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This primer is designed to assist communities and open space advocates in crafting a compelling case
for open space protection, find funding and start meaningful dialogue and assessment on this topic.
The primer focuses on activities, information sources, talking points about the benefits of open space,
successful local case studies, and key messaging strategies that can be incorporated in a case statement.

The resources described in this primer are meant to be a starting point for making a case for funding. As you
prepare to draft your case statement, you may find new information, either updates to existing reports cited
here or in recently published studies. The research and literature on open space benefits is wide ranging and
constantly evolving. There are national and regional studies, as well as local data to draw on.

Three organizations are worth referencing as they regularly publish information that is critical to make your
case statement: National Recreation and Parks Association (nrpa.org) and their state chapters, American
Planning Association (planning.org), and Trust for Public Land (tpl.org). You may also reach out to CAZCA,
which endeavors to remain current on such information locally and can connect you to additional local
partners. To find out what we know or to share what you have learned, email CAZCA at cazca@dbg.org.

Primer Context

Maricopa County in Central Arizona has an impressive conservation legacy that encompasses our county and
regional parks, preserves, and trails, as well as other protected and undeveloped open spaces. This legacy

is threatened by overuse, underinvestment and the absence of a long-term vision to ensure our open space
resources will be sustainably managed and accessible to all residents.

The Central Arizona Conservation Alliance (CAZCA) supports a comprehensive regional approach to open
space protection to preserve our conservation legacy. We believe this approach requires the development
of a diverse set of funding mechanisms that will maintain our existing parks, preserves and trails, but also
allow for the acquisition of additional open space critical to meet the increasing popularity of our parks
and open space’s growing value to homeowners, visitors and businesses alike. While a county-wide funding
mechanism is a strategy worth pursuing, it is more likely that in the near-term, funding mechanisms will
emerge at the local level.



Identifying and Refining Your
Community’s Open Space
Priorities and Strategies

Conservation planning is a systematic process that
is primarily focused on identifying, developing,
and implementing strategies to conserve specific
features of biodiversity.

Identifying the places on the ground where
conservation actions can be most appropriately
implemented is a strategic planning activity.*
Actions will range from land acquisition and
direct management measures (see appendix) to
partnership opportunities with both public and
private entities, including non-governmental
organizations.

Identifying priorities involves an analysis of scientific
data and an assessment of the social, economic, and
political context for developing conservation areas
and priorities. Establishing priorities will justify your
actions and assist in ensuring adequate support for
the various strategies and in quantifying funding
opportunities and need.

Many communities have previously identified
priorities through comprehensive and open space
plans, but it is worth revisiting the analysis to make
sure itis current and encompasses a full range of
scientific and social, economic and political factors.

Open space advocates can look to the following
resources and agencies for additional information
and recommended steps: Local comprehensive
plans, local parks and open space plans, Arizona
Game and Fish Department, Maricopa Association
of Governments, Maricopa Regional Flood Control
district, and many other relevant state, county, and
local departments.

Often, partners and research institutions like CAZCA
itself, White Tank Mountain Conservancy, McDowell
Sonoran Conservancy, Sonoran Institute, Arizona
State University, and others will also have non-
regulatory evaluations of open space resources, like
the CAZCA Greenprint and the Regional Open Space
Strategy.
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A thorough and comprehensive analysis will help
identify obstacles to success, assist in effective
messaging, build strong support and momentum,
and ensure strategies are adequately vetted by a
representative cross-section of the community and
special interest groups.

Quantifying Your Community’s
Open Space Funding Needs

In 2020, CAZCA published a report? identifying the
greatest funding gaps and critical unmet needs of
our parks. Three funding priorities emerged from the
report:

1) Stabilize funding sources for ongoing operation
and maintenance, and restoration

Stable funding sources are needed to end the ebb
and flow of financial support. Without this we may
see a deterioration in the facilities, programs, and
level of service we have come to expect from our
local parks, preserves, and trails.

2) Invest in new parks and protect open space
Preserving the ecological integrity of parks,
preserves, and trails requires that we minimize

the threats resulting from encroaching land
development and increased visitation. There is a
need to acquire and protect additional open space,
with an emphasis on wildlife corridors that connect
existing protected areas and establishing buffers
to minimize impacts from activities outside these
areas.

