendations in a final PRMP implementation plan.  

A park is meant for r ecreation  

For the purposes of this plan and our policies, parks are areas of l and set aside 

primarily for human enjoyment, recreation and connection to nature. The terms 

óparkô and óparklandô are used interchangeably in this document to refer to these 

area s of land. Natural Heritage System (NHS) lands are excluded from policies or 

strategies relating to parkland as they typically have limited accessibility or 

opportunities for recreation. We recognize within our existing inventory there are 

some areas where  NHS features or areas overlap existing parks.  

Our park system currently has over 400 hectares of parks of all classifications, sizes 

and shapes. To complement the park system, we offer more than 130 kilometres of 

trails and own and/or manage close to 850 hectares of NHS. All this land covers 

close to fifteen percent of the city area and doesnôt include all the other publicly 

accessible land on the parks continuum that may be available for people to enjoy. 
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Vision for the future  

After li stening to our community, we understand our core beliefs and top priorities. 

Our new vision outlines our desired future:  

Parks and recreation are essential to everyday life in Guelph. To be 

future - ready we need parks that are sustainable, inclusive, adapt able 

and have a built - in ability respond to a growing and diverse 

community. We need to connect people to each other, active living and 

the environment.  

We developed the Park Plan to closely align with our Strategic Plan and Community 

Plan, reflecting and  building upon the directions they provide.  

Our community engagement process helped us understand our community needs 

and set direction for the future. We shared information through various platforms 

and o ver the course of the PRMP and Park Plan project s over  1, 500 people engaged 

with us. E ngagement included over 20  different opportunities to share feedback 

throughout public events, stakeholder meetings, advisory committees of Council, 

intercept polling, online engagement, and direct email correspondence.   

We also identified pillars for the Park Plan and Parks and Recreation Master Plan 

that align to different areas of the Strategic Plan:  

¶ We nurture a healthy and vibrant community  

¶ All people can participate in recreation  

¶ Recreation facilities and parks are welcoming and meaningful places for all  

¶ Infrastructure is maintained, sustainable and responsive to community changes  

¶ We support the protection, restoration and management of the natural 

environment  

¶ We work together with our community  

Guelph is growing and changing  

Guelph is growing. Our  population is forecasted  to increase by over 60,000 people 

by 20 51. 1 Guelph is also changing. We are becoming more diverse as we welcome 

newcomers through immigration and our proportion of older adults  is forecasted to 

increase. The way we are choosing to live will also impact our park system as more 

people are choosing denser housing types like townhouses and apartments. These 

changes result in more demand on parks and it changes the way we offer servi ces.  

Parks and recreation services are important for our community ðthey contribute to 

community health and well -being now and in the future. They are more than 

 
1 Guelph Growth Management Strategy  

https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/guelphs-growth-management-strategy/
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infrastructure, services and programs . Research has shown they can offer solutions 

to community issues like declining mental health, inactivity, climate change, 

economic uncertainty and social isolation. 2  

Over the next thirty years there will be more pressure on the park system  as 

neighbourhoods become denser. There is increasing pressure to provid e quality 

parks and recreation spaces, while also keeping up with local housing needs and 

infrastructure.  New people can bring new life to our park system and change the 

way we once used our public spaces. We will need new approaches to direct our 

investme nt to areas where it is needed most and provide for equity -deserving 

people in our community.  

How growth will impact the park system  

In the future we will need to use land more efficiently, expand our park system and 

create new spaces to accommodate outdo or recreation. Highlights of impacts of 

growth on park planning includes:  

¶ Legislated limits to the amount of land we can acquire through development will 

make it difficult to meet current city -wide targets  

¶ The amount of parkland we provide per person will likely decrease as our 

current parkland provision target is not sustainable long - term  

¶ We may need different strategies for  getting parkland in different areas of the 

city (e.g., Strategic Growth Areas, Downtown, Built -up Area s, Greenfield areas)  

¶ We will al so need to rely on other tools to meet future parkland needs like 

purchasing land for parks, internal transfers of city -owned land, new 

partnerships with other agencies or private landowners  

¶ We may need to put more emphasis on quality of parkland and acces s to 

parkland than park provision targets  

¶ We are going to be acquiring smaller parks through development and 

opportunities for larger parks will be limited  

¶ We will need to optimize use of our recreation facilities and provide more multi -

functional and mult i-generational spaces  

¶ We will need to intensify and reshape existing parks to add more amenities and 

features to accommodate more people  

A growing population using less space leads to parks that see more use. This 

increased use leads to increased maintenan ce needs, potential conflicts between 

users in parks, more recreation needs and can lead to possible deterioration of 

existing natural areas. It will be important for us to add new parkland and intensify 

some of our existing parks to respond to growth.  

 
2 The Relationship between Social Cohesion and Urban Green Space (2019)  

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30720732/#:~:text=Social%20cohesion%20involves%20the%20interpersonal%20dynamics%20and%20sense%20of%20connection%20among%20people.&text=The%20presence%20of%20urban%20green,enhance%20health%20and%20well%2Dbeing.
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As sessing our park system  

When assessing our park system now and for the future, we need to look for an 

optimal level of service ðthis is the amount and type of service that meets 

community needs/desires and is sustainable, affordable and realistic. Our optim al 

level of service is based on these key principles:  

¶ Everyone can access a park within a reasonable walk from their home  

¶ There are a variety of park types with different functions in all areas of the city  

¶ Parks need to accommodate a variety of recreation  amenities and programming  

¶ A similar level of service should be provided throughout the city, recognising 

that urban form or neighbourhood demographics may require a different 

approach to parkland (e.g., areas of high -density development may have 

different  park needs than areas of single detached homes)  

Key points from our assessment of the park system include:  

92 percent of people live within a ten -minute walk of a park  

A successful park system is supported by walkable and wheelable neighbourhoods 

with safe and comfortable routes to our parks. We used a walking route analysis to 

determine how many people live withing a ten -minute walk of a park ðour analysis 

shows that 92 percent of residents live within a ten -minute walk or 500 -800 metres 

of a park which is higher than the Canadian average at 87 percent.  

We provide about two parking spaces of parkland per person  

Many municipalities provide targets for their parkland suppl y. Targets are set based 

on the vision, values and goals for the municipally. We are currently providing 

parkland at rate of 3.1 hectares per 1000 people. This is lower than the target of 

3.3 hectares per 1000 people set in 2009, however it is higher than many other 

comparator municipalities.  Since 2009, we have acquired about 45 hectares of 

parkland. About 65 percent of this was acquired through development, and the 

remaining 35 percent was acquired through repurposing city lands  (Eastview 

Community Park) . This results in parkland growth at a rate of 2.5 hectares of per 

1000 people since 2009.  

To help understand how much parkland we provide, it can be easier to think about 

it in terms of land per person. We are currently providing about 31 square meters 

of park space per person ðthis is slightly larger in size than two parking spaces 

(27m 2) or the area under a medium sized tree canopy.  

Our current parkland provision target is not sustainable  

We know we are going to need more parks as we grow, and we know h ow we grow 

will impact our ability to expand our park system. We have already planned about 
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58 hectares of parkland through current development applications or in secondary 

plan areas. This is a rough estimate that may change as secondary plan areas go 

thr ough detailed design.  

