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Programming
Recreation programming is a primary function of parks and recreation departments across the country. This section of the master plan discusses the benefits and important trends in recreation programs, assesses Mobile Parks and
Recreation Department’s program services and recommends strategies to increase programs and improve program development and delivery. This study
takes a more in-depth look at programs for at risk youth.
NRPA’s Commission for Accreditation of Parks and Recreation Agencies
(CAPRA), the national parks and recreation accrediting agency, provides best
practice and up to date standards for parks and recreation. CAPRA defines thirteen (13) standards specific to programming. The planning team relies on these
standards along with the knowledge and experience of the planning team to
assess the department’s program services.

Benefits of Community Recreation
The National Parks and Recreation publication, “Park, Recreation, Open and Greenway Guidelines,” published in 1995, identified four categories of benefits that
still hold true today.

Personal Benefits

of a comprehensive delivery system include: a full and meaningful life, good health, stress management,
self-esteem, positive self-image, a balanced life, achieving full potential, gaining life satisfaction, human development, positive lifestyle choices, and an improved quality of life.

Economic Benefits

include: preventative health care, a productive work force, big economic returns on small investments,
business relocation and expansion.

Social Benefits

include: building strong communities while
reducing alienation, loneliness and anti-social behavior, promoting
ethnic and cultural harmony, building strong families, increasing
opportunity for community involvement, shared management, and
ownership of resources, and providing a foundation for community
pride.

Environmental Benefits include: environmental health, environmental protection and
rehabilitation, environmental education, environmental investment increasing property values, and insurance for a continuing healthy environmental future
The NRPA Synopsis of 2010 Research: The Key to Benefits identified physical health, mental health, social
functioning, youth development, environment and economic impact as benefits of parks and recreation
programming. The NRPA identified the Three Pillars, or goal areas, that define the critical role of parks and
recreation in our communities. The Three Pillars are:

Conservation: Protecting open space, connecting children to nature, and engaging communities in conservation practices.
Health and Wellness: Leading the nation to improved health and wellness through parks and
recreation.
Social Equity: Ensuring all people have access
to the benefits of local parks and recreation.

The Three Pillars are supported by a body of research that confirms the importance of parks
and recreation in addressing societal issues, improving the well-being of individuals, and creating positive economic impacts for communities.
NRPA’s 2016 American’s Engagement with Parks
survey found that

3 in 4 Americans

agree that the three pillars are important priorities for local parks and recreation.
Beyond the personal and societal benefits of recreation programming, programs are essential to sustaining the parks and recreation system. Revenue generated from recreation programs represents the highest
non-tax revenue source for parks and recreation departments (Source: NRPA 2018 Agency Performance
Report). Programs bring people together and build community, activate public spaces and optimize the
use and benefits of the community’s investment in parks and facilities.
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The citizens of Mobile also recognize the importance of parks and recreation for the city and also for their
individual benefit. The top benefits selected by the respondents of ETC Institute’s statistically valid citizen
survey include:

Benefits for the City of Mobile

Benefits for the Individual

1. Recreation and athletics

1. Improve physical health and fitness

2. Improve quality of life in the City of
Mobile

2. Improve quality of life in the City of Mobile

3. Preserve open space and environment

3. Help reduce crime
4. Contribute to a sense of community/bring people together

The top benefits as rated “strongly agree” or “agree” in the community-wide survey include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Provide opportunities for recreation and athletics
Improve Physical health and fitness
Improve the quality of life in the City of Mobile
Preserve open space and the environment

Programming Themes
Create and implement a
Recreation Program Plan

Implement
back tools

Establish and track outcome
and participation targets
participant goals
feedfor each program area and
demographic
Implement participation feedback
tools
Focus on partnerships as a
strategy to expand and improve
services for at-risk youth
Develop and implement robust
marketing plans to inform citizens
of program opportunities
Seek Community Input and
Involvement
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Trends in Recreation Programming
Staying current with local, regional and national recreation programming trends is critical for parks and
recreation programming staff. Section 2 - Demographics of this comprehensive plan report documented
important trend data related to demographics, economics and health and wellness. A summary of current
recreation and leisure program trends is provided below.
•

Traditional youth sports leagues
have had declining participation
since 2008 but recent evidence suggests that the decline in youth sports
is leveling off. New innovative sports
formats with modified rules and kid
sized courts/fields for youth focused
on participation, skill development,
fun and safety are being implemented.

●● Youth sports travel teams show no
signs of decreasing. Cities value the
economic impact from visitation and
invest in new or upgraded sports complexes to gain a competitive edge.
●● Parks and recreation departments are seeing a rapid growth in interest in pickleball, especially among
seniors. Archery has risen in popularity, lacrosse teams are vying for field space, and interest continues
for life sports - biking, kayaking, tennis, swimming, jogging/walking.
●● Young professional adults are participating in
non-traditional sports such as kickball, dodgeball, and futsal. Social interaction, co-ed, and
less structured and managed opportunities
are popular.
●● The baby boomer generation embraces an active lifestyle and does not necessarily identify themselves
as “seniors”. Many of them continue to work and others enjoy rewarding volunteer experiences. But social and health and wellness programs are needed for the older and more elderly seniors.
●● Intergenerational programming such as camping, scavenger hunts, nature discovery, and family hikes
are trending, likely as an escape from busy lifestyles and urban environments.
●● Programs to improve the quality of life for the underserved will continue to be an important focus for
parks and recreation departments. Outreach activities require overcoming access, communication and
affordability barriers. Strategic community partnerships play important roles.
●● Parks and recreation departments are partnering with health agencies to develop programs to combat
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the national health and obesity epidemic. Innovative marketing
campaigns highlight parks and programs to get kids and families
outside and active. Community gardens, food preparation and nutrition education programs are important components of healthy
living campaigns.
●● Recreation programs are being held in parks, green spaces, on
trails and at local breweries. They are no longer limited to a community center classroom. Boot camps, slacklining, outdoor yoga
and tree climbing are just a few examples.
●● Innovative special events and festivals are popping up to attract
people to their parks and downtowns. Food truck rallies, outdoor
movies, arts festivals, touch-a truck, and dog events are popular.

