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I. Introduction of the Master Planning Context 

Purpose of this Plan 

The Town of Darien Parks and Recreation Comprehensive Master Plan is intended to 

help meet the needs of current and future residents by positioning Darien to build on 

the community’s unique parks and recreation assets and identify new opportunities. 

The citizen‐driven plan establishes a clear direction to guide town staff, advisory 

committees, and elected officials in their efforts to enhance the community’s parks 

and recreation services and facilities. This document is meant to facilitate and guide 

the Strategic Planning Process for the future of the parks and recreation facilities in 

the Town of Darien over the next 2, 5, and 10-year horizons. 

 

Objectives of the Plan: 

1. Develop a Vision: Preparing for the future, while retaining the past. 

2. Develop implementable goals and priorities: Focusing efforts on transforming 

conceptual goals into achievable priorities. 

3. Develop an implementation strategy for Park Facilities and Operations. 

4. Identify an optimum location/ solution for a town aquatic facility.  

5. Develop a financially sustainable and innovative park system.  

History of Darien and its Recreational Heritage 

Originally part of Stamford, the area we know as Darien became Middlesex Parish in 

1737. It was incorporated as the Town of Darien in 1820. The first planters, as they 

were called, took title to the land in 1640, when the New Haven Colony bought from 

the Native Americans a tract of wilderness where the Rippowam River met the waters 

of Long Island Sound.
1

 

 

The eastern boundary of the Rippowam purchase was Pine Brook, or Goodwives 

River, as it is called today. Only four years after their arrival, the colonists felt that they 

would soon need more land for their growing town. Their original group of 28 families 

had increased to 59 by the end of 1642. For four coats and some tobacco a tract 

between Pine Brook and Five Mile River was bought from Piamikin, the chief of the 

Roatons. Roaton, meaning "the creek almost dry at low tide”, included the Tokeneke 

section of Darien, whose owners in the twentieth century chose the name of a 

Norwalk chieftain for their real estate development. 

 

Settlement truly began about 1700 when the first roads were cut "in the woods". In 

1703 a school district was set up in Noroton. A number of houses were also built at 

an early date near Gorham's Pond. In 1708 Richard Scofield and Thomas Youngs 

                                              

1 Edited 2018. 
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were granted a permit to erect a grist mill and dam there at the mouth of Pine Brook. 

It was known as Scofield's Mill and later Clock's Mill and Landing, after Scofield 

conveyed the property to his German son-in-law, John Klock. Captain George 

Gorham bought the mill in 1740, and it remained in the Gorham family for nearly 200 

years. The area, however, was still known as Clock's Landing well into the nineteenth 

century, when the name Ring's End began to appear in the land records. 

 

Most houses were built near the harbors on the Sound or along the Country Road, 

whose course roughly corresponded to the present Post Road from the Noroton 

River as far as Stony Brook, thence along Old King's Highway to the Norwalk line at 

Five Mile River. The Country Road was no more than a rough "cartpath”, fit only for 

travel on horseback, even though it was the main highway connecting New York and 

Boston. By 1772 the Country Road was so improved that a stagecoach schedule 

was established between Boston and New York. 

 

By 1807, after years of preparation, an improved Turnpike Road (now the Post Road) 

was opened, and later a daily mail service was established. As was often the case in 

Connecticut, a small community grew up around the meetinghouse and the Turnpike 

Road. A school was erected and shops providing hats, shoes, and other sundries 

were nearby. In 1820 Middlesex Parish was finally granted independence from 

Stamford and renamed Darien. 

 

In 1848, the New Haven Railroad's first scheduled line came through Darien. General 

business activity soon shifted from the harbor by Gorham's Mill, where the market 

boats had anchored for 150 years, to a new center by the railroad station at the Post 

Road crossing. Until the advent of the railroad, Darien was a small, rural community 

of about one thousand farmers, shoemakers, fishermen, and merchants engaged in 

coastal trading. A gradual increase in population then occurred with the arrival of 

immigrants from Ireland and later from Italy. 