3) Ensure that everyone has equal access and
enjoyment of parks and protected open space

Open space is an amenity not everyone has equal
access to. There is a need for equity in access and
equal level of service in urban and ex-urban areas.
Your community’s open space funding needs will
likely involve one or more of these three priorities.
While one can undertake studies that specifically
cost out expenses for individual parks or park
systems, these are expensive and time consuming.
For the purposes of an initial case statement,
rough estimates or ranges are effective at defining



need and action. Below we describe a number of
approaches to estimating costs for these three
priorities using various resources.

COST ESTIMATES FOR OPERATIONS AND
MAINTENANCE (O&M)

Operations and Maintenance (O&M) refers to the
day-to-day activities, functions, and labor associated
with the routine tasks and necessary repairs in order
to provide appropriate services. There are many
approaches to estimating the costs to maintain
public facilities® and staff salaries.* More difficult
element of park O&M to estimate is open space
maintenance, how to adapt to new trends in how we
use our parks and emerging best practices for open
space management.

Open space monitoring costs are traditionally
underestimated. The Nature Conservancy
“Stewardship Calculator” can be used to create and
justify detailed cost estimates, including expenses
such as site visits, staff time, reporting, and types of
maintenance including mitigating invasive species,
repairing damage from wildfire and erosion, clearing

trash, and closing social trails. Referencing studies
within Maricopa County is an appropriate way

to estimate maintenance needs, as these will be
generally consistent across the region and will likely
apply to your community. Some of these studies
seek to capture a wide range of O&M costs, while
others focus on a specific set of activities.

After a new park is established, described in the
following section, there will be additional personnel
and increased operations and maintenance costs.

In their Parks Master Plan, the Town of Buckeye
estimates that additional staff and operations for 402
new park acres would require additional $2,040,923
on an annual basis.® For example, if all 1,550 acres
in the CAZCA conservation opportunity areas

study were secured (see next section), jurisdictions
involved would require $900,000 annually and 25
new park staff, which assuming an average $53,000
salary means $1,350,000.00 annually for personnel.”
See Figure 1 and 2.

These numbers do not include recreation facilities,
libraries, and other park department services,

but do represent both active city parks and open
space preserves. Most government departments

FIGURE 1
STUDY COST CATEGORY PRICE PER
City of Buckeye Parks
Master Plan (2016) Annual O&M $1000.00 per acre
CAZCA Park Profiles® Annual O&M $530.00 per acre

FIGURE 2
STUDY COST FTE PER NEW FTE TOTAL ADDITIONAL
CATEGORY PARKACRE NEEDED? SALARY*
City of Buckeye Parks | Additional
Master Plan (2016) Personnel 1/13 31 >1,638,923.00
CAZCA Park Profiles | Additional 1/64 25 $1,348,631.18
Personnel
*Assumes a $53,000 annual salary per staff person




do not distinguish between the two in their public
records, but they are managed in different ways
with different types of O&M requirements. A special
survey of management strategies for 8 desert
preserves in 6 different cities in central Arizona
found an average of 2,615 preserve acres per paid
staff FTE and 12.57 miles of trails per paid staff FTE
(notincluding volunteers).? In addition to standard
O&M costs, targeted restoration work is often
necessary to bring the state of degraded lands to

a point where a routine level of maintenance is
effective.

The McDowell Sonoran Conservancy provides a
methodology for remotely scoping some restoration
needs. For example, they estimate there are 43
disturbed areas totaling approximately 8.74 acres
(35,000 square meters) of degraded lands and

52 unauthorized trails and roads totaling 30,500
feet (9,300 meters) of trail maintenance needs in
Maricopa County’s White Tank Mountain Regional
Park.®

The location of the restoration site or trail, the type
of equipment, the experience of the crew, slope

of the land and the scope of the damage are all
factors in cost. One restoration project in Arizona
cost approximately $550 per acre for seeding and
regrading social trails.* One recent estimate for
trail “deconstruction” in Scottsdale included a cost
of $0.80 per linear foot to rip and scatter debris
(branches, sticks, dead cacti, etc.) on a single track
trail, and $1.40 per linear foot to do the same thing
to an old jeep road.*?

