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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. It’s important we plan 

Guelph’s 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 Guelph’s 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 service 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 recreation 

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

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

‘park’ and ‘parkland’ are used interchangeably in this document to refer to these 

areas 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 doesn’t include all the other publicly 

accessible land on the parks continuum that may be available for people to enjoy. 
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Assessing our park system 

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

optimal level of service—this is the amount and type of service that meets 

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

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—our 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 supply. 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—this is slightly larger in size than two parking spaces 

(27m2) 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 how 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 

through 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 Official 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 includes 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 opportunities to improve our park system where the following 

conditions exist:  

• Growth areas where the local population is increasing 

• Areas where people can’t access a park within a reasonable walk from their 

home 

• We are not meeting local recreation needs or desired service 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 require 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 efficiently, 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 strata 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 and report on the plan’s 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 studies 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 

arrangements, and  

• We need 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 Department 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 new 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 responds 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 Parks and Recreation Master Plan (PRMP). The 

assessment and directions of this plan will be integrated and prioritized with other 

park and recreation strategies in a final PRMP. This plan 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 

• 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 City’s 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—this 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 City’s Strategic and Community Plans and to take 

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

and development.  

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

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

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

provides background and context for a future update to Guelph’s Official Plan Open 

Space policies.      







 

 

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 

recreation 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 

strategies. 

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 

• Guelph’s Stormwater Management 

Master Plan 

External plans and legislation: 

• Planning Act 

• Parks for all (CPRA and CPC) 

• Framework for Recreation in 

Canada (ISRC and CPRA) 

• Healthy Community Design 

Baseline Project (WDG Public 

Health) 
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Master planning process 

The Park Plan 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 – Master planning 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 creation of this Park Plan that 

addresses 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 Parks and Recreation 

Master Plan, which is the final phase.  

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

stakeholder input throughout the process. We received some feedback specific to 

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 community 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 is 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 Park 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 

requirements to consult, specifically (a) school boards; and (b) any 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. Recognizing 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, we 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 governments 

• Virtual Indigenous Sharing Circle as part 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, including: 

• Two online community surveys (June/July and November/December 2019) 

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

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

• Brainstorming engagement with over 300 children in grades 2-5 during the city’s 

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 Committee, 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 presentations and discussions 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 Support 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 relationships. 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 beyond the context of the Park Plan and Parks and Recreation Master Plan.  

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

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

and the Grand River Métis 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 “Indigenous Sharing Circles” to help inform this plan. The Sharing Circle is 

part of the city’s 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  

• Recognizing or reinterpreting cultural landmarks and inclusion of art by 

Indigenous artists in public spaces. 

Our desire to strengthen relationships, engage in meaningful conversations and 

willingness to learn will continue to inform the implementation of the PRMP and 

ongoing work planning for the Park Department.  

Figure 4 – Photo of the local First Nations, Métis, Mixed Ancestry, Inuit 

Sacred Fire space located in Royal City Park 
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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 outdoors 

• 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 — markets, craft fairs, 

concerts, movies etc. 

• People want to see trails and parks 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 recreational 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 Master Plan engagement 

We shared information through various platforms and over 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 feedback 

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 enough 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 don’t 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 greenways, 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 recreation 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 community 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 exercise, 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 similar features.  

• Make outdoor recreation facilities multi-purpose and encourage all-season use.  

• Provide more washrooms and water 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 including ‘biodiversity’ 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 ‘parks’ and/or part of a ‘park continuum’. 

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

Space System to provide ‘transition zones’ 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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Guelph’s Community Plan Year of Listening 

Guelph’s 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 “Year of 

Listening'' community engagement 

that was a part of the Community 

Plan. More than 10,000 community 

members, visitors and city staff 

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 environmental 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—we 

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, walkable and interesting neighbourhoods, and building up 

not out are preferred 

• The personality and vibe of “Guelphiness” 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 part 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, external 

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 programming 

• Accessibility and connectivity, specifically access to public transit 

• A system that is equitably distributed throughout the city  

• Opportunities for community input to animate the park space 

Strengths and opportunities of our park system  

• Connected green spaces and trail network 

• Existing inventory of large more traditional landscaped parks 

• Parks are part of Guelph’s identity and attraction  

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

• Good hierarchy and diversity of park 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 difficult 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 developer’s goals and meeting city’s parkland needs 

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

spaces and services 
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Natural Heritage System 

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 

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

associated buffers. Its primary function is to protect, maintain and enhance the 

city’s 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 inherent 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 isn’t always 

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

want to protect in many ways, like adding 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 actively encouraged. 

