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Introduction
Located on Florida’s Gulf Coast and renowned for
its miles of fine white sand beaches, alluring climate,
diverse ecosystems and world-class parks, sports,
arts and cultural opportunities, Sarasota County is
considered one of the premier communities to live
and visit in Florida.

Integral to the community’s high quality of life are a variety of locally,
regionally, nationally and even globally recognized parks and recreation
opportunities. In order to ensure that this high quality of life is sustained,
the County embarked on the development of a 20-year Parks, Preserves and
Recreation Strategic Master Plan (PPRSMP).
The purpose of the Sarasota County PPRSMP is to create a clear set of
goals, policies and objectives that provide County leaders and the Parks,
Recreation and Natural Resources Department (PRNR) with direction for
the development, re-development and enhancement of the County’s parks,
preserves, beaches, trails, athletic fields, recreation centers, programs and
services for the next 20 years.

Inventory and Existing Conditions
PRNR oversees a diverse portfolio of parks facilities, natural areas and
recreation programs. The County’s existing system of parks and preserves
contains over 160 sites, encompassing approximately 3,600 acres of park land
and over 50,000 acres of managed natural areas. These sites range from very
small, neighborhood-scaled parks that provide close-to-home recreation
opportunities, to large nature preserves that protect thousands of acres of
native southwest Florida habitats. Management of these facilities and services
is accomplished through the work of seven department divisions, each with its
own staff and budget. The department collaborates with a number of partner
organizations, agencies and municipalities such as the City of Venice, the
City of North Port, the City of Sarasota, Town of Longboat Key, the Sarasota
County School Board and citizen groups such as Friends of Sarasota County
Parks and private recreation providers.
Programming is offered at a number of parks, preserves and recreation centers
with the department and partner organizations providing over 600 programs
per year including summer camps, special events, nature and environmental
programs and other general recreation programs.
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Demographics
The County’s population is expected to grow over the next 20 years, however at a slower pace than in past years.
Sarasota County has an opportunity to catch up to previous demand for parks and recreation and plan strategically
for the future. Its relatively low population density, although increasing slightly, will likely translate to less of a need
for small neighborhood parks, but a greater need for community and regional level parks and recreation services.
New and improved facilities and services will need to meet the needs of a diversifying population: the growth in
ethnic diversity, as well as a decrease in the proportion of seasonal housing units and an increase in renter-occupied
units, points to a trend towards greater urbanization. The growth of a more active senior population will also
likely have an influence on the types of facilities and programs needed, with a potential increase in age-friendly
recreational opportunities.
Over the time period of 2000-2010, the County’s Hispanic population increased the most, from 4.3 percent to 8
percent, while other races in the County changed by less (e.g. White: -1.6 percent, Black / African American: -0.2
percent, American Indian: - 0.1 percent, Asian: +0.6 percent, Other Races: +0.1 percent). Based on the County’s
changing demographics, there also may be a need for increased levels of accessibility. Accessibility needs may range
from enhanced physical access to recreational facilities for persons with disabilities; access to parks and programs by
international non-English speaking groups; and access to parks and programs closer to where people live.
Key Demographic Data Points
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Needs Assessment

Public Engagement

Parks, Preserves and Recreation needs assessments are used
to determine community needs or “gaps” between existing
conditions and ideal conditions, including parks, preserves,
beaches, trails, recreation facilities, programs, operations
and maintenance. There is no standard methodology or
single, authoritative source regarding how to properly
conduct a Parks, Preserves and Recreation Needs
Assessment. The Sarasota County Needs Assessment
incorporates the idea of “triangulation”, or approaching
needs from at least three different vantage points, including
anecdotal, qualitative and quantitative techniques. A total
of 748 households completed the statistically valid survey,
providing results that meet industry standards of a 95
percent level of confidence with a precision rate of at least
+/- 3.5 percent. Over 2,900 residents and stakeholders
participated in the needs assessment process via statisticallyvalid and on-line surveys, commissioner interviews, focus
groups, public workshops, special events, site evaluations
and level of service (LOS) analysis.