Staff and volunteer development is an often
neglected but cost-effective O&M expense critical to
the quality of programs and level of service. Annual
training and development costs per staff person are
hard to come by. However, membership with the
National Recreation and Parks Association, $1,150

a year for 20-50 full time staff gives staff access to
their written materials, discussion boards and other
resources staff need to stay up to date with current
expectations of their visitors and to develop new
programs and services to meet demands of changing
demographics and new tastes.'* Formal training and
conferences would add to this expense.

COST ESTIMATES TO INVEST IN NEW PARKS
AND PROTECT OPEN SPACE

These costs will vary widely depending on whether
you are acquiring land, which will apply to private
and state trust lands, acquiring conservation
easements, or using other methods such as those
that apply to Bureau of Land Management for
recreation leases and patents. Costs estimates to
protect these areas can be estimated by applying
known per-acre costs of comparable land protection
projects.

The types of expenses will vary with the original
ownership, and would require at least the following
expense areas:

« Value of the land (for direct purchase)

« Park Master planning such as design and
engineering

+ Capital Improvements, park development

+ Initial Application Plans and Environmental
Impact Studies (for leasing federal lands)

« Staff time (varies widely with the complexity of
the process and staff experience)

As an example, CAZCA estimated the costs to protect
hypothetical land areas that are representative of
the opportunities found in the Western Maricopa
County. We identified approximately 600 acres of
Bureau of Land Management land and 950 acres of
private property that include corridors and buffers
around existing protected preserves across multiple
jurisdictions.*

The Bureau of Land Management allows local
governments to lease their lands for 25-year
increments under a Recreation and Public Purpose
(R&PP) lease, which we estimate would cost at least
$960,000.00 for the relevant studies and designs,
which is $1,600 per acre.*® Annual costs for the
actual lease are considered negligible in interviews
by local jurisdictions.®

We used fee-simple acquisition to estimate the
maximum cost anticipated to protect the private
land. Factors impacting the value of land include
location relative to infrastructure, availability of



water, terrain and other site characteristics, plus
the economy of the region and the desire for new
residential housing. Estimates range considerably
given the impact of these and more factors on each
appraised parcel.

One confidential assessment estimated the price
per acre of the value of residential land on the
outskirts of Phoenix Metro Area would range from
approximately $4,000 to $23,000 per acre, with an
average $13,000 per acre. Applying this figure to
the CAZCA study, we can estimate a total cost of
$13,000,000 to protect the 950 private acres, plus
the costs of environmental studies if federal funding
is involved, and the park designs and construction
costs.’” Another estimate for one parcel of land

in another part of the Phoenix Metro Area was
approximately $48,000 per acre. See Figure 3.
Additional methods are explained in the footnotes.

The Town of Buckeye used figures from the National
Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA) and

surrounding communities to identify a service goal
level of 4 acres of parkland per 1000 residents, and
based on Maricopa Association of Governments
population projections,'® predicted an additional 402
acres of parkland will be needed by year 2030 within
their service area. They estimated the cost to meet
this level of service would be $112,560,000 total, or
$280,000 per acre.’ See Figure 4.

While adding additional protected lands will increase
the operations and maintenance needs described,
strategic land protection will support the long-

term environmental health of the land, potentially
reducing costs of maintenance and restoration

over time. Additional parklands may also support
equitable access thereby reducing the scope of the
needs described in the following section.

The next step for those seeking to move forward with
land acquisition would be to get a formal appraisal
of the parcels of interest. This involves working with
a third-party consultant to evaluate all of the factors

FIGURE 3
STUDY COST CATEGORY PRICE PER
Confidential Appraisal I
(FY2016) Land Acquisition Costs $13,000.00 per acre
Park Director Interview Land Acquisition Costs $48,000.00 per acre
Maricopa County Capital Initial Application Plans
Improvement Plan and Studies 5920.00 peracre
Maricopa County Capital . . .
Improvement Plan Design/Engineering $360.00 per acre
Maricopa County Capital Capital Improvements
Improvement Plan at park development >330.00 peracre

FIGURE 4
STUDY COST CATEGORY PRICE PER
City of Buckeye Parks .
Master Plan (2016) Land Acquisition Costs $80,000.00 per acre
City of Buckeye Parks _
Master Plan (2016) Construction Costs $200,000.00 per acre




that impact land value.