 

In 1864 during the Civil War, the first home for disabled war veterans and soldiers' 

orphans in the United States was built at Noroton Heights, named after its founder, 

Benjamin Fitch of Darien. At the end of the Civil War, security and economic 

prosperity in the North brought a building boom. What had once been farmland and 

open space was divided and residences for prosperous businessmen and affluent 

local merchants blossomed on major streets including Brookside, Prospect, 

Mansfield, Noroton and Middlesex. A number of well-to-do New Yorkers discovered 

Darien's picturesque shoreline and built summer homes in Tokeneke, Long Neck 

Point and Noroton. 

 

In 1897, the Stamford Street Railway inaugurated trolley service through Darien (this 

service was discontinued in 1933). Darien was still a small town of a few thousand 

people in 1914, even though there were already a few hardy commuters here who 

taxied by surrey from home to station. 
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After World War II, new streets and developed areas sprang up. The town center grew 

steadily along with the population. By the mid-1950's the Connecticut Turnpike came 

through the town. General prosperity and growth continued until the population 

leveled off around 20,000 by 1970. Today Darien is a suburban community with an 

active town center, excellent schools, and involved residents. It offers unspoiled land 

and clear waters. Those who have come to live here have been careful stewards of 

its architectural and natural heritage while enjoying the resources of a modern 

community.
2
 

 

In January of 1975, the Town of Darien prepared the first Comprehensive Parks and 

Recreation Plan. At the time the goals and objectives of the plan were to prepare a 

plan that will augment the present and meet foreseeable future demands of Darien 

for parks, recreation and open space. In 1996, the Parks and Recreation Master Plan 

was updated. The three recurring themes that provided a foundation for the 1996 

master plan were: 

• Optimize Existing Resources 

• Develop Coordinated System 

• Preserve Land for Parks, Recreation and Open Space 

 

Since 1996 the Town has continued to embrace its location as a waterfront 

community and continued to expand the park and recreation resources and 

programs for the residents of Darien. 

Darien Parks and Recreation Department Overview 

The Town’s Parks and Recreation Department is a source of community pride and is 

responsible for the parks, recreation facilities, and programs that are important 

factors in the quality of life in the community. 

 

Under the direction of the Director, the Department is one of ten Town departments 

and strives to provide and enhance recreational opportunities for Town residents. 

The Department provides a variety of programs from arts and crafts to summer 

camps, athletics, music, and specialty programs. Many of these activities take place 

at various park facilities throughout the Town. Indoor programming primarily takes 

place at the Mather Center and Town Hall. Maintenance of the Town’s parks and 

facilities is managed by the Parks and Recreation Department. 

 

In addition to the Director, there are five full-time professionals, two part-time 

administrative staff, and six dedicated maintenance staff. The administrative staff are 

shared with the Department of Youth Commission. The department also employs 

approximately thirty-seven seasonal staff with most hired as part-time help in the 

summer recreation period. Seasonal hires also provide important opportunities for 

teen and college age residents. 

  

                                              

2 Prepared by Madeline Hart, Darien Historical Society. 
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Parks and Recreation Department Mission and Goal 

The mission of the Darien Parks and Recreation Department is to nurture active 

and passive recreational activities within existing Town parklands; to maintain 

clean and attractive facilities, and to adjust and expand both the recreational 

programs and parklands to meet the recreational requirements of all residents 

in a cost-effective manner. (Adopted September 1994) 

 

The primary goal of the Department is to provide an environment which promotes 

and encourages the enhancement of individual lives through the social, physical, 

mental, and emotional benefits of participation in physical activity or passive 

involvement within the parks. 

Related Planning Efforts and Integration 

The Town of Darien has undertaken several planning efforts in recent years that have 

helped direct the planning process for this plan. These documents include:   

 

• Town of Darien Comprehensive Park & Recreation Plan, 1975 

• The Darien Parks, Recreation, and Open Space Plan, 1996 

• Environmental and Planning Evaluation for the Diller Property, 1999  

• Parks and Recreation Beach Survey, 2001 

• Darien Park Maintenance Management System, 2004 

• Darien Park Maintenance Management System, 2
nd

 Edition, 2014 

• Darien Plan of Conservation and Development, Planning & Zoning 

Commission, 2016 

 

These documents were reviewed by the consultant team and have been endorsed 

and integrated into the recommendations of the Parks and Recreation Master Plan, 

where applicable, with no conflicts within any of these existing planning efforts. 