Local policies across Ontario have evolved to fully recognize the ecological, 

hydrological and geological importance of NHS land. Many municipalities are taking 
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Definition of parkland 

Not all green spaces are considered “parks” 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 secured, owned, 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 squares, or plazas 

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

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

slopes)—we 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 that’s acquired by the city through a parkland dedication process or 

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

park purposes—recognizing criteria for parkland has evolved over time. 

Some exceptions of parkland in our existing inventory 

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

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

parks we inventory as parkland but may not meet the whole definition above. It’s 

important we continue to recognize these spaces 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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Acceptable land for parkland dedication 

Our Official Plan policies and Parkland Dedication Bylaw include specific 

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 city’s Natural Heritage System  

• Land that is susceptible to flooding, has 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 city’s Parkland Dedication Bylaw and ‘Guidelines for Development of 

Contaminated or Potentially Contaminated Sites’) 

• 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 would 

unduly restrict 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 Guelph’s Park System 

Figure 9 – Guelph’s park system map 
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Why all the park continuum is not considered parkland 

Having a wide range of spaces for people to experience is important to a healthy 

community. We recognize that land can have multiple functions and offers a variety 

of benefits to our community, but some land is not primarily for human enjoyment 

or recreation, sometimes this is secondary. Therefore, we include all green spaces 

in our park continuum, but not necessarily our park system.  

We differentiate parks from other land to make sure we continue to have dedicated 

space for recreation. We also recognize that different types of land have different 

functions in our community. Some land is conveyed to the city, while other land is 

owned and operated by others. We also differentiate this land because of the tools 

we have to get the land or the policies, legislation or requirements that govern it.  

Our level of service and park continuum 

Our level of service is a reasonable and measurable expectation for the type and 

quality of service we provide to the community. In the case of parks there are 

several things we can measure to understand our level of service, like the amount 

of parkland per person, number and quality of our assets and how much money we 

spend per person on park operation.  

When we talk about park level of service, we are referring to our inventory and our 

park definition, including the exceptions we have noted. We don’t include the other 

land from the park continuum in our level of service assessments.  

Our decision-making should recognize that there is other land in the city that can 

provide similar benefits. Although we can’t count this land toward our level of 

service, we should be able to consider the whole system as we plan for the future.  
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Map of Guelph’s Park Continuum 

Figure 11 - Guelph park system with other land  

 



 

40 

 

Framework: vision for the future 

Building a framework 

A vision, values and pillars have been developed for our PRMP that also apply to our 

Park Plan. Our vision and goals will set direction for the future and help us make 

informed decisions over the next ten years and beyond.  

Our framework builds on the priorities and directions of our Strategic Plan and the 

longer-term vision of the Community Plan and Official Plan. It helps us deliver on 

each strategic priority in a different way. Within this framework, we have 

highlighted places where our Park Plan goals support our Strategic Plan priorities.  

The city ensures parks and outdoor recreation opportunities exist for all residents.  

Our community recreation needs will be examined more broadly in the PRMP. For 

the purposes of this plan we acquire, build, program, and maintain parks for all. 

Our vision for parks 

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

We took the vision outlined in the Strategic and Community Plans as the foundation 

for the vision for parks and recreation. 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, adaptable 

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.  

Our values 

Building on Guelph’s corporate values, the Parks and Recreation departments’ 

service delivery is based on these value statements: 

• Participation and inclusion of all citizens 

• Well maintained parks and facilities 

• Effective management and sustainability of resources 

• Fairness and equity 

• Healthy and engaged community 

• Protection of the environment 
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Pillars from our Parks and Recreation Master Plan 

Our framework includes six pillars that support our vision for parks and recreation. 