COST ESTIMATES TO ENSURE EQUAL ACCESS
AND ENJOYMENT

Here, your approach to estimating costs will depend
on whether you are ensuring equal access and
enjoyment to existing parks, preserves, and trails,
or looking to provide open space opportunities
closer to communities that currently have little or
no access. If it is the former, it is possible this can

be addressed through transportation funding and
underwriting outreach and education opportunities
for underserved communities. If the latter, then
funding for land acquisition (if developer dedications
are non-existent or inadequate) and initial capital
expenses (for buildings and other facilities, trails,
and interpretive signage) will likely be necessary.

A cost-effective way to address equal access and
enjoyment is to work with school districts serving
those communities that are underserved. These
districts may have transportation fleets but little or
no funding to cover the cost of field trips and other
youth programs, which may include fuel, insurance,
and sometimes maintenance expenses. Fuel costs
roughly $150-200 dollars per bus which can fit
approximately 45-50 persons total.?® Insurance

is estimated at $3,000 annually, based on a rural
nonprofit with a youth outdoor education program.?
Printing hand outs and name tags is usually $20
per trip. * Logistical challenges may not have costs
associated with them, but they can impact the
design of a trip which may result in decisions that
impact costs. Logistical factors can include timing
the trip with school classes and allowing time for
the students to organize pre/post trip, bus
schedules, lunches, space at the field trip site for
school buses, staging the kids into groups and
bathroom availability.*?

Potential partners, including non-profits, service
agencies and community foundations, may be able
to provide matching funds that could reduce these
expenses. The Living River of Words program from
Pima County Parks and Natural Resources is a model
partnership with a local school district that couples
in-school natural resources education with on-site
creative projects.®
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Communities that wish to address open space equity
within urban residential areas might also consider
tailoring the costs of land acquisition in their target
area. A more complex urban makeup will add factors
that impact the price of land acquisition and park
development.?* The Trust for Public Land ParkServe
program helps visualize the park service areas in the
Phoenix-metro area to identify communities without
access to neighborhood parks.” CAZCA’s Greenprint
data viewer can be used to explore ParkServe data
and many other datasets related to park and open
space planning.?®

Sharing about Past Successes

In making the case to protect open space, it helps
to point to prior examples that demonstrate

the feasibility and lessons learned in doing
so.Fortunately, Central Arizona’s impressive
conservation legacy means there are many
successes to draw from. Here some examples:

« Vulture Mountain Recreation Area is currently
in development by Maricopa County Parks
and Recreation Department. This required
additional preliminary discussion and planning
by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
since these lands were not pre-identified by the
BLM as eligible for an R&PP lease. Though the
negotiations and construction are on-going, the
lease for the BLM lands was successfully signed
in 2019, showing perseverance and commitment
to the professional partnership over the more
than 13-year process.”

« Skyline Regional Park is Buckeye’s largest
park and is managed by the City under a
Recreation and Public Purposes (R&PP) lease.
The R&PP lease is a common approach for local
governments and federal lands. The process
is straightforward but can take several years.
The major challenge in the 8-year process came
when a developer expressed interest in acquiring
some of the BLM land in the City’s application.
The lease for Skyline was signed in 2010 without
those additional lands. The park opened to
the public in 2016 after trails and other capital
improvements were completed.?



Phoenix Parks and Preserves Initiative is a
voter-approved sales tax that routes one cent
from every $10 spent to support City of Phoenix
open space. Initiated in 1999, this fund has led to
9 new regional parks, 40 major park renovations
and over 600 improvements in 15 years. Voters
agreed to extend the sales tax until 2030,
indicating the importance of parks and open
spaces to residents.?

WestWing Mountain in Peoria was donated

to the city around 2002. These lands were
originally state trust land purchased by
Pivotal Development in the 1990s. At the time,
the prevailing development trend designed
with consideration for natural resources by
incorporating large open spaces, trails and
pocket parks.* The undeveloped land can be
donated for a tax write-off. Pivotal donated the
300-acre mountain preserve to the city, sold
approximately 30% of the property to Pulte
Homes, and retained the rest for mixed-use
development.®!

was the last land purchase under the Sonoran
Preservation Program, a 2015 plan to protect
desert lands throughout Peoria. Initially there
were no remaining funds for building trails and
no other revenue streams existed.*

Adero Canyon Trailhead in Fountain Hills
added 8.5 miles of trail to access the Fountain
Hills McDowell Mountain Preserve.** The

land was purchased using funds from a 1997
voter-approved bond and sales tax revenue.
Development fees raised the $1.8 million
necessary to pay for trailhead construction.?*
The Adero Canyon is approximately 1,000 acres
in size, which is a considerable portion of the
Town’s total land area.