Methodology of this Planning Process  

The project team which included the Parks and Recreation Commission, and Town 

staff has guided this project. This team provided input to the consultant team 

throughout the planning process. This collaborative effort creates a plan that fully 

utilizes the consultants’ expertise and incorporates the local knowledge and 

institutional history that only community members can provide. The project consisted 

of the following tasks: 

 

Community Engagement 

Facility Inventory 

Level of Service Analysis 

Assessment and Analysis 

Needs Assessment 

Operational and Marketing Analysis 

Recommendations: Goals, Objectives, and Action Plan 
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Community Engagement  

• Review of previous planning efforts, town historical information. 

• Extensive community involvement effort including focus groups, meetings with 

key stakeholders, and community‐ wide public meetings. 

• Review of a community survey conducted by consultant team. 

• Validation of major assumptions and learn if any priorities have changed 

since the last Parks, Recreation, and Open Space Master Plan in 1996. 

Facility Inventory 

• Inventory of parks and 

facilities using existing 

mapping, staff interviews, 

and on‐site visits to verify 

amenities and assess the 

condition of the facilities 

and surrounding areas. 

Level of Service Analysis 

• Interviews with staff to 

provide information about 

parks and recreation 

facilities and services, 

along with insights 

regarding the current 

practices and 

experiences of the Town 

in serving its residents 

and visitors. 

• Identification of alternative providers 

of recreation services to provide insight regarding the market opportunities in 

the area for potential new facilities and services. 

• Analysis addressing recreation, parks, cultural affairs, and related services. 

Assessment and Analysis 

• Review and assessment of relevant plans, policies, documents, and reports 

related to each of the existing parks, beaches, and Town properties to be 

considered, including entities offering parks, programs and/or other facilities 

not owned by the Town of Darien.  

• Measurement of the current delivery of service for park and recreation facilities 

using a level of service analysis and allowing for a target level of service to be 

determined that is both feasible and aligned with the desires of citizens as 

expressed through public input. 

• Exploration of finance and funding mechanisms to support development and 

sustainability within the system. 

Figure 1.1: Master Plan Process 
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Needs Assessment 

• Consideration of the profile of the community and demographics, including 

population growth. 

• Research of trends related to American lifestyles to help guide the efforts of 

Darien Parks and Recreation over the next several years. 

Operational and Marketing Analysis 

• Analysis of departmental programming and service delivery.  

• Facilitation of an organizational Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats (SWOT) analysis. 

• Broad assessment of overall operations. 

Recommendations: Goals, Objectives, and Action Plan 

• Identification and categorization of recommendations into themes with goals 

and objectives. 

• Development of an action plan. 

• Identification of potential funding sources. 

Master Plan Timeline 

Project Kickoff Meeting     February 2017 

Commission Meeting #1 (Kickoff)    February 2017 

Public Engagement      March 2017 

Town Staff Focus Group 

 Focus Group Meetings  

 Stakeholder Interviews 

 Public Presentation 

Commission Meeting #2 (Focus Findings)   March 2017 

Commission Meeting #3 (Update)    March 2017 

Public Input (Online Survey)     April – May 2017 

Inventory and Assessment of Existing Facilities  March – April 2017  

Commission Meeting #4 (Update)    April 2017 

Demographics Analysis     April 2017 

Commission Meeting #5 (Inventory/Assessment)  May 2017 

Level of Service/ Operational and Program Analysis May 2017 

Commission Meeting #6 (Survey Findings)  June 2017 

Findings Compilation      June 2017 

Concept Development     June – Aug 2017 

Recommendations and Action Plans   Sept. - Oct 2017 

Commission Meeting #7 (Draft Recommendations) September 2017 

Commission Meeting #8 (Public Hearing)   October 2017 

Draft Plan Development     October 2017 

Commission Meeting #9 (Public Hearing)   October 2017 

Commission Meeting #10 (Draft Plan)   November 2017 

Final Plan Development     November 2017 

Draft Plan Presentation to Select Board   December 2017 

Commission Meeting #11 (Final Plan Adoption)  January 2018 
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II. Demographic Profile of Darien 
Gaining a clear understanding of the existing and projected demographic character 

of the town is an important component of the planning process. By analyzing 

population data, trends emerge that can inform decision making and resource 

allocation strategies for the provision of public parks, recreation amenities and open 

spaces. For example, if the population of young children was on the rise and existing 

public recreation facilities for young children, such as playgrounds, were barely 

meeting user demand, the town may want to consider targeting investments to meet 

the needs of this growing segment of the population. 