Extrapolating our current provision target of 3.3 hectare per 1000 people to the 

forecasted population in 2051, we would  need to acquire 230 hectares of land. This 

is 174 hectares of land above the 58 hectares already identified. 230 hectares of 

land is like adding about 460 football fields throughout the city. Acquiring that 

much land and balancing our mandated growth  targets is likely not achievable . We 

will need to review and set a new parkland provision target or assess whether a 

new key performance indicator is a more suitable way to assess land needs for the 

future.  This will require a thorough parkland acquisition strategy and may result in 

an Off icial Plan Amendment in the future.  

Strategic directions and recommendations  

We built on identified growth trends and our parkland assessment to develop 

strategic directions and actions to retain, improve, optimize and grow our park 

system.  The Park Plan i ncludes recommendations that will be carried forward to the 

Parks and Recreation Master Plan and integrated into a comprehensive 

implementation plan. Some highlighted recommendations include:  

Exploring how we prioritize work  

We will look for opportunitie s to improve our park system where the following 

conditions exist :  

¶ Growth areas where the local population is increasing  

¶ Areas where p eople canôt access a park within a reasonable walk from their 

home  

¶ We are not meeting local recreation needs or desired s ervice levels  

¶ There are high concentrations of equity -deserving populations  

¶ Existing parks that are working harder to serve more people (e.g., have a higher 

volume of people using it per hectare or demonstrated higher rate of use)  

¶ Areas where assets requir e renewal or replacement so that we can provide our 

intended and desired levels of service  

Park access and provision strategic directions  

More residents will mean increased demand on parks and outdoor recreation. We 

will need to use our land more efficient ly, expand our park system and create new 

spaces to accommodate recreation. These directions will help us to achieve our 

vision for the future:  

¶ Develop parkland acquisition guidelines for development sites  

¶ Update parkland policies and provision targets in the Official Plan  
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¶ Develop strategies for acquiring and intensifying parkland  

¶ Continue to develop partnerships with other agencies and landowners  

¶ Balance parkland needs with impacts of other infrastructure  

¶ Alternative parkland arrangements like s trata parkland could be considered in 

unique circumstances  

Park improvement recommendations  

¶ Increase Indigenous representation in our park system  

¶ All parks should have accessible paths  

¶ Develop a sport and facility development strategy  

¶ Develop a park development manual  

¶ Increase our urban forest canopy and naturalized spaces in parks  

To monitor the success of the plan we will collect and manage data about parks as 

part of a data management program . The program should include key performance 

indicators to measure an d report on the planôs success. 

Financial implications  

This plan primarily addresses our land needs for the next 30 years. The financial 

impacts of the park plan and estimated costs for land acquisition will be developed 

and evaluated through future studie s and reports to Council. We will need to 

consider two key factors including:  

¶ We will need to rely on more than parkland dedication to meet our needs, which 

may include purchasing land with tax dollars, partnerships or alternative 

arrange ments , and  

¶ We ne ed to be strategic about how we plan future parkland to reduce the 

financial burden on taxpayers.  

Next steps  

The Parks and Recreation Master Plan will take the recommendations of this plan 

and develop overall priorities for the Parks Dep artment and the Culture and 

Recreation Department. To support these priorities, long - term financial and 

resource strategies will be developed to guide future investment in the park and 

recreation systems and develop work plans to support the creation of ne w policies. 
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Introduction : Setting direction for parks  

Purpose of this report  

Our Park Plan helps us set direction for our park system. It is a high - level planning 

tool  that guides how our park system  respond s to our growing and changing 

community . Our  intent is to  provide foundation, determine needs,  and  set future 

direction about parkland in our city.   

The Park Plan is part  of the larger  Park s and Recreation Master Plan (PRMP) . The 

assessment and directions o f this plan will be integrated  and prioritized with other  

park and recreation strategies in a final PRM P. This plan focuses on our  land needs 

for the future  and  will :  

¶ Define our park system to understand our existing conditions  

¶ Outline future challenges a nd opportunities facing our park system  

¶ Demonstrate that parks are important to this community to support revenue 

tools for park acquisition  

¶ Set values  for an optimal level of service as our community grows and changes  

¶ Develop strategic directions  for parkland retention, optimization and expansion  

We recommend principles and directions that reflect community values and define 

the services we will offer.  Our direction will shape how we provide parks and 

decisions we make around parkland. We will use the data and policy directions of 

the Cityôs Growth Strategy to help plan for population growth to 2051. This plan 

also builds on previous research and planning studied for our Recreation, Parks & 

Culture Strategic Plans completed in 1997 and 2009.  

A Park Plan is needed to ensure we maintain  an optimal level of service for parks as 

we grow ðthis is the amount and type of service that meets community needs  or 

desires and is sustainable, affordable and realistic.  We also need  to update our  

priorities in line with the Cityôs Strategic and Community Plans and to take 

advantage of new approaches, legislation , trends  and guidelines in park planning  

and  developmen t.  

Our plan will help us shape future decision making, while also being flexible to our 

communitiesô changing needs. It  provides a high - level framework that will need 

more detailed analysis through future policies, projects and initiati ves.  It also 

provides background and context for a future update to Guelphôs Official Plan Open 

Space policies.       
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Legislated changes required for our Parkland Dedication Bylaw   

One way we get land for parks is through development. We use a Parkland  

Dedication  Bylaw  and Official  Plan policies  allowed by the  Ontario  Planning  Act  to 

require planning and development applications to transfer land to us for parks and 

public recreation or provide cash - in - lieu of parkland so parks or recreational spaces 

can be purchased.  

The Planning Act, under Section 42 3, allows municipalities to pass a bylaw to 

require lan d or cash - in - lieu as a condition of development or redevelopment for 

park or other recreational purposes ðoften referred to as a parkland dedication.  

Section 42 outlines standard rates for parkland dedication but  allows municipalities 

to pass óalternative rates ô or caps to help meet local needs. The alternative rate 

used by the city calculates parkland dedication that can lead to higher land 

dedication and/or cash - in - lieu of parkland.  Guelphôs parkland dedication bylaw  uses 

an alternative rate  and caps. It was passed in 201 9 following a bylaw  review and 

public consultation process.  

Changes to legislation under Bill 108, 138 and 197 require municipalities in Ontario, 

including ours, to enact a ónewô parkland dedication bylaw  by September 18, 2022. 

To support the bylaw  and as outlined in Section 42 , two things are needed by 

municipalities:  

¶ Official Plan policies supporting the use of an alternative rate; and  

¶ A Park Plan examining  the need for parkland in the city.  

Our  Officia l Plan policies enacted in 201 7 through OPA 4 8 support the use of the 

alternative rate ;  so,  an update to Official Plan park policies is not required. A Park 

Plan, however, is needed to review parkland needs and determine if the alternative 

rate is still needed to achieve our parkland goals as we grow.  

Please note that Section 42 is not the only  way we can acquire parks though 

development . The Planning Act also allows municipalities to require parkland 

dedication ( land or cash - in - lieu )  as a condition of a Plan of Subdivision or Consents  

under Sections 51.1 and 53. The Province has not made any change to Section 51.1 

or 53  legislation , but it is still important to note that there are multiple ways 

development can grow our park system .  

  

 
3 Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P.13, s.42  

https://guelph.ca/wp-content/uploads/parkland-dedication-bylaw.pdf
https://guelph.ca/wp-content/uploads/parkland-dedication-bylaw.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90p13
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90p13#BK66
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How the plan fits wit h other strategies  

Guelphôs corporate vision, mission and values provide the foundation for our  Park 

Planðsetting the tone for how our department works and what we plan to achieve.  