Staying Current
Staying current with local, regional and national recreation programming trends influences is critical for
parks and recreation programming staff. Strategies for keeping up to date include:
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

Reading NRPA and ARPA publications and participating in webinars
Browsing websites of successful parks and recreation departments
Attending program sessions at parks and recreation conferences
Researching trends articles online
Networking with peers in other communities
Interacting with citizens
Maintaining connections with partner organizations and their affiliates
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Benchmarking
NRPA Park Metrics
The 2018 NRPA Park Metrics Agency Performance Report shows the percentage of reporting departments offering programs in specific categories.

The chart below shows the percentage of departments by population size offering targeted recreation
programs for children, seniors and people with disabilities.

Summer Camp
Specific senior programs
Specific teen programs
Programs for people with
disabilities
After-school programs
Preschool
Before-school programs
Full daycare
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% of
agencies
84%
79%
63%

Less than
20,000
68%
70%
47%

20,000
to
49,999
90%
82%
62%

62%

34%

63%

55%
36%
21%
8%

44%
27%
15%
2%

46%
41%
20%
9%

50,000
to
99,999
90%
85%
73%

100,000
to
250,000
89%
85%
77%

More
than
250,000
87%
75%
73%

72%

81%

75%

66%
45%
28%
11%

65%
35%
20%
7%

72%
35%
31%
16%

Benchmark Cities
Selected programming information for each of the benchmark cities is provided below. This information is
not intended to provide a full listing of programs/facilities, but to inform assessments of Mobile Parks and
Recreation Department programming.

Columbus, GA
Population
(2017 est.)
Facilities

194,058

Huntsville, AL Montgomery, AL Pensacola, FL
194,585

199,518

52,590

-- 16 Centers

-- 13 Centers

-- 21 Centers

-- 10 Centers

-- 4 Outdoor pools

-- 3 Gymnasiums

-- 7 Special Facilities

-- 2 Pools

-- Aquatic Center

-- 1 Nature
Preserve

-- Gymnastics Center -- 21 Sports Fields

-- 33 Athletic Fields
-- 32 Little League
Fields
-- 22 Softball Fields
-- Tennis Complex
-- 2 Golf Courses
-- Skateboard Park

-- Soccer complex
-- Splash Pad
-- Disc Golf
Courses
-- Sportsplex
-- Skatepark

-- 3 Pottery Studios

-- 87 Sports Fields
-- Tennis Center
-- Amphitheater
-- Therapeutic Ctr.
-- 2 Golf Courses
-- Planetarium
-- Riverboat

-- 20 Practice
Fields.
-- Tennis Center
-- Golf Course
-- Amphitheater
-- Baseball
Stadium

-- Marina
-- 2 Major Arenas
-- Skating Rink
-- Miracle League
Field
Host
Tournaments

X

X

X

Before & After
School

X

X

X

Partnership
with schools

Has a Community
Schools Division; offers Before and after
school programs

Joint construction Share Gyms
and sharing of facilities. Before and
After School

X
Licensed PreSchool; After
School
No evidence online
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Selected
Programs of
Interest

-- Ceramic Arts

-- Boxing

-- Volleyball

-- Ultimate Frisbee

-- Drug awareness -- Mother’s Morning
Out
-- Employment
-- After School
training
Wellness
-- A city-wide
-- Riverboat Cruises
Healthy
Huntsville
initiative
implemented
in collaboration
with health care
agencies

-- Midnight
Basketball
-- Pottery
-- Skating

-- Collaborate
with community
groups for
therapeutic
programs
Marketing

Online
Registration

-- Outdoor
adventure Camp
-- Drama Club
-- Youth Cooking
Classes
-- Archery
-- Camping
-- Survival Training
-- Alpha elite Youth
development
Program focused
on athletics and
academics

Online Activities
Guide and Friday
Newsletter; website
and social media

Website and
social media

Website and social
media

Online activity
guide: “Playbook”;
website and social
media

No

No

No

WebTrac

.

Mobile Parks and Recreation Department Programs
The Parks and Recreation Department’s program categories include aquatics, athletics, recreation programs,
therapeutics, seniors, tennis and golf. Special events are conducted by a separate city department.
A variety of programs are offered at the centers.
●● Specialty arts classes for children, youth and adults are offered at the Art Instructional Center
from jewelry and silk making to music and bead weaving. Open studios are available for individual use.
●● After School Enrichment programs are offered at various community centers along with dance,
music, computer classes, bible study, walking programs, and fitness and exercise classes.
●● The community centers provide opportunities for drop-in recreation for table tennis, basketball
and other activities.
●● The Cottage Hill Gymnastics Center offers toddler and preschool programs and gymnastics,
trampoline and tumbling for ages 5 and up.
●● Senior programs held at the three senior facilities focus on health and exercise, dance, computer
proficiency and social activities.
●● Special Activities offer Holiday and Summer Camps and Before and After School Programs.
●● Youth sports leagues available include football, basketball, baseball and soccer. They provide
facilities for private leagues for football, soccer and baseball.
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●● Basketball leagues are offered for adults.
●● Mobile Tennis Center provides instructional classes and clinics for all ages, USTA league play, a
National Junior Tennis and Learning League (NJTL) for under-resourced youth, recreation play,
and a full schedule of national and regional tournaments.
●● The Azalea Golf Course offers men’s and women’s league play, junior camps and clinics, tournaments, and affordable golf play for Mobile residents and the surrounding area.
The city’s Special Events Department offers and facilitates city-wide special events supported by the Parks
Maintenance Division.
Mobile Parks and Recreation Department program offerings are limited compared to those found in some
of the benchmark communities and other communities of similar size familiar to the consultant team.
The lack of program participation data and customer feedback limits the ability to adequately assess the
current mix of programs. However, the citizen community meetings, focus group meetings, staff interviews
and citizen survey administered for this planning project provides insights for moving forward.