 

Key areas were analyzed to identify current demographic statistics and trends that 

can impact the planning and provision of public parks and recreation services in the 

Town of Darien. Community characteristics analyzed and discussed consist of: 

 

• Existing and projected total 

population  

• Age distribution 

• Ethnic/Racial diversity  

• Household information  

• Educational attainment  

• Employment  

• State and County Health 

Ranking 

 

This demographic profile was completed using the most updated information 

available (as of May 2017) from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2015 American 

Community Survey and the U.S. Census Data. In several categories studied the most 

current data available is from 2016. A summary of demographic highlights is noted 

in Table 2.1 below, followed by a more detailed demographic analysis. 

 
Table 2.1: 2016 Town of Darien General Demographic Profile  

Population 21,580 

Median Age 39.9 

Average Household Size 3.09 

Households 6,680 

Median Household Income $200,001  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Key general demographic comparisons – Local, State and National: 

• The median age of the Darien residents was 39.9 years, lower than the median 

age for Connecticut (41) and higher than the United States (38). 

• The median household income for the Town of Darien residents in 2016 was 

estimated to be $200,001. This was much higher than statewide ($69,694) 

and national ($54,149) median household incomes. 

• Darien’s population was almost evenly split between male (48.9%) and female 

(51.1%) residents. The populations of Connecticut, and the United States, are 

also roughly evenly divided between the sexes. 
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Town of Darien Population and Demographic Trends 

Population Projections 

Although future population growth cannot be predicted with certainty, it is helpful to 

make growth projections for planning purposes. The state of Connecticut was 

predicted to grow by a rate of 0.31 percent from 2016 – 2021; the United States was 

projected to grow at a higher rate (0.84%). Figure 2.1 contains actual population 

figures based on the 2000 and 2010 U.S. Census for Darien. Data from the U.S. 

Census conclude that the population of the town was expected to increase at a rate 

of 0.77 percent between 2016 and 2021. This rate of 0.77 percent was used in Figure 

2.1 to project population growth until 2036, although this growth rate could differ 

depending on a number of factors. Chronologically, the following population growth 

rates have been projected for the town, except for the period between 2000 and 

2010, for which the growth rate has been recorded: 

 

Figure 2.1: Town of Darien, Connecticut Population Growth Trend 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, future populations projected using 2016 – 2021 annual growth rate (0.77%) 

Population Age Distribution 

The existing and projected population of different age groups, or cohorts, within the 

Town of Darien is illustrated in the following series of figures. Figure 2.2 illustrates the 

2010 Census recorded population, 2016 estimated population and 2021 projected 

populations. 

 
Several key age characteristics of the existing and projected town population include: 

• The median age of town residents appears to be slowly increasing. 

• According to data from the U.S. Census Bureau, the median age rose slightly 

from 38.9 in 2010, to 39.9 in 2016, and to 41.3 projected in 2021.  
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• Projections suggest that age cohort expected to see the most growth is the 

55 to 64 year olds in the Town of Darien, which is likely to rise 3 percent 

between 2010 and 2021. The age cohort of 35 to 44 is anticipated to decrease 

between 2010 to 2021 by 4 percent. 

• All age cohorts under 9 years old are projected to decrease from 2010 to 

2021, while those 55+ are expected to increase.  

•  

Figure 2.2: Population Age Distribution in Darien, 2010 to 2021 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau  

 

In 2016, the most populous age cohorts were 45 to 54 years old (16%), 35 to 44 years 

old (14%), and those between 55 to 64 years old (12%). Just 2 percent of residents 

were 85 years or older. 