Our plan is aligned with Guelphôs Strategic Plan and Community Plan ðplans for 

Guelphôs future. The Strategic Plan and the corresponding Action Plan and 

Performance Measure Framework  help guide our priorities and provide clear 

measures for success.  

Master planning for our future  

We use m aster plans and strategies  to  help 

us assess the land and infrastructure we 

have to support city services today and  

determine what weôll need as Guelph grows. 

We use master plans to guide short - term 

projects in each neighbourhood so they all 

work toward ac hieving our communityôs 

long - term goals.  

Master plans look at the whole system, 

evaluate options and consider a variety of 

community perspectives to help make better 

decisions. Master plans also help  provide 

direction so that we can update the cityôs 

Official Plan ða legal planning document 

required by the Planning Act that establishes 

a vision for the future and provides policy 

direction to manage future land use patterns 

and growth.  

Its important to note that there are different 

types of master plans. We also use the term 

master plan to refer to the  conceptual design 

of a park ðor park master plan (e.g., Hamill 

Park Master Plan) . This type of master plan 

is site -specific and ar e used make sure our 

parks are functional, aesthetically pleasing 

and create a sense of community.  

Figure 1  ï Plan hierarchy  

 

  

https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/strategic-plan/
https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/community-plan/
https://pub-guelph.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=8941
https://pub-guelph.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=8941
https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/official-plan/


 

 

Relationship to the Parks and Recreation Master Plan  

Our Park Plan is a master plan that 

provides direction to manage  future 

land needs relating to our park 

system.  

It is a component of the larger Parks 

and Recreation Master Plan  (PRMP), 

which addresses all our park and 

recrea tion system needs including 

land, infrastructure, indoor facilities, 

outdoor facilities, services and 

operation. The Park Plan will be 

integrated into the broader PRMP  so 

that we can develop overall priorities 

and long - term financial and resource 

strategie s.  

Figure 2 -  Relationship of the Park 

Plan to the Parks and Recreation 

Master Plan  

 

Aligning to other plans and strategies  

Our plan is also aligned with a number internal and external guiding documents and 

strategies that support an overall vision for parks and recreation, including but not 

limited to:   

City strategies and plans :  

¶ Guelph Trail Master Plan  

¶ Natural Heritage Action Plan  

¶ Urban Forest Management Plan  

¶ Active Transportation Network  

¶ Older Adult Strategy  

¶ Think Youth: Youth Strategy  

¶ Facility Accessibility Design Manual  

¶ River Systems Management Plan  

¶ Guelphôs Stormwater Management 

Master Plan  

External plans  and legislation :  

¶ Planning Act  

¶ Parks for all (CPRA and CPC)  

¶ Framework for Recreat ion in 

Canada (ISRC and CPRA)  

¶ Healthy Community Design 

Baseline Project (WDG Public 

Health)  
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Master planning  process  

The Park P lan was created over three phases of work. The final phase of work will 

integrate the strategies and actions of  this plan into a comprehensive Parks and 

Recreation Master Plan.   

The master planning process was led by a staff working group with assistance from 

external resources. We used evidence -based  research, demographics, 

benchmarking, community opinion , policy analysis  and trends in park planning to 

better understand our future community needs.  

Figure 3  ï Master p lanning Process  

 

The first phase of work helped us understand what we have. We completed a 

detailed inventory of our resources and collected data from many different sources.  

In the second phase of work,  we analysed our data to understand community needs  

and  our  strengths and opportunities. We also compared our services and 

infrastructure to other similar communities and researched emerging trends in 

parks and recreation. Our third phase of work is the cr eation of this Park Plan that 

address es park land needs for the future.  

This  plan reviews trends, benchmarking, inventory, mapping, demographics and 

policies to develop park strategies and actions that will guide our future work. 

These strategies will be integrated into a more comprehensive Park s and Recreation 

Master Plan , which is the final phase .  

We followed an iterative process that validated our research with community  and 

stakeholder  input through out  the process.  We received some feedback specific t o 

the Park Plan and we also used feedback and data collected as part of the Parkland 

Dedication Bylaw  update and the Parks and Recreation Master Plan to help guide 

our process.  

To help our analysis and decision -making process, we used the best available 

information collected through consultation, research, inventory, observation and 

other data sources.
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What we heard from our community  

Our com munity engagement process helps  us understand our  community needs 

and set direction  for the future.  

We had an engagement  plan that built on the previous work of the Community Plan 

and Strategic Plans. Wherever possible, we incorporated community feedback  data 

from related city projects  or other ongoing initiatives . Specifically, we used the data 

and feedback collected as part of the ongoing Parks and Recreation Master Plan and 

the Parkland Dedication Bylaw  update to help guide our process.  

It is important to note that survey or community feedback data i s only one source 

of information that helps paint one picture, but we check this data against other 

statistically valid  sources like our citizen satisfaction survey, public health data and 

demographic information.  

Park Plan Community Feedback  

We developed  an engagement plan to ensure the Park Plan reflects the opinions of 

the community . The purpose of engagement activities  was to  understand 

community opinions about our parkland needs for the future .  

We focused on understanding key themes specific to the P ark Plan to help  create  

strategic directions . Using feedback we received through the PRMP  and the Parkland 

Dedication Bylaw review , we asked new questions that dug a little deeper and 

touched on themes relating to parkland planning and the impact of COVID -19 on 

future parkland needs.   

We also created an engagement plan to meet  the Planning Act  legislated 

requirement s to c onsult, spec ifically  (a)  school board s; and  (b) a ny other persons 

or public bodies that the municipality considers appropriate.  

What we did  

Its important to hear from as many people as possible during engagement and 

through as many different methods as we can. Recogn izing that we built on 

previous feedback from other related engagement and projects, specifically for this 

round of engagement we invited input from the public, developers, local school 

boards, Grand River Conservation Authority, Indigenous governments and  

community members of First Nation, Inuit, Métis and mixed Indigenous ancestry.  
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Specifically for the Park Plan, w e invited feedback  through :  

¶ An online survey on the city's Have Your Say webpage  

¶ Two  community focus groups facilitated by Dr. Rebecca Sutherns  

¶ One developer specific focus group facilitated by Dr. Rebecca Sutherns  

¶ Individual stakeholder meetings with  Grand River Conservation Authority, Upper 

Grand District School Board and Wellington Catholic District School Board  

¶ Internal stakeholder meetings  and engagement with other departments  

¶ Email correspondence from people in our community  

¶ Correspondence and meeting(s) with Indigenous government s 

¶ Virtual Indigenous Sharing Circle  as p art of an ongoing relationship building 

initiative with community members of First Nation, Inuit, Métis and mixed 

Indigenous ancestry  

The Park Plan built on previous engagement activities from  Phase 1  and 2  of the 

Parks and Recreation Master Plan, includin g:  

¶ Two o nline community survey s ( June / July and November / December 2019 )  

¶ Intercept polling at various city locations (June and November /December 2019 )  

¶ A public open house ï drop in format (June 20, 2019 ï afternoon and evening)  

¶ Brainstorming engagement with over 300 children in grades 2 -5 during the cityôs 

Local Government Week visits (October 2019)  