Find your
passion ...
CHECK OUT THE
ACTIVITIES
AND CLASSES
IN MOBILE

MOBILE PARKS AND RECREATION
WWW.CITYOFMOBILE.ORG/PARKS

WINTER
SPRING

2019

1
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What the Citizens Say
ETC Institute Inc. administered a statistically valid survey and provided survey analysis for this comprehensive plan project. ETC Institute also provided benchmark survey data based on average citizen responses
from over 400 surveys implemented in 49 states. An online community-wide survey was also implemented. This section reviews data specific to programming. An analysis of the survey results is found in Section 3 – Community Input. Public engagement and full survey results can be found in Appendix B and C.

REASONS FOR PARTICIPATING
Top 3 Responses
1. Close to our home/residence (75%)
2. Fees are affordable (49%)
3. Improved physical fitness and health (48%)

OBSTACLES TO PARTICIPATING
Top 3 Responses
ETC Institute Statistically Valid Survey

Community-Wide Survey

I do not feel safe at City of Mobile parks and
facilities (34%)

Concern about personal safety (50.72%)

Facilities are not well maintained (33%)

Not aware of programs available (48.41%)

Parks do not contain facilities or amenities that
are appropriate for our needs (18%)

Condition of parks (48.12%)
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The full list of ETC Institute’s statistically-valid survey responses for Mobile are listed below.

These top three concerns, or obstacles to participating, were also articulated during the community workshops and focus group interviews. 34% of Mobile respondents do “not feel safe at City of Mobile parks and
facilities.” ETC Institute’s national benchmark shows an average of only 9% of citizens indicate insufficient
safety as an obstacle to participation. Similarly, the national benchmark for citizens indicating that the
maintenance level of facilities in their communities prevent them from participating is 10% whereas Mobile citizens’ response was 33%. Section 5 - Staffing and Operations of this report recommends that the
Parks and Recreation Department staff partner with the Police Department to develop strategies to combat the citizens’ real and perceived safety concerns and also addresses recommendations for improving
parks maintenance.
NATL.
BENCHMARK

NATL.
BENCHMARK

10%

SAFETY
CONCERNS DUE
TO LEVEL OF PARK
MAINTENANCE

33%

9%

INSUFFICIENT
SAFETY

MOBILE CITIZENS
FEEL UNSAFE DUE
TO LEVEL OF PARK
MAINTENANCE

34%

DO NOT FEEL SAFE
AT CITY OF MOBILE
PARKS AND
FACILITIES

Program Quality
Program quality is an important metric for parks and recreation departments. Only 69% of Mobile’s citizens
assessed the program quality as good or excellent. This is compared to ETC Institute’s national benchmark average of 88% of citizens rating programs as good or excellent. Program quality should be assessed
through regularly administered participant surveys.
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Alternative Recreation Programs
In addition to recreation programs offered by the local parks and recreation department, every community has alternate providers of recreation services including schools, churches, nonprofit organizations,
for-profit businesses, state parks and other nearby municipal/county parks and recreation departments.
The parks and recreation department staff’s knowledge of the alternate providers and their services is important for assessing community programming gaps, reducing program redundancies where the market
is limited and identifying potential partnering opportunities.
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TOP PROGRAMMING OPPORTUNITIES
1. Adult fitness/wellness
2. Community events
3. Community service or cleanup events
4. Education/life skills programs
5. Running or walking groups

Program Development and Delivery
The public input phase of this planning process clearly indicates an interest in increased programming.
This comprehensive master plan recommends adding staff positions to focus on growing programs. For
successful programming, the agency must cultivate a culture that is goal driven, accountable and values
innovation and calculated risk taking. Passionate, enthusiastic and dedicated programmers provided with
the right tools and resources can immediately impact the community.
NRPA establishes best practices and standards applicable to recreation programming. The fundamental
standards are listed below.
•
•
•

Recreation Programming Pan
Goals and Objectives
Outreach to Diverse Underserved Populations
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•
•

Volunteers
Systematic Evaluation Process

This section provides key administrative and organizational best practices for developing, implementing,
and assessing parks and recreation programming.

Recreation Program Plan
The first step to increasing and improving programming is establishing best practice program planning,
tracking, and assessing standards. A Recreation Program Plan provides a systematic approach for determining what programs and services to offer. The methodology is goal driven and relies on gap analysis,
demographics, trends, program inventory and data, evaluations and surveys to establish program priorities. The development of the Recreation Program Plan and goal setting should be a collaborative effort
among the entire program staff. The recreation program plan looks 3 to 5 years into the future and should
be updated annually. NRPA CAPRA standards specify the components of the plan.
It is recommended as a high priority that the Recreation Program Division staff develop a Recreation Program Plan with clearly defined goals and participation growth targets for each program area.

Program Matrix - Tracking Data
A program matrix is a tool for maintaining program statistics for the purpose of program assessment by
population served and by program category. Data is downloaded into the program matrix spreadsheet for
each program cycle to monitor the department’s level of service for populations served and the diversity
of programming. The data should be further broken down by division and facility so that it can be sorted
to analyze populations served among the program categories, and within each facility. For example, what
percentage of tennis programs serve preschoolers, youth, adults or seniors? What program mix should
be targeted? The full implementation of Tyler Technologies registration systems, or alternative recreation
software systems, should provide the department with the capability to extract data and consistently track
program participation. It should be used to assess program offerings and populations served.
The development of the program matrix should be an initial step in the creation of a recreation program
plan. The data should be compared to previous year’s data, analyzed and reported. Program data should
be used for guiding decision making.

Evaluation Process
A systematic approach to recreation program evaluation is a CAPRA fundamental standard for parks and
recreation. Programs should be measured against the goals and objectives established in the recreation
program plan. The evaluation results are used to determine if programs should be continued, modified or
eliminated. The Parks and Recreation Department utilizes participant surveys for some activities.
Participant evaluation tools typically measure ease of registration, customer service, appropriateness and
cleanliness of the facility, the instructor/coach/program leader’s knowledge and delivery, and overall program satisfaction levels. The program survey questions should also address outcome goals. For example,
did the program meet the program goals/objectives? Did the participant advance a skill, learn sportsman4.14 - Programming

ship or have fun? The survey should also be designed to gain marketing insights by asking how the participant learned about the program.
Participant satisfaction target goals should be established, tracked and reported for each program category. The participant evaluation can easily be implemented, compiled and tracked using SurveyMonkey or
a similar online survey tool. Not only does staff receive feedback but the citizens feel valued when their
opinions are solicited.
It is recommended that a program satisfaction survey be developed and implemented for all programs as
a high priority and target goals be established.