McDowell Sonoran Preserve is another example,
where the entire 30,580 acre McDowell Sonoran
Preserve in Scottsdale was acquired using two
sales tax increments passed in 1995 and 2004,
which also funded development of the trails and
trailheads.

These examples explore some of the more common
land protection strategies and funding sources.
The Appendix lists other tools at our disposal which
could reduce costs and might be more appropriate
in different scenarios.

« Sunrise Mountain was a strategic acquisition
that connected other open spaces and protected
historic mining sites. Peoria’s Mayor and Council
approved the purchase of 85 acres in 2016, and
the remaining 124 acres of Sunrise Mountain
was purchased for $7 million. Sunrise Mountain

Photo credit: Annia Quiroz




Crafting Your Message

In the modern media, with constant bombardment
of advertising, shares, and retweets, a compelling
message that reflects highly upon the sharer is more
likely to get attention. In their Growing Water Smart
program, Sonoran Institute teaches how to create a
resonating message that prompts action.*

Audiences respond well to stories that connect a
tangible problem to an actionable solution that
aligns with personal values. Start by understanding
the problem by isolating the core issue at hand, the
situation that caused the issue, the solution and the
consequence of inaction. This will be the beginning,
middle, and end of your “story.” Then identify a
specific target audience that you need to take action
for your solution to be successful: whomever has
the most influence and interest in the problem as
described. You can add focus by specifying which
geographies, leadership level, department, et
cetera. Then brainstorm the values that connect
your target audience to the problem. Lastly, craft a
succinct message using the “[value] and [value], but
[problem], therefore [solution]” format.

The following is an example of implementing this
messaging process:

Understanding the problem: Our issue is that our
parks have unmet needs. A lack of funding over the
last decade, coupled with increased demand and
population pressure is responsible for these unmet
needs. The solution is additional funding sources.
The consequences of not solving this issue could
include a loss of parks and a lower quality of life.

Target Audience: Elected Officials

Common Values: economic development and
community well-being

Succinct Message: “Our beautiful preserves protect

our desert heritage and we cherish our family days in

the park. But our community is growing while park

budgets have not recovered since the 2008 recession

and Covid-19 has added more pressure. We must
work together to find additional funding to support
our parks. If we don’t act now, our parks will not
Igeep up with population growth and we could lose

what makes our Valley such a special place.”

Contrary to popular belief, your succinct message
does not need to include data. They can be effective
for some audiences, but they do not resonate with
all readers. Once you identify your target audience
and engage them with your story, you can elaborate
on the data that justifies why protecting open spaces
are beneficial. Numbers are helpful for furthering
your case and underscoring your argument.

COMMUNICATING THE BENEFITS OF OPEN
SPACE

The example above touched on some benefits of
open space, but your target audiences may have
a wide range of interests. We list a few compelling
arguments for open space protection and funding
that might resonate with your community.

« Open spaces contributed to more than $93.36
million in regional economic activity and
generated 948 jobs (full/part-time) in a single
year of activity in Maricopa County’s Regional
Parks. In addition, concessionaires for the parks
created $51.57 million in output and 557 jobs
(full/part-time) that same year.3®

« Growth and open space protection complement
each other. Residents who relocate for open
space create the political will to preserve the
attributes that attracted them in the first place.*”

« Preferences to relocate near accessible open
space has been amplified by the recent
pandemic as low-density living is a desirable
alternative to the urban experience.®

+ Regionally, parks and recreation departments
provide four acres of parkland per 1000
residents,* nationally that standard rises to 10
acres, and our community does not meet this
standard.®

Open spaces are places for making memories
for people of all ages, backgrounds, and abilities
who rely on parks for their emotional and
physical well-being.*

Open spaces reduce water pollution, capture
storm water, prevent flooding, reduce urban



temperatures and support wildlife and
biodiversity, while providing a place for families
to connect with nature and explore the outdoors
together.*

+ In 2020, park visitation doubled in the wake of
COVID-19* when our communities turned to
our open spaces for the physical and emotional
support that we desperately needed.