Race/Ethnicity 

Prior to reviewing demographic data pertaining to a population’s racial and ethnic 

character, it is important to note how the U.S. Census classifies and counts 

individuals who identify as Hispanic. The Census notes that Hispanic origin can be 

viewed as the heritage, nationality, lineage, or country of birth of the person or the 

person’s parents or ancestors before arrival in the United States. In the U.S. Census, 

people who identify as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be any race and are 

included in all the race categories. All race categories add up to 100 percent of the 
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population, the indication of Hispanic origin is a different view of the population and 

is not considered a race. 

 

Figure 2.3 reflects the approximate racial/ethnic population distribution for the Town 

of Darien based on the 2010 U.S. Census and 2015 American Community Survey. 

 

Figure 2.3: Town of Darien Racial and Ethnic Character 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau  

 
Although the ethnic and racial composition of the town did not drastically change 

between 2010 and 2016, several issues of note include:  

• Caucasians were the majority group in the town by a wide margin. Nearly 92 

percent of the population in 2016 identified as Caucasian, as projected by the 

U.S. Census Bureau. This number decreased just 2 percent since 2010. 

• The town was projected to see a 1.3 percent increase in individuals who 

consider themselves of Hispanic origin within the 6-year time span (from 3.6 

percent in 2010 to 4.9 percent in 2016). 

• Overall the town’s population was significantly less racially/ethnically diverse 

than the statewide population. In 2016, the statewide population of 

Connecticut was approximately 74.7 percent Caucasian, 10.8 percent African 

American, 16 percent of Hispanic origin, and the remainder a mix of other 

racial and ethnic backgrounds as illustrated in Figure 2.4.  
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Figure 2.4: Racial/ Ethnic Character Comparison 2016 – Town, State and United States 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Educational Attainment 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s latest American Community Survey (2015) 

on educational attainment, adult (ages 25+) residents of the town had significantly 

higher attainment levels of Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programs than 

Connecticut and the United States. Nearly 38 percent of adult residents obtained a 

Graduate/ Professional degree, and 43 percent of adults had completed a Bachelor’s 

degree. Illustrated in Figure 2.5, when compared to their peers at the statewide level, 

residents of the town had higher levels of education. 
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Figure 2.5: Educational Attainment of Adults (ages 25+) – Town, State, and United States (2016) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 
According to a Census study, education levels had more effect on earnings over a 

40-year span in the workforce than any other demographic factor, such as gender, 

race, and ethnic origin.
3

 Only 1.62 percent of Darien’s population did not receive a 

high school diploma or GED, compared to 9.75 percent of Connecticut’s population. 

Household Information 

As reflected in Table 2.2, the total number of housing units in the town decreased by 

405 units between 2010 and 2016. The overall number occupied households are 

expected to decrease about 3 percent from 2010 to 2016, while the percentage of 

vacant housing units is expected to increase by 1 percent. The number of renter 

occupied households is anticipated to increase (1.9 percent increase from 2010 to 

2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              

3  Tiffany Julian and Robert Kominski, “Education and Synthetic Work-Life Earnings Estimates” American 

Community Survey Reports, US Census Bureau, http://www.Census.gov/prod/2011pubs/acs-14.pdf, September 

2011. 
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Table 2.2: Town of Darien Housing Inventory   

 
2010 2016 

Total housing units 7,704 7,299 

Owner Occupied units 80.8% 78.1% 

Renter Occupied Units 13.9% 15.8% 

Vacant housing units 5.3% 6.3% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Household Income 

The most current data (2016) from the U.S. Census Bureau and the American 

Community Survey, illustrated in Figure 2.6, indicates that the median household 

income in the Town of Darien was much higher than that of the average household 

in Connecticut and the United States. 

 

The median household income in the town averaged $200,001 almost $130,307 

more than the state median income level, and $145,852 more than the United States 

median household income. Refer to Figure 2.6. 