Program Lifecyle Analysis
Going forward it is recommended that the
department conduct a Lifecycle analysis
of their current programs. This analysis involves reviewing every program identified
by Department staff to determine the stage
of growth or decline. Results should include
both strategic (short-term) and comprehensive (long-term) goals established with target percentages of programs in each cycle.

The various stages of program
lifecycles include:
●● Introduction - New program; modest
participation
●● Take-Off - Rapid participation growth
●● Growth - Moderate, but consistent
participation growth
●● Mature - Slow participation growth
●● Saturated - Minimal to no participation
growth; extreme competition
●● Decline - Declining participation

Community Assessment
Programs should be based on the assessed needs of the community. This planning process identified
community engagement as a weakness. The community survey and the statistically valid survey implemented for this study includes important program interest data that provides the beginning point for assessing the recreation programming needs for the City of Mobile. It is recommended that the city conduct
a program needs assessment on a 5-year interval moving forward.

Volunteers
Volunteers are vital to the parks and recreation department. NRPA CAPRA includes six best practice standards for volunteer management. Enhancing volunteerism will extend the reach of staff and facilitate the
implementation of recommendations contained in this plan. Engaged volunteers become important advocates for parks and recreation.
It is recommended that Mobile formalize its volunteer program with the development of volunteer opportunities/job descriptions, qualifications, recruitment strategies, and volunteer recognition. The volunteer
program information should be accessible on the website. It is important that background investigations
be standard practice for volunteers involved with all vulnerable populations including youth, seniors and
people with intellectual and physical disabilities. Section 5 - Staffing and Operations recommends that a
new position be created to work across the department divisions to expand the volunteer program. Tracking and reporting volunteer hours and documenting the financial value of the volunteer service highlights
their impact and importance.
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Partnerships
The increased importance of partnerships continues to be a growing trend in Parks and Recreation. The
2008 recession’s impact on local government budgets required creative solutions for sustaining recreation
programming. Partnerships extend the reach of parks and recreation by expanding and diversifying programming. Partnering supports increased public engagement and builds advocacy.

GUIDELINES FOR SUCCESSFUL PARTERNSHIPS
Identify specific GOALS for the partnership
Make sure your goals and your partner’s goals are ALIGNED
Set a TERM for the Partnership and a means for extension
Execute a WRITTEN AGREEMENT
Have a graceful EXIT strategy
Establish how CHANGES will be agreed upon
Determine how the INCOME and EXPENSES are shared
Define RESPONSIBILITIES of each partner
Assign a staff LIASON for each partner relationship
Establish clear lines of communication and set a regular meeting
schedule to COMMUNICATE
●● Require written ASSESSMENT reports and data

●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

Partnerships will increase in importance as Mobile strives to implement the recommendations of this
comprehensive master plan. Expanding partnerships with outside agencies should be prioritized as a
strategy for improving and expanding recreation program services. Priority partnerships recommended to
expand or pursue for growing program opportunities are listed below.
Youth Services Organizations: The city has existing relationships with
non-profit organizations and churches that provide services for at risk youth
and under-resourced families. The United Methodist Inner City Mission
manages the community center at Taylor Park; the Boys and Girls Club at
Bush Park; and the Dearborn YMCA. It is recommended that the city reach
out to collaborate with these and other non—profits and faith-based organizations to identify opportunities for providing quality programs for at-risk
youth and under-resourced families in city-operated community centers
with underutilized space.
Mobile Arts Council and Arts Organizations: It is recommended that the Parks and
Recreation Department staff build a strong partnership with the Mobile Arts Council and
arts organizations to provide outreach arts programs in the community centers. Utilize
the community centers as gallery spaces. Engage neighborhood citizens in the creation
of murals, art walkways/outdoor courts/benches and other temporary or permanent art
projects to improve aesthetics, foster creativity and art appreciation and promote citizen
buy-in and ownership of parks and facilities.
4.16 - Programming

Home School Community:
The home school community
provides an excellent partnership opportunity for program
development that meet their
curriculum needs and can be
scheduled in the weekday nonpeak time slots. It is recommended that the staff reach
out to the home school community.
Youth Sports Associations:
The city should continue to
facilitate the youth sports associations that provide quality
programs. It is recommended
that the Athletics Division staff
collaborate with the groups to
implement best practices and
improve access for all kids for
youth sports in concert with
the findings and recommendations of the Aspen Institute’s
study, State of Play: Mobile
County.

Health Care Industry: Communities across the country are
partnering with the health care
industry to develop Healthy
Community initiatives. It is
recommended that the department seek partnerships to offer new programs such as Walk
with Ease and Fit and Strong
and promote healthy lifestyles
through food service choices
and the expansion of community gardens throughout the
park system. Develop a Healthy
Community initiative. Seek a
partnership(s) with health care,
wellness and nutrition agencies.

• Improve quality of life
• Increase self-efficacy in
managing one’s health
• Increase or maintain
independence
• Increase positive health
behaviors and mobility
• Reduce disability

(fewer falls, later onset or fewer
years of disability, etc.)

• Reduce pain
• Improve mental health

(including delays in loss of
cognitive function and positive
effects on depressive symptoms)

WALK with EASE
FIT & STRONG
$10

Contact 303-460-9691 for details and to register.

Senior Services Agencies: The Special Activities division has established good relationships with AARP
and the Council on Aging. These agencies advocate for seniors and provide valued resources for under-resourced seniors in the senior centers and S.A.I.L. sites. Serving the growing senior population will require
increased support for maximizing senior service agencies presence and services in city facilities.
Mobile County School System: In 2018 the City terminated its long-standing joint Community Activities
programs held in school. The City has a long-standing
relationship with the Mobile County School System. The
future joint development and/or use of school facilities
should be considered as a strategy to address service
area gaps and/or facility deficits. The extended use of
shared facilities can save tax dollars. The school partnership should be valued and fostered.
Sports Tourism Agencies: The Mobile Tennis Center staff has developed a strong relationship with the
tourism agencies to create national and regional events. The tennis tournaments attract large numbers of
visitors and recognition for Mobile and contribute significant economic impact. It is recommended that the
sports tourism model be expanded as the city invests in sports field renovations. This will require expanded
partnerships with the Convention and Visitors Bureau, Sports Commission, Mobile Sports Authority, local
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sports associations and their national affiliates and event owners. Further, it is recommended that a closer
relationship be cultivated between the Azalea City Golf Course and the tourism agencies to promote golf
tournaments.

