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PARKS AND OPENSPACE IN NORTHEASTERN OHIO

Parks are perhaps the best example of regionalism in Northeastern Ohio today.  This can be attributed to basic ecological principals as well as overwhelming public support for parks and recreation.  
Examining the interrelated relationships between counties, municipalities, non-profit organizations, and for-profit businesses can provide insight into establishing these symbiotic relationships on a larger scale.

The father of the region’s parks is William Stinchcomb, who in 1905 was a young engineer of parks for the City of Cleveland.  He envisioned creating a ring of park land around the city and wrote at the time:

I want to suggest the advisability of ultimately establishing an outer system of parks and boulevards…Through the valleys of Rocky River on the west, and Chagrin River on the east, lie some of the finest stretches of natural park lands to be found in the northern part of Ohio.  While now all of this is entirely outside the city, it will be but a short time before they will be inside or very near the limits of a “Greater Cleveland” and it seems to me hat such fine stretches of natural parkway should be secured for the benefit of the entire public before private enterprise or commercial industry places them beyond reach.

 It is due to Stinchcomb’s vision and foresight that what as now known as the Cleveland Metroparks is one of Northeastern Ohio’s most important assets.  

The value of parks and open space is greater than its environmental benefits like protecting air and water quality and plant and animal life.  Recreational benefits to area residents include hiking, biking, fishing, swimming, sports, and horseback riding.  Parks also provide community benefits by acting as a catalyst for community revitalization.  Perhaps most importantly in the region, however, are the potential economic benefits of parks and openspace.  Parks attract business investment, boost tourism, increase property values, and reduce infrastructure needs like water filtration systems.

PARK DISTRICT ORGANIZATION
Northeast Ohio’s regional parks are owned and managed by county parks districts and city parks departments.  Most cities and municipalities in the region maintain Parks and Recreation Departments but the responsibilities of the districts vary greatly.

Municipal Park Departments

Parks Departments have widely divergent goals and responsibilities.  Some cities will maintain only recreational sports leagues for youth while others will operate recreation centers and maintain cemeteries.  Some municipalities have only one small park to tend while other host many annual events, maintain golf courses, and construct and maintain playgrounds.  Some municipalities already share services like recreation centers and swimming pools with bordering towns.  The communities share the costs of constructing and maintaining these facilities.  It is impossible to make generalizations about parks and recreation departments; each one is different from the other.

The City of Cleveland

The City of Cleveland’s Department of Parks, Recreation, and Properties is responsible for “planning, constructing, operating and maintaining all city-owned parks, playgrounds, recreation centers, golf courses, cemeteries, greenhouse, parking facilities, markets, and the Cleveland Convention Center and Stadium.”  The economic crisis in Cleveland necessitates that the Parks Department allocate scarce resources to maintaining the Convention Center and Stadium buildings and grounds as well as the increasing number of vacant properties in the city.  The department also must check parking meters, keep playgrounds safe, and care for cemeteries.  In this case parks and greenspace are not central to the department’s mission.      
COUNTY PARK SYSTEMS

Cleveland Metroparks 
The Cleveland Metroparks has 14 reservations with over 20,000 acres of land in Cuyahoga Country. Visitors enjoy swimming, fishing, golfing, boating, cross country skiing, horseback riding, sledding, and tobogganing in addition to the miles of paved and dirt trails. The Cleveland Metroparks Zoo is a recommended attraction for all ages. The Zoo includes the Rainforest, a 2-acre building housing 600 animals in 118 different species, and 7,000 live flowers, trees and shrubs of 360 varieties.

Geauga Park District
The Geauga Park District maintains 6,000 acres within 12 parks and reserves. Guests can enjoy the natural beauty of Geauga County through fishing, horseback riding, sledding, boating, cross country skiing, camping, and picnicking. The Park District constantly has fun and hands-on programs for all ages.

Lake Metroparks
Lake Metroparks manages 26 parks and reservations. Lake Farmpark, a part of the Lake Metroparks system, is a science and cultural center. It offers a variety of activities including how to care for farm animals and what life is like on a farm, and hosts a number of special events throughout the year. Lake Metroparks also has a lakefront beach, a 4.4 mile bike trail which is being extended into Geauga County, golf courses, educational programs, and several nature centers.

Lorain County Metro Parks
The Lorain County Metro Parks operates 15 parks within 6,500 acres. A feature of the park district is the Schoepfle Garden containing 70 acres of botanical gardens and woodlands bordering the Vermilion River. The newest addition to the Lorain Country Metro Parks is the Splash Zone with indoor and outdoor water fun.