 

Figure 2.6: 2016 Median Household Income Comparison 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 

Figure 2.7 illustrates the distribution of household median earnings in the Town of 

Darien in 2016. Nearly 52 percent of residents earn over $200,000. Almost 75 percent 

of the population earns more than $100,000. 
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Figure 2.7: Distribution of Median Household Income in Darien (2016) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau  

Employment 

The U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (2015) estimated that the 

eligible working population of the Town of Darien residents (those ages 16+) to be 

15,094. Of these potential workers, 9,312 (61.7%) were in the labor force, all within 

the civilian labor force, none employed in military careers. Nearly 38 percent of 

residents over the age of 16 were not in the labor force and 4 percent of town 

residents were unemployed. Figure 2.8 represents the distribution of employed 

individuals in the town. 

 

Figure 2.8: Employment of Town Residents Ages 16+ (2015) 

 
Source: 2015 American Community Survey 
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In 2016, the majority of working residents (age 16+) in Darien were overwhelmingly 

employed in the services industry (42%). The Finance/ Insurance/ Real Estate 

industry employed roughly 35 percent of working residents. Between these two 

industries make up 77 percent of the working population as illustrated in Figure 2.9. 

 

Figure 2.9: Employment by Industry in Darien (2016) 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

 
Employment by occupation in 2016 of working residents of the town is illustrated in 

Figure 2.10. At the time, the majority (91%) of working residents were in white collar 

occupations, while only 5 percent of residents work in blue collar occupations. An 

additional 4 percent were employed in service occupations (healthcare support, 

protective service, food prep/serving, maintenance, and personal care). Based on 

these findings it can be assumed that many of the town’s working residents were 

employed in managerial, business, scientific or artistic occupations in the education, 

health care and social services industries, public administration, or scientific, 

managerial, administrative and waste services industries.  
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Figure 2.10: Employment by Occupation of the Town of Darien Residents (2016) 

 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Health Ranking  

Specific health ranking data for the Town of Darien is not readily available. However, 

the 2016 County Health Rankings for Fairfield County, Connecticut, does provide a 

comparison of the county to others in Connecticut. As seen in Figure 2.11, Fairfield 

County ranked 3 out of the 8 counties in Connecticut in terms of health outcomes, a 

measure that weighs the length and quality of life of residents, and 4
th

 for health 

factors, a measure that considers the population’s health behaviors, clinical care, 

social and economic factors and physical environment. In terms of length of life, 

Fairfield County ranked in the top standing. 

 
 
 

Figure 2.11: County Health Rankings for Health Outcomes, Connecticut (2016) 

 
US County Health Rankings 

 

The United Health Foundation’s America’s Health Rankings and Robert Wood 

Johnson Foundation’s County Health Rankings provide annual data on the general 

health of national, state, and county populations. The health rankings generally 

represent how healthy the population of a defined area is perceived to be based on 

“how long people live and how healthy people feel while alive,” coupled with ranking 

factors including healthy behaviors, clinical care, social and economic, and physical 

environment factors.
4

 

                                              

4 University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute & Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, County Health Rankings 

2016, http://www.Townhealthrankings.org  
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In 2016, the United Health Foundation’s America’s Health Rankings ranked 

Connecticut as the third healthiest state nationally. According to the Foundation, 

Connecticut’s health ranking strengths include low percentage of smoking adults, 

low percentage of adults with obesity, and low percentage of physical inactivity. 

Health challenges faced by the State include a high prevalence of excessive drinking, 

high levels of air pollution, and large disparity of health status by educational 

attainment. 

 

Other highlights from America’s Health Rankings for Connecticut include: 

• In the past three years, drug deaths increased 44 percent from 10.5 to 15.1 

deaths per 100,000 population. 

• In the past year, physical inactivity increased 14 percent from 20.6 percent to 

23.5 percent of adults. 

• In the past year, HPV immunization among males aged 13 to 17 years 

increased 56 percent from 27 percent to 42 percent. 

• In the past nine years, cancer deaths decreased 9 percent from 191.2 to 173.2 

deaths per population. 

Figure 2.12: Demographics Summary 
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III. Parks and Recreation Trends 

Identification of current park and recreation trends, as well as community 

demographics, needs, and resources helps to better understand future recreational 

opportunities. The historic values of the community and standards that the Darien 

Parks and Recreation represents, along with park and recreation trends, work 

together to create a unique opportunity for the Town to plan and provide for the 

future. The following information highlights relevant regional and national recreation 

trends from various sources that may influence the Town of Darien’s recreation 

planning for the next several years.  