Marketing
Program participation is dependent on robust marketing plans and techniques to inform citizens and attract interest. The Community Engagement phase of this plan revealed marketing as a primary weakness
of the department. This comprehensive master plan includes recommendations to hire a Marketing Coordinator and the development and implementation of a Marketing Plan for the parks and recreation department. Detailed marketing recommendations are included in Section 5, Staffing and Operations. An
emphasis on marketing is a high priority for the parks and recreation department and critical to its mission.

Policy Issues
PROGRAM FEES
Section 7, Budget of this plan includes detailed recommendations for developing a Revenue Policy (Fees
and Charges Policy) for the parks and recreation department as a high priority. Below are new fees that
are recommended to be addressed and implemented in the immediate term.
SPORTS ASSOCIATION FACILITY MAINTENANCE FEE: The youth sports associations are not assessed
fees for the use of sports fields for games or practices. It is common practice for sports associations using
public parks and recreation facilities to pay either a rental fee based on facility usage or a per participant
fee. These fees are often waived or modified if the sports association shares in sports field development
costs or provides field maintenance services. Mobile’s sports fields suffer from deferred maintenance
and overuse. Capital investment is needed to upgrade and renovate the fields. It is recommended that the
city charge a minimum of a $10 to $15 per participant parks maintenance fee per season for all sports
organizations. The additional revenue should be allocated annually to the Parks Maintenance Division for
maintaining the fields.
SPECIAL EVENTS FEE: The city’s Special Events Department permits special events with supporting services provided by the Fire Department, Police Department, Public Service Department, Traffic Engineering
Department and the Parks and Recreation Department Parks Maintenance Division. Many of these events
are held in city parks and squares. The permits provide for overtime pay and other charges to cover the
expenditures for the supporting departments with the exception of the Parks Maintenance Division. The
division is impacted by staff and equipment costs allocated to support the event along with the additional
maintenance requirements as a result of the park use. It is recommended that the Parks Maintenance
Division staff overtime incurred be reimbursed and a parks maintenance fee be assessed based on the
event location and participation.
PROGRAM INSTRUCTORS/RECREATION FEE PAYMENTS
It is standard practice for parks and recreation departments to hire recreation instructors as either parttime employees or as independent contractors. Departments may have a mix of both part-time instructors
and contracted instructors, but must adhere to FLSA guidelines for determining qualifications for indepen4.18 - Programming

dent contractor status. The instructor and the parks and recreation staff negotiate the instructor’s pay rate
(typically per participant rate).
Mobile Parks and Recreation is in the beginning stages of implementing a Program Partnership strategy
for delivering programs. The program partners will provide a diverse set of recreation classes based on
contractual agreements. This strategy relies on community organizations/businesses/institutions with existing expertise to offer quality programs for the community. It relieves the city of handling registrations
and money collection.

It is recommended that the following contractual terms be addressed in the Program Partnership
agreements:
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

Specified insurance coverage based on the program risks;
Valid City of Mobile Business License;
Adherence to the City’s refund policy;
Best practice money handling procedures including a receipt to each program registrant;
Minimum and maximum class sizes based on the classroom space and to assure quality instruction;
A post class report including detailed registration information and funds collected;
The City’s right to conduct an audit;
The implementation of a participant evaluation as determined by the City;
Scholarship opportunities for the financially disadvantaged.

The Recreation Program Plan goals should guide the Program Partnership program. Priority Program
Partnership opportunities to pursue are included at the end of this section of the report.
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At-Risk Youth Programming Analysis and
Recommendations
This section of the report aims to provide recommendations to improve program delivery to the “At-Risk
Youth Population” in the City of Mobile, Alabama.
SWOT Analysis
Strengths
●● Welcoming and engaging staff.
●● Most of the recreation centers are clean and
attractive with a community atmosphere.
●● No or low-cost pricing for class offerings.
●● Recreation center facilities are equipped with
kitchens to meet health requirements.
●● Administration is open to change.

Weaknesses

Opportunities
●● Open space, green space, recreation facilities and community centers to under-served neighborhoods.
●● The willingness of other social service providers with
similar missions to partner (Boys and Girls Club, Big
Brother, and YMCA).
●● Space in facilities for social service agencies to provide
services to the public.
●● The median resident age (36.9 years) highlights the
need for youth programming.
Threats

●● Lack of customer service training and/or cross
training for full time and part-time staff.

●● Unaware of the core services (mindset of being all
things to all people).

●● Does not have a set staff to participant ratio in
place to ensure safety in youth programming.

●● Time and energy to adequately train the staff.

●● Computers for the public use should be upgraded
and/or should be in proper working condition.

●● Appropriate placement of the staff on the recreation
programs.

●● The workforce does not reflect the demographics of the
city’s population.
●● Limited recreational programming space at certain recreation centers; class space is not properly
●● Being reactive and unprepared; lack of strategic planutilized.
ning.
●● Lack of trained employees to provide recreational
●● Lack of clear communication (with customers and their
programming opportunities.
expectations).
●● Public entity (balancing the bottom line with the
●● Lack of clear communication (among the organization).
community needs/quality of life).
●● Visibly low enrollment in recreation programs
during site visits.
●● Staff lacks the education and/or experience to
serve the community needs.
●● Many of the recreation facilities are in low-income
areas within the city and too close in proximity to
one another.
●● Lack of males in supervisory positions at recreation centers.
●● Staff is underpaid for the duties and responsibilities of managing a recreation center.
●● Lack of planning resulting in zero marketing. Department needs to develop a marketing strategy.
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FOCUS GROUP CONCERNS
●● Major concerns with the lack of
programming for the public by the
Parks and Recreation Department.
●● The department staff seems to
be unprepared and not properly
trained.
●● Unwillingness to collaborate with
outside agencies to provide needed services to the public.
●● Lack of direction from the administration on the implementation of
programs.
●● The department staff does not
seem to be trained to handle
emergency situations like: Gun
shootings that occurred at recreation centers in the past months.
●● The effects of trauma on youth
who are witnesses or victims of
these incidents.
●● There should be zero tolerance for
weapons, alcohol, and narcotics.
●● The police department needs to
work on improving their relationship with the residents in the community.