They help provide direction for future action plans and decision-making. The Park 

Plan pillars align with the Strategic Plan priorities of Building our Future, Sustaining 

our Future, and Working Together for our Future. 

We nurture a healthy and vibrant community  

Parks and outdoor recreation facilities 

help keep us healthy both physically and 

mentally. Parks offer an important 

opportunity to participate in physical 

recreation—through both programmed 

and unprogrammed activities. Physical 

activity can reduce or prevent health 

problems and parks can help people get 

outside and moving for low or no cost at 

all.   

Guelph residents feel a sense of 

stewardship for their parks and feel 

empowered to contribute towards positive 

change. For many community members, 

leisure and culture are tied to our green 

spaces.  

 

Building our future  

Working to enhance community 
well-being and safety through 

direct service and program delivery 

All people can participate in recreation  

Guelph residents should feel welcome in 

our parks with opportunities for 

recreation for all ages, abilities, 

backgrounds and genders.  

We value inclusion as a corporation, 

which makes us “stronger for our 

differences.” There is new awareness 

about systemic inequity and an increased 

desire to create equity of opportunity, 

safety and inclusion for all in our 

community. We are committed to 

improving the safety and inclusiveness of 

our spaces through programming, 

education, activities, events, and 

enhanced park design. 

 

Building our future  

Working to enhance community 

well-being and safety through 
direct service and program delivery 
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Recreation facilities and parks are welcoming and meaningful 

places for all people  

Parks and recreation facilities are an 

important part of our public realm. 

Outdoor spaces like parks and trails can 

create perfect opportunities for social 

connection—either through intentional 

get-togethers or casual meetings. It’s 

important that everyone feels welcome 

and that the spaces we provide help 

facilitate this.  

Activated and interesting spaces provide 

opportunities for social interaction and 

help differentiate Guelph from other 

cities. Our parks need to be designed or 

reshaped to nurture social well-being, 

provide landmark beauty and offer a safe 

place where everyone belongs.  

 

Building our future  

Working to enhance community 
well-being and safety through 
direct service and program delivery 

Infrastructure is maintained, sustainable and responsive to 

community changes

A functioning park system is made of 

different spaces, places, recreation 

opportunities and qualities. This diversity 

brings with it challenges to providing 

sustainable operations practices in the 

future. We will need strong asset 

management and operation plans that 

are backed by long-term financial and 

resource strategies.  

As our populations grows, we will also 

need to reshape our parks and facilities 

to meet new and emerging needs and 

service level expectations. We will need 

to provide an optimal level of service that 

meets the community needs and desires, 

is sustainable, affordable and realistic. 

Meeting current service demands, while 

updating and expanding our park system 

will be an opportunity in the future. 

 

Building our future  

Managing existing infrastructure 

Continuing working to develop new 

assets that respond to Guelph’s 
growing and changing social, 
economic and environmental 

needs. 
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We support the protection, restoration and management of the 

natural environment  

A healthy community is one where we 

have both intact ecosystems as well as 

places for people to enjoy nature. We will 

develop a park system that helps protect 

our NHS from degradation by offering 

places for people to connect with nature 

in our parks. We will also expand our 

urban forest and look for spaces outside 

of the NHS to plant more trees to help 

achieve our goal for 40 percent canopy 

cover.  

Our park system also presents an 

opportunity to build a climate resilient 

city. Parks can help protect against the 

effects of climate change like extreme 

weather events, flooding, intense heat 

and poor air quality using green 

infrastructure and expanding our urban 

forest.   

 

Sustaining our future 

Protecting the green infrastructure 
provided by woodlands, wetlands, 
watercourses and other elements 

of Guelph’s natural heritage 
system. 

Investing in “green” infrastructure 
to prepare Guelph for the effects of 
climate change 

Increasing Guelph’s tree canopy

We work together with our community 

We will work with our community to 

listen, learn and to help improve service 

delivery and communication. Developing 

partnerships with local organizations, 

private partners, schools and residents is 

important to the work we do. We can 

develop new spaces or programs through 

new service-delivery models that would 

otherwise be unavailable due to financial 

or resource limitations.  

We have an opportunity and 

responsibility to listen to our community 

as we grow and improve our park 

system. There is also an important 

opportunity be more intentional and take 

action to address systemic inequalities to 

help address these issues moving 

forward.  