« Ouropen spaces are suffering, having routinely
borne the brunt of financial hardship as
leaders tend to cut park budgets before other
departments.*

« The public votes for open spaces 75% of the
time,* and Arizona residents continually rank
open space as one of the state’s “greatest
assets”* and what they “love most”*" about

where they live.

HAVING A CALL TO ACTION

An effective case statement has to have a call for
action. At the outset, the first step is not to request a
commitment to funding but to initiate a meaningful
community dialogue to explore funding options.
Securing funds for the future is complex and involves
diverse scenarios. It will require leadership and time
to change the political will of the leaders and the
public.

Jurisdictions may wish to address these challenges
through collaboration convened by one or more
jurisdictions or a regional authority. Passing a
resolution that the region will support and prioritize
the evaluation of funding sources could be a first
step.

Resolutions from regional authorities and
associations of governments usually involve
approximately 45 hours of staff time over several
months.*® It will cost approximately $4,500 to cover
of staff time and benefits at a typical managerial
salary.®

Future phases of this work could include partnering
with the Trust for Public Land, which has ample
experience in assisting local governments to design,
pass, and implement legislation and ballot measures

that lead to new financial support for parks and land
conservation.>®

Conclusion

Open spaces are tools for community revitalization,
community engagement, economic development,
improving neighborhood safety, stormwater
management, education, public health, arts and
cultural programs, tourism, smart growth, and
climate change management.>*

Open spaces are our parks; they are not idle vacant
lots or distant mountain tops. Our open space assets
need our support more than ever.>

Critical grants and other state-level funding sources
were eliminated in recent years, development
impact fees have been restricted, and pressure from
powerful interest groups have swayed local ballot
initiatives away from parks.** And park departments
tend to have their budgets cut before any other
department during economic recessions.>

The good news for all of us, there are abundant
opportunities to support our open spaces. The bad
news is that our window of opportunity is closing.
We need to act quickly and unite around a resolution
to address these issues and give our parks a lifeline.

For more information on how to be involved visit
WWW.cazca.org or contact cazca@dbg.org.

APPENDIX: TOOLS FOR
OPEN SPACES

Land Exchanges: Private and State Trust Lands

can be exchanged for other public lands in cases
where they would be better suited for conservation
purposes. Though widely supported, Proposition 119
requirements for state trust land exchanges created

a time intensive and costly process, used only if both
parties have significant interest in the outcome.*®

Construct Wildlife Crossings: Wildlife corridors or



linkages are sometimes blocked by infrastructure
like roads and canals. In these areas, crossings can
be constructed that ensure safe passage for wildlife
above or below the infrastructure. In addition to
local support, there are often federal and state
funding sources for wildlife crossings. The Oracle
Road wildlife crossings in the Catalina Mountains
north of Tucson provides a successful example.5®

Mitigation: Where human activity harms
conservation values, mitigation actions can limit the
impact of these projects on ecological, social, and
recreational assets. Some examples of mitigation
include the Gillespie Solar Energy Zone*” and
developer in-lieu fees that support the Gila River
restoration area.®®

Planning and Development Policy: Urban planners
have several tools to guide development that is
consistent with conservation goals including large
lot zoning, hillside and riparian overlays, transfer of
development rights, and design and development
standards and incentives. Municipalities can work
closely with large land owners to create a land use
strategy that protects essential areas of conservation
value. City of Scottsdale used their general plans in
concert with high-density rezoning and the State
Trust Land Preserve Initiative to make large portions
of their Preserve affordable for purchase.*®

Co-location of amenities: Placing trails and other
types of linear infrastructure along washes can help
ensure those floodways and wildlife corridors stay
continuous. The City of Surprise and the Town of
Goodyear both use this method.

Land and Resource Management Strategy: In many
cases, ecologically friendly management actions
can occur without the need for a significant change
in the designation of conservation lands. County
and municipal parks can draft and update their
management plans appropriately to effectively
protect their open space resiliency through carefully
designed policies and tracking implementation.
Many communities have outstanding plans in this
regard though there is room for improvement.
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