ADMINISTRATION CONCERNS
●● Lack of males in leadership roles
at the recreation facilities (98% of
the centers are supervised by female employees).
●● Current salary structure does not
allow the department to hire qualified staff to supervise the needs
of the program. Employees should
be paid an ample living wage,
which helps the department to
hire a workforce that represents
the demographic of the city’s population.
●● Insufficient levels of staff at the
recreation facilities that severely
limits the offerings of the program
to the public.
●● The head of the Parks and Recreation Department should be paid
a competitive salary considering
the enormous challenges that
they face.

Characteristics of Good “At-risk Recreation Programs”
THE PROGRAMS NEED TO FOCUS ON “CORE ESSENTIAL SERVICES” FOR THE SURROUNDING COMMUNITY
An at-risk recreation program should have high public interest and expectations. These programs should
be offered to the public either free of cost, or at a nominal fee and may require general funding. The unavailability of such programs could have a negative consequence on the community. Providing recreational
opportunities to people of all ages is important, and crucial during the children’s formative years. Any opportunity to socialize through recreation is essential to support their social and emotional maturity, leading
to a healthy adulthood. Like any life skill, organized recreational activities require intentional instructions
and support. Therefore, it is imperative that at-risk recreation programs be offered to the entire community
by qualified staff within the Parks and Recreation Department with minimum age restrictions.
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THE PROGRAMS NEED TO HAVE A VARIETY OF ACTIVITIES
A good youth at-risk recreation program should have activities that are designed to teach values, build
character, and serve a purpose. They should focus on the core service needs such as childcare, learn-toswim programs, and mentoring programs for teens. These activities should encourage participants to
see beyond themselves and focus more on building their future rather than struggling with their present
circumstances.
PROVIDE A SAFE ENVIRONMENT
It is important for parents to know precautions are being taken by the department to ensure the safety of
the children when they participate in any activities concerning the city facility. For example, the gun shootings that occurred at recreation centers in the past months were not properly handled by the staff. Parents
will not allow their children to go to the city facilities that are unsafe, with a staff that is not properly trained
to handle emergency situations.
PROVIDE PROGRAMMING BASED ON THE NEEDS OF THE COMMUNITY
The department needs to conduct regular ‘needs assessments’ within the community to find out the areas
where recreational programming opportunities are required. For example, based upon the demographic
of the population, the city median age is 36.9 years, which is lower than the median age for the state of
Alabama at 39 years. The department should provide more recreational programming opportunities for
parents with children aged 10 and under.

At-Risk Recreation Program Recommendations
CHILDCARE
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Participants in childcare
will benefit in one of the following ways:
-- Develop friendships.
-- Learn new or build upon
skills in age-appropriate
activities.
-- Learn about other
people, places, and
cultures.
-- Be in a safe and
nurturing environment.

-- Morning Care

PROGRAMS OFFERED

Provide a structured,
enriching childcare for
youth that meets the
state and local standards. The staff must
be properly trained and
should have the necessary educational requirements to meet the local
licensing regulations.

OBJECTIVES

GOALS

There are many youth programs listed in the department’s brochure for children aged 3 years and above.
However, no programs are offered for morning childcare at the recreation centers that we visited. Low-income families spend more than 10% of their income on childcare. More importantly, several national
studies have linked poor quality childcare as one of the main causes of behavioral issues in children of
school going age. Studies show that children who received high-quality childcare lead more successful
lives. Additionally, childcare programs could be a major revenue source to the department if implemented
at the right recreational facilities within the city.

-- After School
-- Recreation Centers
(dedicated to all-day
childcare)
-- Teen Designated Sites

AQUATICS

Participants in aquatics activities will experience
one or more of the following benefits:
-- Increase water safety knowledge, skill, and
abilities.
-- Improve swimming skills.
-- Improve self-confidence around water.
-- Increase energy and stamina.
-- Reduce stress.
-- Improve muscle tone & motor skills.
-- Improve cardiovascular strength.
-- Improve overall health and mental alertness.
-- Increase physical conditioning.
-- Increase strength and endurance.

-- Increase attendance in all ‘learnto-swim’ classes for youth aged 14
and under.
-- The department needs to promote
water safety awareness and skills
by providing a broad variety of
programs and services to meet the
needs and interests of a diverse
community.

ACTION STEPS

OBJECTIVES

According to the CDC, drowning rates for black adults and children were 40% higher than whites, and 70%
of blacks do not know how to swim. There are several city-operated aquatics programs, but the level of
participation was not evident in our visits to the various pool sites. In fact, there were only two lifeguards
on duty at a pool we visited, which is a concern in the event of a backboard rescue. American Red Cross
recommends the presence of three lifeguards to effectively administer a backboard rescue maneuver in
a deep-water emergency.

-- The department needs to partner
with outside agencies and target
low-income families with children
to encourage participation.

SEASONAL EVENTS AND COMMUNITY SERVICES
Some of the programs offered:
Seasonal Events
Celebration of Black History Month
Holiday Craft Fairs
Concerts in the Parks
Resources Fairs (opportunities for outside
providers)

●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

Community Services
Day Camps
Before and After Care
Facility/Room Rental
Teen Programs

Participants in seasonal
and community events will
benefit in one or more of
these areas:

-- Develop a yearly calendar
that outlines all the
events organized by the
seasonal department and
community.

-- Increase cultural
awareness.

-- Collaborate with outside
agencies to increase
awareness about their
services in the community.