 

Working together for our future 

Developing strategic partnerships 

with stakeholders to improve 
service delivery 

Exploring new funding options, 

service-delivery models and 
partnerships to ease taxes for 

residents and businesses 
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Figure 15 - Map of Guelph's Proposed Urban Structure and Park System (note final approval to follow 

after provincial approval) 
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Planning for equity-deserving people in our community 

We need to ensure we are providing park services for equity-deserving people in 

our community. We recognize that historically, some people or groups have not 

been well-represented in parks and outdoor recreation planning. We also know that 

economic, social and environmental conditions have resulted in an uneven 

distribution of opportunities. There is new awareness about systemic inequity and 

an increased desire to create equity of opportunity, safety and inclusion for all.  

Creating equity in our park system means talking with those most affected about 

removing systemic barriers to access and participation. All Guelph residents should 

be able to access and use parks comfortably anywhere in the city. As a municipal 

government, we have an important opportunity and responsibility to listen, learn 

and take action to help address these issues. In our parks, we want to make sure 

we are representing everyone and ensuring we are providing service equitably. 

Community Plan “We are Community” 

We heard through ongoing conversations about 

the Community Plan that we need a more 

ambitious, immediate, and necessary goal related 

to equity and anti-racism. To develop a goal we 

consciously unlearned and relearned from those in 

the community that have the knowledge, 

expertise and lived experience to change systems. 

A new section called “We are Community” has 

been added to the Community Plan to address 

what we heard.  

This new section of the Community Plan speaks of 

a vision for how Guelph must work as a united 

community. It also speaks to the importance of 

building the relationships and trust necessary for 

the sustained effort required to eradicate the 

racism and colonialism embedded in our structural 

systems.  

We will continue develop new ways of working 

together with the community and continually 

improving our service delivery with what we hear. 
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Figure 17 – Park equity analysis – Ontario Marginalization Index, Material Deprivation - 2016 
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How our parks and recreation needs are changing 

How we get parkland is going to change as we grow 

How we will get parkland in the future is going to change. The way our city is 

growing is very different than how it was developed in the 1970’s and 1980’s. 

Urban sprawling neighbourhoods are being redeveloped into more compact, 

pedestrian-oriented and mixed-use forms of development.  

Our traditional parkland dedication models are becoming less effective at providing 

parkland in growing areas. Smaller development sites, rising land costs and infill 

development are resulting in less parkland being acquired. Housing affordability is 

also a growing concern for many residents. Being able to provide homes for people 

while also balancing other infrastructure needs like parks, stormwater management 

facilities and roads is more difficult.  

The last few areas of greenfield development in our city, namely the Guelph 

Innovation District and Clair-Maltby, have been largely planned out. To get 

adequate parkland in those areas we will need to rely on a variety of tools and 

strong financial strategies. As our city grows, we need to ensure we continue to 

provide adequate park spaces to ensure a livable city in the future.  

There will be more emphasis on quality than quantity of parkland 

As we add 46 percent of our population to our built-up area, some of our parks are 

going to have to work harder to service our community. Some parks in the city will 

see higher use and will need more amenities and different operational practices. We 

will also need to add or expand parks in these areas or provide better connections 

to our parks. There will be more emphasis placed on the quality of our parks rather 

than the quantity of parkland in the future. 

Developing strong asset management plans will also be very important. Historically, 

municipalities made investments to keep up with growth, while delaying investment 

in maintenance. Some of our assets are nearing the end their useful service life and 

will need to be replaced. We have a good asset management awareness program, 

but we will need to look at new funding models to be able to improve our parks in 

the future. Being able to balance growth and asset management will be important 

to ensure that as park use intensifies with infill development, parks can be 

maintained and if required, improved to continue to meet community needs 

through sustainable decision making.  
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Creating climate-resilient cities through green infrastructure  

Many cities are looking to their park systems for ways to combat the effects of 

climate change. As the frequency of flooding, extreme weather, intense heat and 

poor air quality are increasing, we are looking for opportunities to help manage 

these effects in new and innovative ways—collectively called green infrastructure. 