Key Findings From the Needs Assessment
The County has an excellent park, preserves
and recreation system that is much beloved by
County residents and visitors and is a significant
factor in the County’s high quality of life.
•

The system needs to be updated to address:
1. Changing population needs and trends
2. Deferred maintenance and repairs
3. Sports tourism

•

Continued emphasis should be placed on:
1. Dog friendly / off-leash dog parks
2. Fitness and exercise facilities
3. Playgrounds
4. Athletic fields / complexes
5. Access to preserves
6. Connectivity
7. Paved trails such as the Legacy Trail
8. Nature trails and centers / wildlife
habitat
9. Restrooms
10. Large community event spaces
11. Small neighborhood parks

•

The County may also benefit from improved
aesthetics, additional amenities and
reinforcement of a Sarasota County “brand”
throughout the system.
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Long-Range Vision

The Long-Range Vision for Sarasota County PRNR is to develop and manage the “Regional Framework” for the Countywide
residents. The Long-Range Vision includes a three-tiered service delivery model for each of the seven subsystems (i.e., Athletics
resources and development of cost recovery goals. The Long-Range Vision also includes goals for new parks and amenities in th
Proposed Service Delivery Model

Draft Conceptual Master Plan for North County Sports Complex

Top Tier Facilities and Programs
Least common facilities and programs that have
the highest level of amenities, highest level of
maintenance, highest level of staffing and/or highest
cost recovery goals

Middle Tier Facilities and Programs

Base Tier Facilities and Programs
Most common facilities and programs that have
the lowest level of amenities, lowest level of
maintenance, lowest level of staffing and/or lowest
cost recovery goals

“Top Tier” facilities generally include
those that are least common and have the
highest level of amenities, maintenance,
staffing and / or cost recovery goals.
“Base Tier” facilities include those that
are most common and / or have the
lowest level of amenities, maintenance,
staffing and cost recovery goals. The tiered
classification system will be useful in
estimating construction costs, staffing and
programming levels and operations costs.
It will also be useful in establishing budget
priorities.
Draft Concept Plans

In addition, concept plans were developed
for three top priority projects. Following
are draft conceptual master plans for these
projects, including the North County
Sports Complex, Youth Athletic Complex
and Alligator Creek Trail, to help envision
what could possibly take place in the
future.
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Parks, Preserves and Recreation System while also serving the parks, preserves and recreation needs of its unincorporated
s, Parks, Natural Areas, Trails, Beaches, Water Access and Recreation Centers and Programs) to guide the allocation of
he future which will address community needs.

EW)

Note: Turn lane entrance
configuration to be analyzed
and engineered during the
design process.
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Draft Concept Plan for Youth Athletic Complex (Renovation / Redesign)

The draft concepts for the North County Sports Complex and the Youth Athletic Complex include elements and
design ideas from the Toole Design Group Team and County staff. These plans will be further refined as the
County gets closer to identifying a funding source. Additionally, due to the close proximity of these parks, and to
optimize the use of the two sites, updates to these concept plans will consider opportunities at both sites collectivity.
Further refinement of the draft concept plans will be completed following input from the public, leagues, user
groups, stakeholders, consideration of current and future programming opportunities and in partnership with
organizations such as the Baltimore Orioles.
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Draft Concept Plan for Alligator Creek Trail (New)
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Implementation Strategies
The implementation of the Parks, Preserves, and
Recreation System Long-Range Vision will require
a significant investment in capital improvements;
operations and maintenance resources; organizational
management; and public / private partnerships.
However, funding will be limited for additional capital
and staffing for at least the next five years. Therefore,
the implementation strategy focuses on actions that
can be taken to better position PRNR to implement
the vision when funding does become available. Those
items that can be accomplished within one to two years
are also identified.
Six key strategies for implementation include:
Strategy 1: Develop the County’s Role as a
Regional Park Provider
The recommended role for Sarasota County is
to develop and manage the Regional Framework
for the Parks, Preserves and Recreation System.
Characteristics of a Regional Framework include:
•

Meets the needs of unincorporated County
residents, and / or

•

Serves multiple communities and cross
political jurisdictions, and / or

•

Preserves natural resources, remnant
landscapes and open space, and / or

•

Requires larger parcels, typically greater than
100 acres, and / or

•

Not being provided by municipalities, nonprofit groups or homeowners associations, and
/ or