¶ Sport user group survey (June -August 2019  and December 2019 -January 2020 )  

¶ Individual stakeholder meetings with Sport User Groups, Youth Council, Youth 

Providers C ommittee, GW Local Immigration Partnership, Upper Grand District 

School Board , WDG Public Health, Guelph Neighbourhood Support Coalition , 

Yorkland Green Hub  

¶ Internal stakeholder workshops with other  municipal departments  

¶ Multiple p resentation s and discussion s with the Accessibility Advisory Committee  

¶ Discussion with the Natural Heritage Advisory Committee  (May 2021)  

¶ Advertising and correspondence sent to stakeholder groups such as the Youth 

Council, Immigrant Services, Guelph Neighborhood Suppo rt Coalition,  local 

religious and cultural organizations,  developers and consultants, local parks and 

recreation advocates, cycling and trail advocate groups, external partner 

agencies as well as neighbouring municipalities  
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First Nations and Indigenous Engagement   

We are currently seeking out and fostering  mutually beneficial municipal -

Indigenous relations hips. We have more to learn about the history of this land and 

the people who lived here before Guelph was founded. This ongoing work will 

continue bey ond the context of the Park Plan and Parks and Recreation Master Plan .  

As part of this round engagement,  correspondence was sent to  Mississauga s of the 

Credit First Nation, Six Nations of the Grand River, Haudenosaunee Confederacy  

and the Grand River M étis Council . Engagement meetings  and feedback  will 

continue through the larger Parks and Recreation Master Plan.  

We also used feedback we heard through a new relationship building initiative 

called ñIndigenous Sharing Circlesò to help inform this plan. Th e Sharing Circle  is 

part of the cityôs work to improve the way we engage with and include Indigenous 

members of our community in policy and decision making . The goal of the 

gatherings is to learn, improve relationships and ultimately improve services based  

on what we learn. The Sharing Circle  was not specific engagement for the Park 

Plan, but  concepts we heard will help inform our future work plans as well as the 

Parks and Recreation Master Plan.  

In the first gathering  in January 2022 , we heard some things that relate to the Park 

Plan and Parks and Recreation Master Plan including:  

¶ Importance of preservation, enhancement and conservation of ecosystems  

¶ Creating indoor and outdoor spaces for Indigenous celebration and gathering  

¶ Recogn izing or reinterpreting cultural landmarks and inclusion of art by 

Indigenous artists in public spaces.  

Our desire to strengthen relationships, engag e in meaningful conversations and 

willingness to learn will continue to inform the implementation of the PR MP and 

ongoing  work plan ning  for the Park  Department .  

Figure 4  ï Photo of the l ocal First Nations, Métis, Mixed Ancestry, Inuit 

Sacred Fire space located in Royal City Park  
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What we heard  

Specifically for the Park Plan, we engaged 426  people and another 482 were 

informed of the plan. Our e ngagement plan included four  different opportunities to 

share feedback throug h virtual focus group meetings , stakeholder meetings, online 

engagement and d irect email correspondence.  Detailed summaries of what we 

heard from each round of engagement can be found on the project webpage . 

Park development goals  

¶ Protecting pa rks and creating new parks were the top ranked park development 

goals for Guelph by survey and focus group participants  

¶ Upgrading parks was the third highest ranking goal from the survey; focus 

group participants chose adding new park features in existing parks  

¶ ñPlan activities in parksò was the lowest ranking goal by survey and focus group 

participants  

Priorities for locating new parks  

¶ Areas with high population density, areas of high socioeconomic need and areas 

with few parks were the top three ranked pr iorities for locating new parks by 

participants at both focus group sessions  

Preferred ways for the city to acquire more parks  

¶ Parkland dedication (land or cash in lieu to buy parks) from developers and 

home builders was the preferred way for the city to acquire more parks, with an 

emphasis on acquiring land. Repurposing existing city land was the second 

preferred option  

¶ Leasing l and and purchasing land with tax dollars were the two lowest ranking 

methods  

How recent changes due to COVID might affect park  planning  

¶ Parks became extremely important to residents during the COVID -19 pandemic, 

resulting in increased need and usage of par ks, trails and greenspaces  

¶ Having easy access to a park was extremely important to ensure they were able 

to get outside every day  

¶ Many noted that increased usage also means that parks and trails need to be 

well -maintained  

¶ Having year - round to access to washrooms and hand washing stations is 

important for residents. It was noted that washrooms not only need to be 

built/provided but also kept unlocked and clean  

¶ More benches, picnic tables and sheltered areas to accommodate outdoor 

gatherings were requested   

¶ More/different amenities to offer variety for park users are valued.  

https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/parks-and-recreation-master-plan/
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¶ Areas for passive recreation activities and space to enjoy the quiet and calm of 

the outdoors are also important  

¶ Wider paths to allow for safe distancing and spacing out play structures  and 

other features to avoid overcrowding in areas emerged as suggestions  

¶ Several survey participants noted that park planning is long - term and that 

recent changes should have no impact  

Creative possibilities to keep parks accessible and enjoyed by all  

¶ There was a wide range of specific amenities and features that the community 

would love to see in Guelph parks, including:  

¶ Disc golf courses, pickleball courts and other sport -specific features  

¶ Chess boards, ping pong tables and other areas to play games outd oors  

¶ Outdoor exercise equipment and areas to participate in outdoor exercise 

activities (i.e. yoga, tai chi)  

¶ Pizza ovens and barbeques for public use, as well as food carts/trucks and 

water refill stations  

¶ More seating and sheltered areas  

¶ Community gardens  and pollinator gardens  

¶ Nature education and heritage features  

¶ Art installations , and  

¶ Water features, such as natural ponds, splashpads and fountains  

¶ People want parks to be accessible for all members of the community. This 

includes having parks accessible  via bus routes, as well as appropriate surfaces 

and equipment, particularly for those using mobility devices  or  strollers  

¶ Attract people and visitors to parks by hosting events ð markets, craft fairs, 

concerts, movies etc.  

¶ People want to see trails and pa rks linked throughout the city  

¶ Creative financing tools and legacy contributions were identified as possible 

ways to acquire more parkland  

Developers also had a range of creative suggestions for Guelph parks:  

¶ Urban squares are a unique way to provide recre ational opportunities  

¶ Parks could be built on top of stormwater management tanks, allowing the land 

to be used for dual purposes  

¶ Incorporate trails and vistas around stormwater ponds  

¶ Use utility corridors for trail connections and recreation opportunities  

¶ Incorporate heritage of the site to tell the history of the city (buildings, signage 

and trail markers, sculptures)  

¶ Use technology to enhance the experience (i.e. guided tours, connecting trails)  
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Parks and Recreation Maste r Plan engagement  

We shared information through various platforms and o ver the course of the project 

1,100 people engaged with us and 700  people reviewed the information but chose 

not to engage . Engagement included 16 different opportunities to share feedb ack 

throughout public events, stakeholder meetings, advisory committees of Council, 

intercept polling, online engagement, and direct email correspondence.   

Key survey responses about parkland  

¶ 88.2 percent of survey respondents feel that they live close eno ugh to a park 

and 72.9 percent of people use the park that is closest to them most often.  

¶ For 27.1 percent of people that donôt use the park closest to them the popular 

reasons include: they prefer destination parks, prefer larger parks, go to parks 

with specific amenities/features, prefer a specific type (natural or sports fields) 

and prefer parks with more shade.  