-- Increase personal and
family entertainment.
-- Gain knowledge of
community resources
and services.
-- Increase social,
recreational, and
developmental growth,
-- Enhance the quality of
life through community
participation and group
interaction.

ACTION STEPS

GOAL

Provide a wide variety
of events and community services, which
facilitate the solidarity
of the community, engagement, and cultural
participation. This is
a good opportunity
to build a relationship
between the police
department and the
community.

OBJECTIVES

●●
●●
●●
●●
●●

-- Make sure that other city
departments are included
in all stages of planning
for these activities.
-- Promote department
activities at these events
and ensure that the staff
can answer any questions.
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YOUTH SPORTS
There are various concerns with the current structure of the youth sports leagues within the city. Several outside agencies and other city departments stated that organized youth sports leagues should be
administrated by the department to ensure that best practices are always utilized. It was stressed by all
parties that volunteers be properly screened with background checks and receive some training before
they are allowed to interact with the youth. Moreover, individuals serving in administrative roles for these
sports organizations should be screened as well.
To provide
quality youth
leagues,
clinics, and
tournaments
for a variety of
recreational
and competitive opportunities.

-- Improve overall
physical abilities
and refine athletic
skills.

-- Staff can modify the rules to encourage
youth with limited skill sets to
participate, i.e. have a Coach Pitch
League to introduce girls to softball.
This will encourage girls with limited
softball skills to want to participate
because they will be able to hit the ball.

-- Participate
in organized,
supervised
competition.

-- Have minimum play rule for all sports.
For example, in basketball, all players
should be allowed to play an entire
quarter in each half of a basketball
game.

-- Increase knowledge
and appreciation of
athletic activities.
-- Learn and develop
lifetime sports
skills.

-- Target administrators, coaches, and
parents who are involved in youth
sports, which are designed to promote
awareness of the need for change,
recommendations for improvements,
and a call to action within the
community.

-- Gain confidence
and self-esteem.
-- Enhance personal
development.
-- Improve selfdiscipline and
mental well-being.
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ACTION STEPS

OBJECTIVES

GOAL

-- Increase awareness
and utilization
of sports and
recreation services.

-- Perform a program assessment
to identify current issues, the need
for change, the opportunities for
improvement in youth sports and youth
development, the anticipated points of
resistance, and the potential sources
of support. This assessment should be
outlined at the community meeting, and
an assessment tool must be provided.
-- Provide seasonal evaluations that
focus on measurable and quantitative
results versus criteria established in the
change process, as well as qualitative
assessments using interviews and
online surveys.

HEALTH AND WELLNESS
A wide array of programs meet fitness and wellness goals established by the needs of the community.
Programs and activities such as sports leagues, fitness classes, nutrition programs, and trauma interventions should be offered to the residents. Participants should experience a variety of benefits from increasing strength, endurance, and mental alertness, enhancing self- image, and reducing stress through
participation in programs identified as health and wellness opportunities.
-- Evaluate existing programs offered by the department.
What is the current structure of these programs? Are these
programs facilitating the development of healthy lifestyles?

ACTION STEPS

GOAL

Provide a wide variety of
programs and services
that facilitate the development of healthy lifestyles.
Develop programs and/or
work with outside agencies to provide resources
to residents for the betterment of the community.

-- Develop partnerships with outside agencies to provide
services such as trauma intervention. In the focus group
meeting, the city police department said that trauma
intervention is a needed resource that should be available
to the public.
-- Establish a trained workforce for the Health and Wellness
Operation of the department.
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-- Physical and
psychological safety

-- Develop outcomes (short,
medium and long-term)
that the program is
designed to achieve.

-- Age-appropriate
programming

-- Hire staff that has an
adequate experience
in working with teens.
These individuals should
be able to maintain
boundaries, not be too
strict, know how to plan
activities in an organized
manner, and finally,
be good role models
and mentors for these
youngsters.

-- Show how to
build supportive
relationships
-- Create opportunities to
belong
-- Create opportunities for
skill building
-- Programs that address
family issues

ACTION STEPS

The challenges of early
adolescence are intensified for minorities in
disadvantaged urban
communities. The
department staff in
charge of bringing teens
together are a valuable
resource to meet the
challenges faced by
the youth today. Teen
programs should be
offered throughout the
city to make sure they
reach the demographics
of the population. More
importantly, the department should seek out
the teenager’s input for
programming ideas to
ensure maximum participation. Research shows
that when teens take the
lead on all aspects of
the programming, they
grow as leaders and
decision-makers, becoming more proactive,
confident, and independent.

OBJECTIVES / OUTCOMES

GOAL

TEEN PROGRAMS

-- Build strong
relationships with
outside organizations
to determine the
programming services
being met.
-- Advocate among the
city officials to ensure
that the department’s
budget adequately and
equitably supports teen
programming.

INCLUSION PROGRAMS
Inclusion programs are offered at a variety of locations across the city and provide activities and aftercare to children and young adults. The following provides some additional actions steps to improve and
expand programming for this segment of the population.
Some of the programs offered:
●●
●●
●●
●●

Adapted sports programs
Adapted aquatics
Social clubs
Outdoor programs

Facilitate the participation of individuals
with disabilities in the
department recreation
programs of their
choice.

Inclusion Services should provide the
following
●● Assisted listening devices
●● Trained support staff
●● Adapted equipment
Participants in the recreation programs and/or inclusion services will realize
one or more of the following benefits:

Safety is always the first
concern with any recreation
program. The following questions should be answered:
-- What is the ratio of staff to
participants?

-- Increased social
interactions.
-- Improved physical
abilities.

-- Is there an emergency
action plan?

-- Improved social skills.

-- Is the staff trained in CPR
and First Aid?

-- Enriched quality of life
through an increased
involvement in the
community.
-- Increased
independence.
-- Enhanced emotional
well-being.
-- Increased overall health.

ACTION STEPS

OBJECTIVES

GOAL

-- Enhanced self-esteem
and/or self-reliance.