•

Accessible via a good network of roads and
trails

In consideration of the characteristics listed above,
the definition of Regional Park is:
Large, resource-based parks or sports complexes,
which serve a county, multi-county, or multicity area across political jurisdictions. Location
is dependent upon the availability of large, high
or unique quality natural resources capable of
being developed and used for outdoor recreation.
Regional parks have a large service area attracting
residents and visitors within a 30-60 minute or
10
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greater drive time. Examples include beaches, boat
ramps, large athletic complexes, regional trails and
natural areas with unique amenities.
Via a phased approach, PRNR should transition to
the role as a Regional Park provider by:
1. Updating and refining Interlocal Agreements
with each of the municipalities in the County,
focusing on the County’s role as a regional
park provider.
2. Reallocating resources to better align with
regional role, as further discussed in the
following strategies.
Strategy 2: Continue PRNR Long Range
Planning in Accordance with the Commission
for Accreditation of Park and Recreation
Agencies (CAPRA) Requirements
PRNR staff should continue long range planning
to:
1. Develop an internal Operations / Service
Delivery Manual
2. Develop the plans and policies required by the
Commission for Accreditation of Park and
Recreation Agencies (CAPRA)
The Parks, Preserves, and Recreation Strategic
Master Plan already meets several of the CAPRA
requirements for accreditation including agency
goals and objectives, vision, park and recreation
system master plan, strategic plan, needs
assessment and recreation and leisure trends
assessment.
Strategy 3: Align PRNR Plans, Codes, Policies
and Programs with the new Long-Range Vision
The Long-Range Vision, including the County’s
role, subsystems, and facility classifications,
should be codified in the County’s Comprehensive
Plan, Impact Fee Ordinance, Land Development
Regulations and NPP and ESLPP Programs.
Strategy 4: Align Departmental Organization
and Operations with New Long-Range Vision
In addition to revising countywide plans and
policies, PRNR should also implement the
vision by updating internal policies and practices

related to staffing and management; fees and
cost recovery; design standards; maintenance
standards; volunteer coordination; collaboration
with stakeholders and municipalities; needs
assessment updates; internal review processes;
and public / private partnerships.
Strategy 5: Continue Improving Subsystems
with Available Resources
Although resources are limited, PRNR can
continue to take steps towards:
1. Addressing residents’ and visitors’ evolving
needs
2. Preparing for future funding and
improvements
Top priority actions include:
• Defining the County’s role as a Regional
Provider
• Completing / updating agreements with the
School Board and municipalities
• Addressing deferred maintenance needs
throughout the system
• Adding age-friendly amenities to parks,
trailheads, beaches and water access
• Planning and designing the North County
Sports Complex
• Acquiring property for Mid and South
County Sports Complexes
• Extending the Legacy Trail
• Evaluating and closing gaps in trail
connectivity
• Updating natural areas management plans
• Evaluating Environmentally Sensitive
Lands Protection Program (ESLPP)
/ Neighborhood Parklands Program
(ESLPP / NPP) funding and allocate a
higher percentage toward maintenance and
operation of existing sites
• Continuing to expand upon selling Transfer
Development Rights (TDRs) to supplement
additional acquisitions
Strategy 6: Prioritize Capital Improvement
Program Projects based on the PRNR Mission
Based on County staff projections, approximately
$10-20 million will be available for new parks,
preserves and recreation projects (those not

already approved) over the next five years,
from various funds such as the General Fund,
Tourist Development Tax and Surtax. However,
the estimated costs of recommended capital
improvements are estimated to far exceed funding
projections. Therefore, proposed projects should
be reviewed and prioritized based on the PRNR
mission criteria. Criteria to consider includes, if
the proposed improvement will:
• Improve safety
•

Improve accessibility

•

Make the park, preserve, programs and/or
facility more welcoming to users

•

Help build and engage the community

•

Promote health and wellness

•

Promote quality of life

•

Promote economic sustainability

•

Promote environmental sustainability

Summary
The Parks, Preserves and Recreation Strategic Master
Plan provides a framework for Sarasota County Parks,
Recreation and Natural Resources to continue shaping
the character of the community through parks,
programs and services that are relevant to the times,
the community’s needs, desires and quality of life.
As outlined in the PPRSMP, the focus will be on
sustainability, preservation, access to land and water,
recreational services that positively impact health
and wellbeing, connecting the community through
trails and opportunities to bring people together.
PRNR will also continue to enhance tourism through
beaches, athletics, recreational and eco-tourism
initiatives; and promote economic sustainability
through mutually beneficial partnerships and other
opportunities in and around the park system.
The PPRSMP respects the vision, leadership and
preservation efforts that have formed the foundation
of this great parks system, while recognizing
opportunities to create new possibilities that inspire;
encourage exploration; and ensure excellence and
efficiency in operations and service.
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