¶ Respondents confirmed the top three priorities for the future of our park and 

open spaces are: 1) connecting parks with trails, sidewalk or gre enways, 2) 

obtain more land for parks in the form of small pocket parks in existing areas, 3) 

add more trails in existing parks and natural areas.  

¶ Almost half of survey respondents believe that adding or improving trails is the 

best way to provide recreati on in our community to adults, youth and seniors. 

The other top popular amenities include dog parks, all season rink with boards 

and a ninja obstacle course/outdoor fitness equipment.  

Key feedback about making our park system better  

¶ Create a healthy commun ity for all, where  everyone feels safe and welcome  

(e.g., all  ages, backgrounds, income levels and abilities . 

¶ Invest in aging parks and infrastructure to help balance service levels between 

new and old parks . 

¶ Create  infrastructure to encourage daily exerci se, such as on - road cycling, trails, 

safer streets and high -quality public spaces that are universally accessible.  

¶ Install more low -cost/free park amenities for informal play like disc golf, cross 

country ski trails, bocce ball, pick -up sports or other sim ilar features.   

¶ Make outdoor recreation facilities multi -purpose and e ncourage all - season use .  

¶ Provide more washrooms and w ater fountains in key locations.  

¶ Plant more trees in parks and areas of naturalization to provide shade for users 

and contribute to other environmental benefits . 
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Natural Heritage Advisory Committee  

City staff met virtually with the Natural Heritage Advisory Committee on May 13, 

2021 . Discussion questions were asked of participants:  

¶ Do you agree that the Natural Heritage System has recreational value?  

¶ How should the city connect people to nature?  

The following formal comments were provided as part of the meeting minutes:  

¶ Consider includ ing óbiodiversityô in the operational definition of the Guelph Parks 

and Recreation Master Plan.  

¶ We want to ensure that increased impacts to natural areas do not result from 

natural areas being considered óparksô and/or part of a ópark continuumô. 

¶ We want to have more naturalized spaces and pollinator gardens in the Open 

Space System to provide ótransition zonesô between parks and natural areas. 

¶ We want to build the appreciation and protection of natural areas through 

education, including the use of signage , technology, community programs, trail 

ambassadors, Park Rangers and knowledgeable Staff at parks.  

 

Figure 5  -  Picture of a boardwalk in the Hanlon Creek Conservation Area  
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Guelphôs Community Plan Year of Listening 

Guelphôs Community Plan shapes what 

our city will look like over the next 10 

to 20 years. The Plan has six broad 

themes that express how we want our 

future to unfold. Many of these 

themes relate to the importance of 

parks and recreation in  creating a 

healthy, vibrant and prosperous 

community.  

Guelph residents expressed their 

specific views on parks in the ñYear of 

Listening'' community engagement 

that was a part of the Community 

Plan. More than 10,000 community 

members, visitors and city st aff 

provided input as a part of the 

extensive community and stakeholder 

engagement which included over 110 

meetings/ workshops.  

 

The community provided the following feedback about our city, our  parks and how 

Guelph should grow . Parks  and green spaces were one of three of the most 

reported topics alongside affordable housing and reliable transit. Residents 

specifically confirmed:  

¶ Need to protect, expand and animate parks and green spaces, which was 

distinct feedback from other environ mental features  

¶ An emphasis on  the need for accessible opportunities that are equitable  and 

barrier - free opportunities  

¶ People want a connected river trail system that encourages outdoor pursuits  

¶ Our park system needs spaces beyond sport  fields and programmed needs ðwe 

need spaces for social interaction that are integrated into the fabric of 

neighbourhoods  

¶ Guelph is full of amenities to support health and well -being; therefore, we need 

amenities that grow as the community grows.  

¶ Mixed -use, complete, w alkable and interesting neighbourhoods, and building up 

not out are preferred  

¶ The personality and vibe of ñGuelphinessò is important to protect and promote.  
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Parkland Dedication Bylaw update (2018)  

We led an engagement focused process from 2017 -2019 as par t of our Parkland 

Dedication Bylaw update. The feedback received help shape our current Parkland 

Dedication Bylaw which was passed by Council in early 2019. Engagement activities 

took place over three phases of work and included internal stakeholders, exte rnal 

agencies and stakeholders and the general public.  

Stakeholder feedback came from a wide range of industries including property 

developers , real estate professionals, local planners and engineers, institutional 

representatives, agency stakeholders and the interested public. Key feedback we 

heard during that process included:  

Essential elements of a successful park system:  

¶ System that is linked through a diversity of spaces and park types  

¶ Active recreation opportunities and all - season pr ogramming  

¶ Accessibility and connectivity, specifically access to public transit  

¶ A system that is eq uitabl y distributed throughout the city  

¶ Opportunities for community input to animate the park space  

Strengths and opportunities of our park system  

¶ Connecte d green spaces and trail network  

¶ Existing inventory of large more traditional landscaped parks  

¶ Parks are part of Guelphôs identity and attraction  

¶ Nice trail system that is linked to the Natural Heritage System and parks  

¶ Good hierarchy and diversity of par k types  

Weaknesses and challenges with our park system or policies  

¶ Deficiencies in land and amenities noted in some existing neighbourhoods  

¶ Reliance on third party providers is problematic to our inventory  

¶ Infill and fragmented development make it difficul t to get good sized parks  

¶ Historically accepted woodlots as parkland dedication, policy has changed  

¶ Collecting enough parkland for residents, current and future  

¶ Striking a balance between developerôs goals and meeting cityôs parkland needs 

¶ City needs to ensure that intensifying areas are serviced with quality public 

spaces and services  
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Parks are essential to our community  

Parks are vitally important public services ðlike roads, sewers, stormwater 

management or waste collection. Parks are no longer viewed as luxury amenities, 

but as important city services. Parks are fundamental to quality of life for residents 

and our parks make Guelph more livable, environmentally resilient and help attract 

businesses. The focus themes in the Community Plan are a perfect place to start 

our conversation about why parks are essential. The Community Plan presents a 

vision for the future that wi ll inform, inspire and guide us as we move forward.  

We are home ï creating social connections  

Parks are a very important part of making everyone in  our neighbourhoods  feel 

included . Studies show that quality parks have a direct impact on our sense of 

com munity. 4 To ñlove our neighbourhoods and keep them strongò we need places 

to create social connections. Loneliness and social isolation have tangible health 

risks and today about 25 -30 percent of Canadians across all age groups report 

persistent lonelines s and social isolation. 5 This is often higher in low - income or 

newcomer groups. 6 Outdoor spaces like parks and trails can create perfect 

opportunities for social connection ðeither through intentional get - togethers  

(programs, planned meetups  or events) or  casual meetings.  

Casual connections are important  for strong and healthy communities ðknowing our 

neighbours, even enough to say hello, is important for our sense of belonging in our 

community. Casual interaction can make  us feel safer, socially connected and 

reduced feelings of loneliness. 7 Luckily , in Guelph, 90 percent of people describe 

their neighbourhood as a place where neighbours help each other .8 

For areas where many people live in apartments, parks become even more 

important to meeting others in their neighbourhood. A casual hello can be a 

powerful tool to help facilitate community connections, combat social isolation and 

create a sense of local pride. Our parks can help us ñkeep our big, small city vibeò 

and form part of our social infrastructure.  