Metro Parks, Serving Summit County
Metro Parks, Serving Summit County encompasses 8,666 acres and provides residents with safe, outdoor recreation and educational opportunities through a system of natural area parks. The system maintains 12 developed parks, a 33-mile Bike & Hike Trail, 13 miles of Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail, the F.A. Seiberling Naturealm, and several large conservation areas.
Medina County Park District
The Medina County Park District maintains 14 parks throughout Medina County. They hold programs all year long such as Star Gazing Parties, Speakers, and an Exploring Nature Series.
Portage Park District
The Portage Park District currently operates 4 parks with plans to acquire land. One of their parks, Towner's Woods, is a 175 acre park surrounding the site of 2,000 year old Hopewell Indian Mound.
CUYAHOGA COUNTY GREENSPACE PLAN
Cuyahoga County will soon become the first "built-out" county within the State of Ohio.  In 1948, nearly 26% of Cuyahoga County's land was developed, and by 2002, nearly 90% had been developed.  In the mid-1990’s Cuyahoga County conducted The Cuyahoga County Open Space Inventory which found that 32,200 acres of private and publicly protected open space existed within the county. The Cuyahoga County Planning Commission has created a “Greenprint,” which outlines goals and opportunities for preserving and restoring approximately 20,000 acres of additional open space which equates to about 6.6% of the land in Cuyahoga County.

The rationale for the plan as stated by the county is as follows, “The intent of the Greenspace Plan is to promote a broad comprehensive vision for greenspace protection and restoration within Cuyahoga County. The Plan is also intended to promote complementary development and establish a common agenda and direction for the varied efforts of the many necessary participants.”
 

The Cuyahoga County Greenspace Plan recommends the following:

· 20 major scenic overlooks, 

· 25 tributary watershed plans, 

· No net loss of wetlands from the county, 

· Add 200 acres of wetlands, 

· Create 5 bird sanctuaries, 

· Inventory the county's natural features, 

· Public sector leadership, 

· "Green-up" 405 miles of roads and rights-of-way, 

· Establish an Urban Land Conservancy, 

· Double the number of community gardens, 

· Actively engage owners of half of the county's 500,000 parcels. 

STATE AND NATIONAL PARKS

This study focuses on parks and open space at the county and municipality level of government but parks and open space are not limited by county and municipality boundaries.  Ideally they connect with each other and with state and federal owned parks.  Northeastern Ohio has an extensive parks network and much of the regional discussion around parks has to do with improving physical connections between the different parks.  The following brief descriptions of Ohio State Parks and the Cuyahoga Valley National Park illustrate the abundance of resources in the region and the opportunity that exists to transform the management and coordination of parks and open space management.
Ohio State Parks


Several state parks are located in Northeast Ohio and offer a variety of different recreational activities. Punderson State Park, located in Newbury, is the top winter sports park in Ohio offering sledding, tobogganing, cross country skiing, snowmobiling as well as other seasonal activities. Mentor Headlands, Edgewater Park, the Lake Erie Island Park, and Marblehead are a few state beaches along the Lake Erie coast.


Cuyahoga Valley National Park

Cuyahoga Valley National Park protects 33,000 acres along the banks of the Cuyahoga River. Though such a short distance from urban environments, the park is worlds away. The winding Cuyahoga—the "crooked river," as named by American Indians—gives way to rolling floodplain, steep valley walls and ravines, and lush upland forests. Cuyahoga Valley National Park is a refuge for flora and fauna, and provides both recreation and solitude for Northeastern Ohio's residents and visitors. Park trails, from rugged backcountry hiking trails to the Ohio & Erie Canal Towpath Trail, a graded biking and hiking trail, offer something for everyone.


PARKS AND REGIONALISM

Organizations other than government bodies are involved in acquiring and protecting natural areas and farmland.  Although the specific missions of the groups range from providing bicycle trails to protecting watersheds, they are working together to forward a common agenda.  Some of the organizations involved in coordinating the vision and execution of a regional greenspace agenda.  The following information taken from EcoCity Cleveland
, an organization that has done extensive research on greenspace in the region, describes the activities of the different organizations and reinforces that regionalism in parks planning already exists.  

Park districts: During the past three years the directors and staff of park districts in eight counties have been meeting to discuss ways to coordinate efforts at a regional scale. With funding from the Cleveland Foundation and George Gund Foundation, they have mapped the remaining open spaces in the region, which provides a good starting point for a discussion of new open space opportunities and how to link existing parks with trails and greenways. The participants include Cleveland Metroparks, Geauga Park District, Lake Metroparks, Lorain County Metro Park District, Medina County Park District, Metro Parks Serving Summit County, Portage Park District, Stark County Park District, Cuyahoga Valley National Park, and the National Park Service Rivers and Trails Program. It is exciting to have representatives from all these park districts in the same room talking about a shared vision that crosses county lines. 
Land trusts: In Northeast Ohio, there are at least 18 land trusts, nonprofit organizations that work directly with landowners to preserve land. Sometimes landowners are interested in protecting their land but not in selling to a government agency. A private land trust can help assure that land will remain undeveloped, often by negotiating a conservation easement offering tax advantages to the owner. The largest land trust in the region, the Chagrin River Land Conservancy, protected 777 acres last year in the Chagrin River watershed. Most of the other land trusts are smaller and lack professional staff to execute many complex land deals. With the right technical assistance, however, they could greatly expand conservation activity. In the past several years, there has been an on-going discussion among the land trusts, convened under the umbrella of the Northeast Ohio Land Trust Coalition, about providing services to land trusts on a regional basis. 

