











“This is where | live, and this is where | work, and this is
where all my little friends come from. And this is how im-
portant [this] is to me: all the people | know are from here.”
This quote was shared by a City of Philadelphia Parks and
Recreation employee in the “Find Your Path” campaign vid-
eo. The backdrop was a local playground. Words on a page
can’t properly convey how vital parks and recreation are to
her life and to the lives of those around her. Parks and rec-
reation professionals anywhere can tell you that their staff
and volunteers tend to be the “face of their community” as
a result of the many interactions between those providing
the services and those using them.

Philadelphia Parks and Recreation plays a major role in pro-
viding safe, affordable recreation opportunities in Pennsyl-
vania’s largest city. With over 100 neighborhood parks and
squares, and more than 80 parks “friends” groups, parks
are an essential part of Philadelphia city life. The city’s LOVE
Your Park Week, held each May, is a weeklong celebration
of the local park system. Just as parks and recreation are
viewed as vital for the many services they fill, it has become
vital that residents are engaged as the stewards of parks

2The Role of Neighborhood Parks as Crime Generators,” Elizabeth
Groff and Eric S. McCord, 2011

20

and recreation. LOVE Your Park Week includes a citywide
service day and promotes the work of friends groups. As
the www.loveyourpark.org site states, “Together we be-
lieve that community engagement in neighborhood parks
- whether it be weekly gardening days or concert nights in
the summer - is key to maintaining our City’s parks as an-
chors in our neighborhoods for safe, welcoming and family-
friendly recreation.”

The existence of park spaces without scheduled recreation
programming or community engagement won’t meet com-
munity needs, and can even result in liability. With robust
parks and recreation programs and local resident involve-
ment (spurred with programs such as LOVE Your Parks
Week), parks become safe havens and can even improve
safety. A 2011 study on this topic supports this notion. “In
the aggregate, we find neighborhood parks with more ac-
tivity generators tend to have less crime..The more activ-
ity generators a park has, the more legitimate users are at-
tracted to the park.”?®* In short: parks and recreation are
valued assets when we promote them, program them, and
use and steward them as a community.



CASE STUDY: LOCAL ECONOMIC IMPACT

SOFTBALL DIAMONDS BRINGING IN THE
BIG BUCKS IN PA’S CENTRE REGION
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A 2009 New York Times article (“Girls’ Sports Pack Eco-
nomic Punch”) on the economic impact of youth tourna-
ments highlights a national trend and economic opportu-
nity. From the article:

“As the popularity of youth tournaments has intensified
over the past decade, a peculiar trend has emerged: girls’

sporting events tend to attract more relatives and generate
more revenue for tourism than similar events for boys. And
that is drawing increased attention from economic devel-
opment officials.”

It’s not surprising that the Centre Region Parks and Recre-
ation Authority has positioned its five municipalities to reap
the benefits of girls’ softball tournaments. The cooperative
authority has provided parks and recreation services for
residents since 1966. (A sign of the strength of their part-
nership is that after 45 years working together, they recent-
ly signed on for another 50 years.)

The Authority recently renovated an existing complex of
softball fields and has invested in an entirely new complex.
In 2014, with just one complex hosting tourneys, 57 of 192
participating teams stayed in area hotels, filling 313 rooms.

Director Ronald Woodhead shared the Authority’s projec-
tions for 2015. With a new facility and state and national
tournaments scheduled, they anticipate over 1,000 room
stays during a six-month period. Hotel room rates vary
in the State College. If one estimates $100/room, that’s
$100,000 in lodgings. This does not account for families
staying in other lodging facilities ranging from local camp-
grounds to B&Bs.

Certainly, the impact won’t be limited to lodging provid-
ers. Other significant areas of spending may include dining,
shopping, and visiting area attractions. Just imagine how
many Penn State Berkey Creamery visits will take place
during and largest of the tournaments, a 60-team competi-
tion through USSSA. With the tournaments staggered from
May through October (most during the summer months),
this influx of visitor spending comes at a time that Penn
State University is between spring and fall semesters.

Next Century Parks and Recreation:
Best Return on Investment

John Alschuler of HR&A, referenced earlier in this document, advocates for “next century parks”, ones that
are integral parts of our communities, no doubt with robust recreation programming and modern facili-
ties. After Alschuler spoke to an Austin, TX neighborhood association, they wrote, “...parks today and in the
century ahead can deliver the best return on investment to the public, in every sense, when they’re designed
as active spaces that serve lots of people living in an urban core”.?* No doubt, this could be argued in any
community - urban, suburban, or rural. The return on investment is demonstrable in our health and wellness,
social equity and local economies, and in terms of environmental impact.

We know from “most livable” lists, from residents surveys, from research and case studies, and intuitively that
parks and recreation are essential municipal services that provide return on investment by every measure.

2 www.downtownaustin.org/next-century-parks
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