 
4 The Relationship between Social Cohesion and Urban Green Space (2019)  

5 Loneliness is a ósignificant issueô in Canada (2018) Dr. Robin Lennox  

6 Toronto Vital Signs Report, Civic Engagement & Belonging (2019/20 ) Toronto Foundation  

7 Parks and the creation of social capital (2019) Park Peo ple )  

8 Wellington County Vital Signs (2018) pp9, Guelph Foundation  

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30720732/#:~:text=Social%20cohesion%20involves%20the%20interpersonal%20dynamics%20and%20sense%20of%20connection%20among%20people.&text=The%20presence%20of%20urban%20green,enhance%20health%20and%20well%2Dbeing.
https://www.rcinet.ca/en/2018/01/19/health-risk-alone-lonely-canadians/
https://torontofoundation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/VitalSigns2019_07_LeadershipCivicEngagement.pdf
https://parkpeople.ca/2019/01/08/parks-and-the-creation-of-social-capital/#:~:text=Our%20research%20found%20that%20engaging,people%20to%20meet%20across%20difference.
https://www.guelphcf.ca/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=oxM6x3HX8Hw%3d&tabid=100
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We protect the environment ï climate resilient city  

Parks present an opportunity to help  build a climate resilient city as  we óprepare for 

the future.ô  Parks can help protect against extreme weather events, floo ding, 

intense heat and poor air quality. 9 Parks can also give us places to connect with 

nature so that we can preserve and protect the  Natural Heritage System from 

human impacts.  

The frequency of extreme weather and flooding has increased in recent decades 

and this trend is forecasted to continue. [1]  Parks, like other landscaped areas, can 

help mitigat e these weather impacts. There may also be opportunity to integrate 

ógreen infrastructureô projects like rain gardens or bioswales into parks, in existing 

areas, to help reduce flooding and improve water quality. In our newly planned 

areas, ógreen infrastructureô is integrated and planned for in other areas of the 

public realm.  

Large cities can feel almost 12 degrees hotter than rural areas thanks to t he heat 

island effect. 10  Parks, natural areas and greening projects can help combat this 

through increasing tree canopies. Shade, found in parks and natural areas, helps 

absorb heat and act as natural air conditioners. Our Urban Forest Management Plan  

helps to ensure a sustainable urban forest that provides environmental, social, 

cultural and economic benefits as our community continues to grow.  Parks provide 

a perfect oppo rtunity to expand our urban forest canopy. A healthy mix of trees and 

plants can help Guelph withstand and recover from increasingly severe weather 

caused by climate change.  

Parks can also help us be óstewards of our resources.ô They provide opportunities 

for people to connect with nature and foster life - long stewardship. People have an 

inherent desire to connect with nature. Being outdoors can foster an appreciation 

for biodi versity and help us understand the importance and value of the land we 

share. 11  The way we integrate our communities into the natural environment is a 

critical factor in community and environmental well -being.  A healthy community is 

one where we have both intact ecosystems as well as places for people to enjoy 

nature.  

  

 
9 As the climate crisis worsens, cities turn to parks (2019) National Geographic  
[1]  Canadaôs Changing Climate Report (2019) Environment and Climate Change  
10  Climate Atlas of Canada, Urban Heat Island  
11  Pathway to Stewardship: A Framework for  Children and Youth (2016 )  

https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/urban-forest-management-plan/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/climate-crisis-cities-turn-to-parks
https://changingclimate.ca/CCCR2019/chapter/executive-summary/
https://climateatlas.ca/urban-heat-island-effect
https://sustainablepeterborough.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/PATHWAY-TO-STEWARDSHIP-APRIL-2016.pdf


 

25  

 

We create value ï helping to power our  economy  

Our  park system can have measurable impact s on our local economy . Parks can 

have a positive influence  on property values, property taxes and  tourism. It can 

also improve the attractiveness of the community to homebuyers and business es, 

helping to attract jobs .12  Parks can help us óleverage our unique characterô and help 

grow Guelph as a destination.  

Studies have shown that homebuyers like hom es that are close to parks. Therefore,  

homes and properties close to parks increase in property value as people are willing 

to pay more to live close to a park. This in turn increases a cityôs property tax 

revenue. The impact of a park on property value ha s been understood since the 

1870s when Frederick Law Olmstead used this premise as justification for 

investment in New Yorkôs Central Park. Research has since quantified the impact 

showing that homes within 500 feet of a park can increase the value by at l east 8 

percent or more. 13   

Parks can also help bolster local tourism and lead to increased sales tax from 

spending by tourists. Larger destination parks can bring people into cities as tourist 

attractions themselves or they can host festivals, concerts and  other events. In 

2017 Guelph welcomed 1.7 million visitors:  with more than 160,000 visitors 

enjoying sporting events and almost 50,000 people for festivals. Local  Guelph  

tourism spending accounts for 2,100 local jobs  and tourism spending stimulates 

over $ 155 million in sales of goods and services .14   

There are many other ways that parks provide economic value to cities. Parks offer 

free or low -cost  ways to interact socially, participate in sports or to get physical 

activity. Each of these ways contributes to a healthy community and reduces overall 

health care costs. Parks also offer environmental savings by helping to reduce 

stormwater management costs and reduce air pollution. Overall a good park system 

is a worthwhile and necessary  investment for prospero us cities.   

 
12  Measuri ng the Economic Value of a City Park System (2009) Trust for Public Land  
13  How Much Impact Do Parks Have on Property Values? (2020)  NPRA 
14  Guelph Village of 100 people, pp7  

https://conservationtools-production.s3.amazonaws.com/library_item_files/1062/970/Measuring_the_Economic_Value_of_a_City_Park_System.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAIQFJLILYGVDR4AMQ&Expires=1634656896&Signature=KaiXciOg3qk2XVpqQhTJ%2FBeRwKM%3D
https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2020/april/how-much-impact-do-parks-have-on-property-values/
https://guelph.ca/wp-content/uploads/Community-Plan-Guelph-as-a-Village-of-100-People.pdf
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We feel well ï foster good mental health  

Parks and trails are key type s of óhealth infrastructure for the future ô as they 

provide an enjoyable, convenient and affordable means of exercise and connection 

to nature. Research shows that parks undeniably contribute to community health 

and wellbeing. Spending time outdoors and close to nature , even for a short period 

of t ime,  has been linked with improved mood, concentration and happiness. 15   

One of the first reported studies showing the relationship of green space and health 

was in 1984 by environmental psychologist Roger Ulrich .16  The study measured 

health outcomes of people recovering from surgery at a hospital in Pennsylvania. 

Patients were studied in two groups: people with beds beside windows looking at 

trees and people who looked at a brick wall instead. All other things being equal, 

people  who looked out on green sp ace healed , typically , a day faster, had fewer 

postsurgical complicat ions and needed significantly less pain medication than 

people  who  looked a t a brick wall instead .  

It  wasnôt widely understood in 1984 that green  space had measurable impacts  on 

healing ðUlrichôs research was ground-breaking. Since then, numerous studies 

quantifying and studying the effects of green space on human health have been 

undertaken worldwide. Itôs become almost common knowledge that time spent 

outdoors has a  positive impact on ou r mental health.  

Another important consideration is how p oor mental health can impact our ability to 

earn a living, learn, connect to one another and achieve. 17  Parks help us feel well 

and improve health out comes  for all people. Having parks accessible to  everyone , 

we can provide opportunities to improve mental health, quality of life and reduce 

health risks.  