-- Is the staff trained to work
with the special needs
population?
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YOUNG ADULTS
Young adult programs have been identified as an underserved group within Parks & Recreation of the City
of Mobile, Alabama. Lack of accessibility, interest, and relevancy are among the factors cited by young
adults that choose not participate in recreation programs. Department staff expressed that open gym is
the most frequented recreation activity that young men participate in at their recreation facilities. However,
open gymnasium can in some cases take away meaningful recreation opportunities for seniors, women
and after school age youth who elect not to participate in open gym. More importantly, in Mobile they are
experiencing issues with young men that are either unoccupied or not participating in structured recreation
programs, which has resulted in a crime increase within surrounding communities.
The City of Mobile should perform the following recommendations to improve recreation service delivery to young adults:
Coordinate system to support
effective service
delivery.
-- Identify the
needs of the
community.
-- Make sure
programs are
accessible to
all segments of
the population
(i.e. youth,
teens, young
adults, and
seniors.
-- Work with
community
leaders and
local agencies
to develop
clear city-wide
strategies.

Ensure program
are high quality.
-- Well trained
staff will lead
programs
-- Set clear
standards the
department
wants to
accomplish.
-- Increase
ongoing
professional
development
opportunities
for staff
in order to
improve
program
delivery and
basic skill
sets.

Offer a wide variety of program
options.

Promote college attendance and workplace readiness

-- Programs
should be
designed to
teach young
adults useful
skills and reach
their long term
goals.

-- Prepare
these
young adults for
the workplace

◦◦ Trade
Classes
◦◦ Adult
Sports &
Leagues
◦◦ Computer
classes.
◦◦ Nutrition and
etiquette
classes
for young
women
◦◦ Dance
classes
geared
toward a
younger
population
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◦◦ Dedicate
resources
to provide
programs to
help increase
college enrollment. SAT
prep
◦◦ Partner
with local
business to
provide work
experience
opportunities.
◦◦ Identify
opportunities
to increase
local minority
contractors.

Program Strategies, Initiatives and Ideas
The listing below includes programs for consideration to pursue in the development of the 3 to 5 year
Recreation Program Plan. The strategies and initiatives support:
●● the implementation of the Program Partnership delivery model;
●● program growth areas as identified in the public involvement phase of the plan;
●● new initiatives to address community needs.
The planning team has also included ideas familiar to the planning team that have been successfully
implemented in other communities.
●● Implement creative and proven programs for at-risk youth in partnership with the Mobile Police
Department such as Police Athletic Leagues (PAL) and Parks After Dark, a NRPA award winning
program in Pasadena, California.
●● Develop Program Partnerships with non-profit youth service agencies to offer after school programs at the community centers. Utilize adjacent outdoor spaces and facilities/amenities in
parks to extend program opportunities. Develop a Youth Council (or multiple youth councils) focused on leadership development, service and volunteerism. Engage the youth in planning and
implementing youth programs.
●● Consider Implementing the national Safety Town program for pre-school children in conjunction
with the Police Department and a local civic organization as sponsor and volunteers.
●● Reach out to the Home School community to create Program Partnerships that meet their curriculum needs and can be scheduled in the weekday non-peak time slots at the community centers,
tennis center and golf course.
●● Offer summer day camps in the community centers. Add specialty camp experiences such as
mad science camp, arts camp, lego camp, nature camp, computer camp or specialized sports
camps.
●● Offer programs for young children such as toddler/parent movement and music classes with an
experienced Program Partner. These programs are typically scheduled in the weekday mornings
during non-peak times when facility space is available.
●● Provide youth tennis outreach programs in community centers and adjacent park areas with portable kid-sized nets, lines and equipment. Mobilize tennis volunteers to staff programs.
●● Expand youth sports by offering additional new small court/field play formats such as futsal, flag
football, the USTA Net Generation tennis curriculum and PGA’s First Tee golf program. Offer training clinics for youth sports participants. Develop youth sports programs that fill program gaps.
●● Develop and implement a plan for expanding pickleball play. Utilize gymnasiums and tennis
courts during off peak times.
●● Create a Program Partnership with a local volleyball organization/club to offer recreation volleyball leagues and clinics for girls.
●● Develop a strategy to increase ladies golf play. Consider expanded group clinics, special ladies
golf days and associated social activities.
●● To attract young adults, develop and promote social and competitive sports programs such as
kickball, dodgeball, ultimate frisbee, and whiffleball leagues and/or events.
●● Develop and promote initiatives that address community needs:
○○
○○

Establish and promote a city-wide learn to swim initiative for kids. Collaborate with
all swimming pool operators; Utilize USA Swimming resources. Establish goals and
identify sponsors to support the program.
Develop a Healthy Community initiative. Seek a partnership(s) with health care, wellness and nutrition agencies. Consider NRPA programs such as Walk with Ease and
Fit and Strong.
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○○
○○

Collaborate with youth sports providers to create a one-day Youth Sports Forum for
sports administrators, parents, and youth.
Offer a “Share and Care” annual event for people with disabilities, parents and care
providers to network and learn about available resources.

●● Develop events and celebrations as a strategy to build community, promote parks and recreation
and engage citizens. Examples include:
○○
○○
○○

Create innovative programs/events annually to celebrate July as Parks and Recreation Month that touches all areas of the department and community each week in
July. Utilize NRPA resources.
Develop special promotional events such as a photo contest, scavenger hunt, painted rock hunt, and other innovative community wide activities.
Schedule a local neighborhood event on a regular schedule at each community center. Plan and implement the events in collaboration with neighborhood volunteers,
organizations and businesses.

●● Consider implementing Senior Net, a nonprofit volunteer run computer learning program for seniors.
●● Optimize use and benefits of existing park amenities by providing programs such as safety and
training programs, camps and special events at the skatepark and organized play and events at
disc golf courses through Program Partnership agreements.
●● Expand sports tourism opportunities as investments in improvements, upgrades and additions
are made for sports fields and at the Mobile Tennis Center and Azalea City Golf Course.
●● Develop a partnership with the Mobile Arts Council and arts organizations to provide outreach
arts programs in the community centers. Utilize the community centers as gallery spaces. Engage neighborhood citizens in the creation of murals, art walkways/outdoor courts/benches and
other temporary or permanent art projects to improve aesthetics, foster creativity and art appreciation and promote citizen buy-in and ownership of parks and facilities.
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