Green infrastructure are vegetative systems and green features or technologies 

that protect ecosystem functions and contribute to clean air and water.  

Green infrastructure 

Green spaces help soak up and filter rainwater rather than it outletting into our 

rivers and lakes. A trend in park planning is to use the ‘absorbent’ nature of green 

spaces to help mitigate stormwater in our cities. There may be opportunity to 

integrate ‘green infrastructure’ projects like rain gardens or bioswales into parks, in 

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

planned areas, ‘green infrastructure’ is integrated and planned for in other areas of 

the public realm. 

As green infrastructure is considered for our park spaces, we must ensure that the 

primary function of parks is upheld. There are also other factors that need to be 

considered in the decision-making process, including: potential higher maintenance 

and infrastructure costs, balancing needs of park users, monitoring and evaluation 

processes. Overall, there should not be a net-loss of recreation function of parkland 

as new technologies are integrated.   

Figure 18 – A landscaped rain garden in a park  
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Reshaping parks to make room for more people or new amenities 

As our population grows, especially in our built-up areas, more people will be using 

our existing parks. We will need to reshape our existing parks to provide more 

recreation opportunities and new activities for people to enjoy. There is a need to 

make our spaces multi-functional, flexible and, multi-generational and with 

equitable use. 

Increased use could lead to increased maintenance needs, different operating 

practices, potential user conflicts and possible deterioration of existing natural 

areas if not managed sustainably.  

We may also need to optimize some of our existing assets or remove them to make 

more room for emerging sports like cricket or pickleball. Planning for these changes 

will not be immediate, but we can start to understand the impacts of these facilities 

as we plan for the future.  

Our preferences for park amenities and playgrounds are changing 

People are looking to play differently in our parks. As people are looking for more 

spontaneous activities, they are also looking for infrastructure to support it. Things 

like food trucks, natural playgrounds, outdoor kitchens, fire pits, ping pong table 

tennis, dog parks, bocce courts, adventure courses and outdoor fitness equipment 

are becoming increasingly popular. Some cities are looking to partner with 

organizations to provide these amenities or provide rental opportunities through 

libraries. We are also building more accessible and inclusive playgrounds as we life-

cycle old infrastructure or build new parks.  

Figure 21 - Natural and accessible playground at Riverside Park 
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People want to connect with nature 

Stewardship activities and opportunities to interact with nature are becoming 

increasingly popular. Many residents are requesting naturalized areas in our parks 

and opportunities to contribute to this themselves. Community gardens, pollinator 

spaces and stewardship programming are all seeing increases in participation.  

Park activation is almost as important than as infrastructure needs 

Creating programming and activities in park is important for our community 

wellbeing. Social isolation and loneliness are growing concerns for Canadians as 

more people are living alone. Park programming leads to increased park use and all 

the social and health benefits that come from being outdoors with other people.  

 

Figure 22 - York Road Park community garden with accessible garden beds  
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Internal transfers of city-owned land 

Sometimes municipalities own land for purposes other than parkland. Municipalities 

may repurpose this land for park purposes. 

Leasing and partnerships with other agencies  

There are a number of examples where we currently partner with other agencies to 

provide parkland in Guelph. One example is Silvercreek Park near the skatepark. 

The Grand River Conservation Authority (GRCA) owns the land, but the city 

manages this property through agreement with the GRCA. As we grow our park 

system there may be more opportunities to pursue similar arrangements.  

Funding park development and operation 

Park development and operation are funded mostly under operating and capital 

budgets. Through our budget planning we identify short- and long-term costs that 

are approved through annual multi-year budget process. A priority of the Strategic 

Plan is to “develop a long-term financial and resource strategy that is achievable 

and affordable.”  

Funding new park and infrastructure development 

Growth (development) 

Areas of growth are either located in greenfield areas (subdivisions, secondary 

plans) or in the built-up boundary (redevelopment or infill development). Growth is 

defined as providing the existing level of service to a larger number of residents.  

Municipalities in Ontario use Development Charges (DCs) to recover certain costs 

associated with growth. Developers building houses, subdivisions, shopping centres, 

industrial parks and other developments are charged DCs which help the city pay 

for the additional municipal services required—things like parks. Parks in areas of 

growth are funded primarily by DCs or by in-kind contributions from developers 

such as donating land. 