COVID -19, parks and mental health  

COVID -19 helped many people realize how important parks are to our physical and 

mental health. We saw our trails a nd green spaces filled with more people than 

ever to  escape the stress of the pandemic. In a national survey by the Park People, 

82 percent  of Canadians said that parks became  more important to their mental 

health during COVID -19  and 55  percent  of cities  surveyed  said park us e increased 

during COVID -19. 18  The COVID -19 pandemic also saw s ales of bikes, cross country 

skis, running shoes and other outdoor equipment skyrocket. Many people invested 

in new equipment and explored park systems in new ways. Experts believe this 

óoutdoor boomô will last for another 5-10 years as people have developed a new 

love of the outdoors.   

 
15  Go greener, feel b etter? (2015) Landscape and Urban Planning Journal  
16  A View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery (1984) R. Ulrich  
17  Poverty and Mental Illness, Canadian Mental Health Association  
18  COVID -19 and Parks: Highlights from our national surveys (2020) Park People  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0169204614002552
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/17043718_View_Through_a_Window_May_Influence_Recovery_from_Surgery
https://ontario.cmha.ca/documents/poverty-and-mental-illness/#:~:text=Experiencing%20a%20mental%20illness%20can,may%20eventually%20drift%20into%20poverty.
https://parkpeople.ca/2020/07/16/covid-19-and-parks-highlights-from-our-national-surveys/
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We play and explore  ï encourage physical activity  

Play fosters good mental and physical health. To óplay everywhereô we need a 

netwo rk of outdoor spaces that are inclusive to community interests, abilities and 

for all seasons.  For many community members, leisure and culture are tied to our 

green spaces.  

Parks offer a perfect opportunity to participate in physical recreation ðthrough both 

programmed ( e.g.,  sports or events) and unprogrammed activities ( e.g., walking, 

playing, using recreation facilities). Physical activity can reduce or prevent health 

problems and parks  can help people get outside and moving  for low or no cost at 

all .19  For people who are inactive, even small increases in physical activity can bring 

measurable health benefits.  

A recent Canadian study found that the number and total area of parks within a 

kilometre of a personôs home predicted how likely people were to participate in 

physical activity. 20  People that have access to parks tend to participate in physical 

activity more than others as parks support active - friendly environments. 21  

Investment in our park system is an investment in our communit y health.  

We move around freely  ï active transportation  

Parks and t rails provide a perfect opportunity to incorporate physical activity for low 

or no cost  through active transportation . Pathways in parks  typically  require less 

capital investment than othe r recreation facilities like pools or gyms . Having 

ñabundant trail corridors [to] connect neighbourhoods seamlessly ò is important to 

support active transportation and make it easy to move through our city.   

An interesting way to look at park and trail development is to consider the 

increased health benefits of users and the potential for reduced health care costs. 

In a recent study that looked at the cost -benefit analysis of physical activity using 

t rails, it was estimated that for each dollar spe nt on building, maintaining, and 

using trails, nearly three dollars were realized in reduced health care costs by the 

trail users due to improvements in their health.  22  

Pathways with in parks and connections to parks offer an opportuni ty to connect to 

Guelphôs wild and natural spaces. 

 
19  Let's Get Moving (2018) Public Health Agency Canada  
20  Parkland Proximity with Neighborhood and Park -Based Physical Activity (2009)  
21  The Ben efits of Parks (2003) Trust for Public Land  
22  A Cost -Benefit Analysis of Physical Activity Using Bike/Pedestrian Trails (2005)  

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/physical-activity-tips-adults-18-64-years.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/248982257_Association_of_Parkland_Proximity_with_Neighborhood_and_Park-Based_Physical_Activity_Variations_by_Gender_and_Age
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237254032_The_Benefits_of_Parks_Why_America_Needs_More_City_Parks_and_Open_Space
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/7883301_A_Cost-Benefit_Analysis_of_Physical_Activity_Using_BikePedestrian_Trails
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Defining the  park system  

Defining what is considered a park is a difficult task because there are many 

definitions and personal opinions. Depending on who you ask  or what policy you 

read , the term  parkland  can mean a variety of things . Clearly defining óparklandô is 

an important part of this report  and has an impact on how we plan .  

For the purposes of this plan and our policies , parks are areas of l and set aside 

primarily for human enjoyment, recre ation and connection to nature. The terms 

óparkô and óparklandô are used interchangeably to refer to these areas of land.  

Parks are different than natural areas  

Most municipalities have policies that differentiate parks from natural areas  or other 

green spaces (stormwater management areas, schools, etc.) . Municipalities 

recognize the importance of Natural Heritage Systems and reserve these spaces for 

protection of the natural environment. They are excluded from policies or strategies 

relat ing to parkland as they typically have limited accessibility or opportunities for 

recreation. Guelph is no different, our Official Plan  policies distinguish park s 

separately from the Nat ural Heritage System  and other green spaces .  

The Official Plan  sets out how we will manage Guelphôs future land use patterns and 

growth that  will shape our city in the future . In the Official Plan there are two 

systems that are important to distinguish: Open Space System (OSS) and Natural 

Heritage System (NHS). These are distinct systems  with different functions , 

however in many ways they are interconnected and support to  each other . The 

cityôs NHS policies have been adopted by Council and changes to NHS policies are 

not being considered through this plan.  

Figure 6  ï The OSS and NHS support one another but are distinct systems  

 

Figure 6 is a conceptual representation of the complex and interconnected 

relationship between the OSS a nd the NHS. These two systems are distinct land 

uses with their own specific policies.  

https://guelph.ca/plans-and-strategies/official-plan/


 

29  

 

Open Space System  

The Open Space System ( OSS)  consists of parks, trails and open space areas that 

are not part of  but  may be interconnected with or supportive of the NHS.  

Recreation is the primary function of the OSS  

The OSSôs primary function is to provide outdoor recreation opportunities to the 

community. Recreation is more than sports or engaging in physical activiti es. It can 

also include connecting with nature or helping others through volunteering. The 

definition from the Canadian Parks and Recreation Association helps us understand 

the breadth of recreation:  

Recreation is the experience that results from freely ch osen 

participation in physical, social, intellectual, creative and spiritual 

pursuits that enhance individual and community wellbeing. 23  

Planned recreation take s place in the OSS  and i s supported largely in our park 

system. There are recreation opportuniti es provided by other publicly accessible 

spaces in the city , but other spaces donôt provide recreation as a primary function. 

Itôs important to preserve space for recreation in our community because it is a 

vitally important public service and fundamental to quality of life for residents. 24   

Recreation is provided through a wide range of park spaces  

A functioning park system is made of different spaces, places, recreation 

opportunities and  character istics . We offer places for people to play spo rts, connect 

with nature, walk, gather with friends and family, participate in events or sit and 

relax, to name a few. Planning our park system means understanding the wide 

range of activities we need to provide for and incorporating them into recreation 

facilities, spaces, amenities or programming.  

With limited resources and funding, we have  a system that provides amenities and 

features in an efficient way. We group parks into categories so that we can assess 

and plan for distribution across the city. Our  Official Plan describes four different 

types of parks: urban squares, neighbourhood parks, community parks and regional 

parks. Each park type has a slightly different function and offers a different level of 

service to our community.   