Cleveland Museum of Natural History: In addition to being the repository for incredible collections of plant, animal, anthropological, and geological specimens that document the natural history of the region, the museum has protected 3,000 acres of land. These nature preserves shelter some of the rarest ecosystems in Northeast Ohio. The museum continues to add to its holdings, and its staff provides scientific advice to guide preservation efforts throughout the region. 

Trust for Public Land: When the public sector or other organizations can’t move fast enough to protect land, TPL can intervene to bridge the gap with temporary financing and technical assistance. With a local office in Cleveland, TPL has brokered some significant conservation deals, including the Coliseum property in Richfield and Edison Woods in Erie County. As a large, national organization, TPL also has experience assisting campaigns to raise public funds for open space. The local office has helped levy campaigns in Portage County, Medina County and elsewhere. It would likely be involved in any regional campaign for open space. 

The Nature Conservancy: The Nature Conservancy, an international conservation organization, has a Northeast Ohio office in Chardon. Current plans call for it to become more active in the areas of the Grand River watershed, Pymatuning Creek watershed, and the “Akron kames region” (the wetland-rich area between Burton and Canton where melting glaciers deposited sand and gravel). The office will be developing conservation plans for these areas, promoting land preservation and ecological restoration, and building partnerships with other conservation organizations. TNC brings to the region a great deal of expertise regarding the preservation of high quality ecosystems.

Canal Corridor organizations: The Ohio & Erie Canal National Heritage Corridor, which stretches more than 100 miles from Cleveland to New Philadelphia, is already a great model for regional cooperation. It shows how a greenway corridor and trail system can promote quality of life, environmental restoration, cultural heritage, and economic development. The Canal Corridor is like the north-south spine of the region. In a larger open space vision, numerous greenways will link to this spine from the east and west. 

Cuyahoga County: In a developed area like Cuyahoga County, there aren’t many new opportunities to protect big chunks of open space. But communities can do a lot to improve urban parks, create new greenway corridors and expand access to Lake Erie. The Cuyahoga County Planning Commission will soon be completing a strategic plan for greenspace that aims to put a park, garden or trail within a half mile of every county resident. This urban greenspace plan can be a key component of a larger, regional plan for open space. 

Farmland preservation: The preservation of a working, rural landscape should be a part of a regional open space strategy. One model is the Cuyahoga Countryside Conservancy, which is promoting small, sustainable farms in the Cuyahoga Valley National Park. Another group, the Ohio Ecological Food and Farm Association supports organic farms and builds links between farms and urban consumers. And the Center for Farmland Preservation in Northeast Ohio advocates for programs to preserve farmland, such as the use of Clean Ohio bond funds to purchase development rights from farmers. In many counties in the region, farmland preservation task forces are developing local strategies to preserve farming. 

Countryside Program: Cookie-cutter subdivisions of new homes on large lots consume a lot of land and pave over natural features. An alternative is conservation development, which clusters homes on smaller lots and permits streams, woods and meadows to be protected. The Countryside Program, a program of the Western Reserve Resource Conservation and Development Council, provides information to townships and municipalities about zoning and planning techniques that encourage more sensitive development. 

Home builders and developers: The preservation of open space does not have to be an anti-development message. It should be a conversation about the best places to develop and the best land to protect. After all, we need new housing in the region—the number of households is increasing (although much more slowly than in many other parts of the country). And older housing stock is wearing out and needs to be replaced. This new housing can be built in two ways. It can be built as single-family homes on large lots scattered haphazardly across the countryside (which is the current trend and is required by current zoning in most communities). Or it can be built as the redevelopment of existing housing, the infill development of vacant land in cities, or by building more compactly around existing cities and towns to conserve land and infrastructure costs. Enlightened home builders understand the latter is preferable and that the market is increasingly turning away from the same-old suburban sprawl. The Home Builders Association of Greater Cleveland has established a Smart Growth Education Foundation to promote development patterns that are less wasteful of land. 

State of Ohio: Ohio ranks near the bottom in the amount of public open space per person, but there are small signs that the state is taking a greater interest in open space. The $400 million Clean Ohio bond fund, which passed last November, will provide a modest stream of funding for land preservation and greenways. And the Department of Natural Resources is beginning to plan a statewide system of recreational trails. The state needs to do a lot more, however, to compete with states like New Jersey, which is spending $1 billion to protect half of its remaining open space.