City building  

City Building is a primarily tax supported funding strategy that that represents 

enhancements to the city’s existing service levels. In the case of parks, these 

improved park infrastructure projects are typically in existing areas. These types of 

projects are funded from primarily from tax supported capital or other sources such 

as grants. For every dollar invested in City Building projects, there are also 

increased operating costs which could also increase the tax cost. 

The way Guelph is growing is changing. Forty-six percent of our growth is proposed 

to happen in the built-up area. Smaller, infill development sites will be more 
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common which means there will be less opportunity for these sites to generate 

parkland. Often parkland dedication will result in cash in lieu (CIL) rather than 

actual land being conveyed in the immediate area.  

To meet our recreation needs without adding more parkland in these particular 

areas, we may need to rely on City Building funds or other blended funding models 

to increase or improve service in our existing parks. Park infrastructure 

improvements and intensification of our park system is a strategy we will explore to 

help meet recreation and park needs as a result of growth.  

Funding improvements to existing parks 

Infrastructure renewal 

To make improvements to our existing trails or to replace park infrastructure at the 

end of their useful life, we use an infrastructure renewal fund. The city’s 

Infrastructure Renewal Strategy has one main goal, ensuring funding levels are 

sufficient to meet the maintenance and replacement needs of all city infrastructure. 

Infrastructure renewal is replacement and not driven by growth. It is primarily tax 

funded as part of our Corporate Asset Management Plan.  

On-going operation, maintenance and repairs 

To keep our parks in good shape or to plough trails in winter this is supported by 

the city’s operating budget. The operating budget is primarily tax supported.  

Additional funding programs 

There are a number of private, provincial and federal funding programs that can 

help with park development. These include things like Ontario Builds, Federal Gas 

Tax, and Infrastructure Canada.  

Funding for improvements and ongoing maintenance could also be funded partially 

through volunteers and donations, either from individuals or service clubs and park 

groups.  

Although these funding strategies can reduce capital or operating investment, they 

may result in reallocating staff time or the need for different resources. This could 

mean we need to hire more staff or provide different resources to complete the 

work. Working with our community is an important part of the services we provide, 

and we should pursue these in a sustainable and realistic way. 
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Assessing our park system through mapped data, helps us better understand what 

strategies we may need to make improvements. We used the best available data to 

create a park walkability map.  

92 percent of people live within a 10-minute walk of a park 

The results of our study showed us we’re doing a 

pretty good job at providing access to parks in 

Guelph. About 92 percent of people live within a 

ten-minute walk of a park. Overall, we have good 

distribution of parks throughout the city.  

The areas with the lowest access are Guelph’s 

Designated Greenfield Areas, employment/ 

commercial lands or large areas of NHS. We expect 

that as the city grows this metric will improve as all 

areas of the city develop.  

There were also some gaps in residential areas:  

• South of Speedvale Ave close to the hospital 

(Delhi Street and Metcalfe Street) 

• Close to the intersection of College Ave West 

and Gordon Street close to the University of 

Guelph 

• Area south of Paisley Road west of Elmira Road 

(intensification node) 

 

  

To address gaps, we need creative and sustainable solutions 

Access is a good way to understand if people can easily get to our parks. Before we 

can think about addressing gaps, we need to understand if addressing these gaps is 

our highest priority.  

Measuring and improving access is more complicated than how far someone has to 

walk to access a park. It also involves balancing distance, quantity and quality to 

determine how well people are connected to the park system and if they have 

access to the right recreation facilities. To help set priorities we need to understand 

if there are areas of the city where underserved populations require better access 

and what type of access is most important. 

Addressing gaps outside of a development process may be difficult and creative 

solutions will be required, in particular within built up areas where new park 

acquisition is difficult or impossible. Developing new sites for parks may mean 

displacing residential or commercial land that is already being used. We need to 

pursue sustainable and creative solutions that balance our park needs with our 

need to provide housing and jobs in our growing city.  
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Figure 26 - Park walkability map, showing areas within 800m walking distance of a park 