 
23  Framework for Recreation in Canada (2015) CPRA  
24  How Do Leisure Activities Contribute to Subjective Well -Being? (2011)  

https://cpra.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/FrameworkForRecreationInCanada_2016wcitation.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ919972#:~:text=Through%20participation%20in%20leisure%20activities,improve%20their%20quality%20of%20life.&text=Afterward%2C%20we%20will%20identify%20important,across%20age%20and%20gender%20groups.
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Natural Heritage Sy stem  

The Natural Heritage System ( NHS)  is one of our most valuable assets. It enhances 

the quality of life within the city by protecting natural features and ecological 

system s. It  is composed of linked natural heritage features and areas and their 

associa ted buffers. Its primary f unction is to protect, maintain  and enhance the 

cityôs biological, hydrological and geological functions and to sustain local 

biodiversity.  It is not a focus of this plan, but its important to understand how it 

relates to our park  system as there are number of complementary secondary 

functions.  

Figure 7  -  Complementary functions of the OSS and NHS  

 

Figure 7 is a conceptual representation of the complex and interconnected 

relationship between the OSS and the NHS. These two systems are distinct land 

uses with their own specific policies.  

Recreation  opportunities are  limited within the NHS  

People have an inhere nt desire  to connect with nature . A healthy community is one 

where we have both intact ecosystems as well as places for people to enjoy nature. 

Guelph residents and visitors want access to our natural areas, but this isnôt always 

best for sustaining our lo cal ecosystems. Human use  can impact the resources we 

want to protect in many ways, like add ing  noise that disrupts wildlife or physical 

damage such as compaction  and vegetation trampling.  

Some parts of the NHS  may be publicly accessible but is not activel y encouraged. 

Local policies across Ontario have evolved to fully recogni ze the ecological, 

hydrological and geological importance of NHS land. Many municipalities are taking 
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an environment first approach and limiting the use of NHS land for recreation and  

human enjoyment.   

Guelphôs Official Plan  policies recognize that some passive recreational activities  

may be compatible with the preservation and protection of natural features of 

buffers and may be permitted within the NHS . Things like bird watching,  

snowshoeing , photography, and forest bathing are all considered passive 

recreation al activities and may  be permitted but we must demonstrate that they 

can be done  in a way that minimizes impacts to the natural environment.  

These passive r ecreation al activities  permitted in or adjacent to the Natural 

Heritage System always require additional consideration. They need to  be reviewed 

and assessed as part of land natural area management plan s or Environmental 

Impact Stud ies (EIS).  The effect(s) of recreati on should be manageable through 

mitigation, with the result being no negative impact to the buffer, area, feature or 

its function.  

Parks and NHS lands are often located beside each other  

Throughout Guelph, the OSS and NHS are often found beside each  other ðlike how 

some of our trails travel through NHS lands or how our parks are found beside 

natural areas. The OSS and NHS are seen as compatible land uses and there are 

benefits of locating them beside one another.  

Research has shown that contact with nature can lead to improvements in mood, 

thought s and overall health.  It has also shown that the more biodiverse the space 

is, the greater the benefits. 25  Having parks and NHS interconnected or co - located 

helps maximize health and wellness benefits for residents.  It can also help 

conservation and restoration efforts by providing access to nature in a managed 

and controlled way.  

We also know that people want to be close to or óinô nature as a way to recharge or 

relax. Managing this desire by locating parks close t o natural areas is one way to 

help keep our ecosystems intact and minimize impacts of human use on the natural 

environment. If planned correctly, parks can keep people in designated areas and 

protect sensitive systems contained in the NHS ðwhile also provid ing the personal 

benefits of being close to or óinô nature. Good planning can also introduce residents 

to natural area stewardship, increase awareness of our natural environment and 

encourage a sense of ownership over conservation and restoration efforts.  

  

 
25  Relations between naturalness and restorativeness of urban green spaces (2013)  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1174/217119713807749869
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Definition of parkland  

Not all green spaces are considered ñparksò within our policies or this plan. Our plan 

focuses on parkland, which is land set aside primarily for human enjoyment, 

recreation and connection to nature.  

Developing a clear definition of parkland is difficult because parks can serve 

multiple functions and our criteria, policy and definitions have evolved over time. 

How we define parkland also impacts what we consider acceptable land to acquire 

through development  -  also  called parkland dedication. Having a narrow definition 

for parkland ensures there are spaces in the city that can be developed for 

recreation. City policies already protect lands for infrastructure  and preservation of 

ecosystems , so it is equally important to ensure land is available for recreation.  

Most municipalities narrowly define parks as unencumbered lands secured or owned 

by the municipality suitable for development of park and recreation infrastructure. 

We define parkland in a similar way:  

¶ Land that is s ecured , ow ned , leased or managed through agreement  by the city 

and is primarily  for active or programmed recreation  

¶ A whole parcel with defined boundaries and named a park  

¶ Land suitable for park or recreational development like sport fields, play 

equipment, urban s quares, or plazas  

¶ Land that does not have restrictions , sometimes called encumbrances,  like  

environmental preservation  or  hazard issues  (like floodplains, unstable soils or 

slopes) ðwe recognize that within the boundary of some of our existing parks 

there may be natural heritage areas or features, cultural heritage features  or 

other restrictions  that are considered part of the park  

¶ Land thatôs acquired by the city through a parkland dedication process or 

another means (i.e., purchased/ donated/ bequeathed) specifically for public 

park purposes ðrecognizing criteria for parkland has evolved over time.  

Some e xceptions of parkland in our existing inventory  

We recognize that parks can serv e multiple functions and our criteria, policy and 

definitions have evolved over time. We acknowledg e that  there are some existing 

parks  we inventory as parkland but may not meet the whole definition above. Itôs 

important we continue to recognize these spac es as parks  as they have a long 

history of use as parkland. Some examples include Mitchell Woods, Preservation 

Park and Crane Park , which are all designated NHS in the Official Plan ;  or Elmira 

Park, Joe Veroni Park , and  Deerpath Park where a portion of the  site contains 

natural features. Redefining historically defined parks is out of scope for this 

document and is not being considered at this time.   
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Accept able  land for  parkland dedication  

Our Official Plan policies and Parkland Dedication Bylaw include spe cific 

requirements for what is and is not considered acceptable as parkland dedication. 

Land that is not acceptable includes:  

¶ Land  that is identified as part of the cityôs Natural Heritage System  

¶ Land  that is susceptible to flooding, ha s poor drainage, erosion issues, 

extreme slopes or other environmental or physical conditions that would 

interfere with their  potential use as a public park  

¶ Land that is required to accommodate stormwater management facilities , 

subject to acceptance by the city   

¶ Land  that is deemed to be contaminated, subject to acceptance by the city  

(note that contaminated land  shall only be accepted by the City in accordance 

with the cityôs Parkland Dedication Bylaw and óGuidelines for Develop ment of 

Contaminated or Potentially Contaminated Sites ô) 

¶ Land that is used or proposed to be used for utility corridors or other 

infrastructure incompatible with their use as a public park  

¶ Land  that is encumbered by easements or other instruments that wou ld 

unduly r estrict or prohibit public use , and  

¶ Land for trails or active transportation purposes  

 

Figure 8  -  Picture of York Road Park  
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Map of Guelphôs Park System 

Figure 9  ï Guelphôs park system map  

 




























































































































