According to EcoCity Cleveland, three things are missing from the region’s discussion about open space
: “a regional framework for all of the organizations and activities to plug into, a coordinating organization, and much greater public funding for land protection.” 

Regional framework: A regional framework is needed because it’s vital that thinking about open space preservation take place at the regional, multi-county scale. The forces influencing development patterns occur at the regional scale—a regional economy, housing market and transportation network. And the resources we want to protect also occur at the regional scale—rivers, wildlife corridors, or farming districts. Thus, the priorities for conservation should be set within a regional framework.  The existence of a regional vision would give all the parties involved a sense of context and common purpose. Every local activity would assume greater significance because it would be contributing to a major transformation of the region. 

Coordinating organization: An organization with professional staff is needed to plan for open space at the regional scale, establish conservation priorities, coordinate the activities of many organizations, and provide technical assistance to make all groups more effective. Presently, we have no entity to plan for the region, so we need to think creatively about a new organization or partnership. Other regions in the U.S. have such organizations. For example, Chicago Wilderness is the umbrella group for more than 100 conservation-related organizations in the three-state Chicago metropolitan area. It has created a biodiversity recovery plan for the region and has numerous public education programs promoting land protection and stewardship. 

Public funding: Meeting the open space needs of the next generation will require significant public funding. The money needs to be raised now before most conservation opportunities are lost (and to leverage state and federal funds that are becoming available). Our region has the capacity to do this. Every year we spend hundreds of millions of dollars on civic improvements, whether for roads, sports stadiums, museums, or other facilities. Why shouldn’t open space—a democratic amenity that every citizen can enjoy every day of the year—get in line to be one of the next big investments? 

ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS:  Acreage and Financial Expenditures 

Attached is a spreadsheet that details greenspace in 20 of the largest cities (per capita) in Northeast Ohio.  Cities are listed in descending order by population.  Greenspace (Column C) includes all parks, open space, golf courses, playgrounds, community centers, and etc. maintained (expenditure) by the municipality.  Column C does not include cemeteries, vacant lots, or parks maintained by regional, state, or Federal entities located within the municipality.      

The National Recreation and Park Association recommended an overall standard of 10 acres of park and recreation land for every 1,000 people (Recreation, Park and Open Space Standards and Guidelines 1983).  Only five municipalities, Mentor, Cuyahoga Falls, Stow, Shaker Heights, and North Royalton met or exceeded this standard.  However, the idea that “increasing community self-direction where the number of acres for park and recreation land is based on what the citizens determine is best for themselves” (Park, Recreation, Open Space and Greenway Guidelines 1996) has caused a shift away from this standard.  We did not address accessibility to the parks via public transportation, and we cannot be sure all citizens have equal access to the parks.  

The actual total expenditures for parks and recreation are also listed in the spreadsheet.  Data were collected over the timeframe of year ending 2000 to 2004.  Data supplied directly by a municipality overrode any data collected from an audited source.  The total expenditures for parks and recreation by municipality were then compared to their actual total general fund expenditures (% of general fund).  Although no statistics were applied to the data, it may be important to look at the trend data for both the total expenditures of parks and recreation as well as the percent of the general fund.  In particular, it may be useful to compare inner ring suburbs to fringe cities.  Not all parks and recreation departments are created equally, and we maintain records on the types of service provided by municipality if this is important for the final project.  

The maintenance cost per acre for each municipality is listed in Column Q of the spreadsheet.  This value may be compared to maintenance cost per acre by county to possibly understand any cost sharing benefits.  The same may be done for cost per resident listed in Column R.    

A FINAL NOTE ON REGIONALISM

An important point neglected in the discussions provided by EcoCity Cleveland and The Cuyahoga County Planning Commission as referenced above is the amount of inter-agency coordination that already exists between the various municipalities.  For example, The Metroparks does hire park rangers to ensure public safety in the parks but often police forces from the municipalities abutting the parks will also police the parks.  If a person speeding in Solon drives into the South Chagrin Reservation, for example, the Solon Police will follow him/her, effectively ignoring district boundaries.  If a person in distress calls from a county park, again a local police officer, ambulance, and/or fire truck will respond.  No money is exchanged for services provided.  These cooperative relationships benefit the region at large.

Very often, especially in times of economic hardship, municipalities will approach the County Metroparks or Park Department and request that the land transfer ownership from the local municipality to the county parks department.  Departments carefully examine the fiscal reality of assuming responsibility for maintaining new parklands.  After studying the parcel in question the county will make a determination whether it can acquire the property or not.  These requests are increasing in their frequency.          
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