 

The provision of public parks and recreation services can be influenced by social 

and demographic preferences, and market trends in fitness, recreation and leisure 

activities. This section of the Plan reviews both local and national trends that may 

influence the town’s provision of parks and recreation services.  

 

Local trends reviewed are based on analysis of Esri Business Analyst models 

compiled in May 2017 for the Town of Darien. These models combined demographic, 

lifestyle, and spending estimates that provide insight into the general participation 

habits of town residents in recreation, fitness, and leisure activities. The models also 

estimate the town-wide economic impact of spending by town households on 

various recreation, fitness and leisure activities. Data used in the analysis was the 

most currently available from Esri as of May 2017. 

 

Esri’s 2016 population estimate for the Town of Darien was used as a base measure 

in models presented in this report. Although current population estimates from the 

U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (2015) and Esri (2016) differ 

slightly, they appear in-line with one another. For the purposes of modeling current 

participation in various recreation, fitness, and leisure activities, as well as the 

associated local spending on such, they are minor and had no measurable impact 

on the estimates derived from the models. 

 

Current Population Estimates:  

• Esri (2016): 21,580 

• U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (2015): 21,392 

 

National trends reviewed draw upon information from a variety of relevant, and recent 

industry reports, studies, and publications. Topics discussed provide insight on 

current trends influencing the provision of public parks and recreation services 

nationwide, but are applicable in the provision of these public services locally.  

A. Estimated Participation 

Esri models and resulting data indicate that Darien households included members 

that participated in a number of recreation, sports, fitness, and leisure activities in the 

past year. The activities reviewed are representative of those that are often offered 
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through parks and recreation facilities, and programs throughout the country. Figures 

3.1 through 3.4 review estimated participation rates of the City’s households in 

outdoor recreation activities, team and individual sports and fitness activities, and 

leisure activities. This level of local participation generated over $16.3 million in 

associated spending in 2016. Figures 3.4 and 3.5 provide insight into the various fees 

and costs Darien residents paid to participate in sports, recreation, fitness, and 

leisure activities. 

Figure 3.1: Estimated Household Participation in Fitness Activities (Darien, 2016) 

 
Source: Esri Business Analyst, Sports and Leisure Market Potential 

 
Participation in fitness activities is known to positively impact individual well-being, 

and public health generally. Walking, the top fitness activity among the Town of 

Darien households, is also one of the most popular recreation, leisure, and fitness 

activities nationally because it has few barriers to participation, and has positive 

individual health benefits. Over 37 percent of town households were estimated to 

have walked for fitness in the past year. The provision of amenities and opportunities 

for people to walk, swim, run, or participate in activities that promote personal, and 

public health, should remain important in town of Darien.  
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Figure 3.2: Estimated Household Participation in Outdoor Recreation Activities (Darien, 2016) 

 
Source: Esri Business Analyst, Sports and Leisure Market Potential 

 

Participation in outdoor activities in a natural environment helps people develop a 

stronger appreciation of nature, can help educate future stewards of the 

environment, and is known to have positive effects on individual well-being. Esri 

estimated that in the past year, 16.5 percent participated in hiking, almost 15 percent 

participated in road biking, and 8.3 percent participated in fresh water fishing. 

 

Of note in Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 are the relatively high levels of estimated 

participation in walking, jogging/running, hiking, and cycling. Participation in these 

activities, which are all known to have positive health and wellness benefits, can often 

be increased through the provision of safe, accessible public trails and pathways. 

Increasing opportunities for these, and other, trail-based activities should be a priority 

of the town.  

Figure 3.3: Estimated Household Participation in Team and Individual Sports (Darien, 2016) 

 
Source: Esri Business Analyst, Sports and Leisure Market Potential 
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Of the sports reviewed by Esri, town residents were most likely to have participated 

in golf or tennis over the past year. About 6 percent of households included members 

participated in basketball, and nearly 4 percent of households either played football, 

soccer, or volleyball. 

Figure 3.4: Household Participation (%) in Leisure Activities (Darien, 2016) 

 
Source: Esri Business Analyst, Sports and Leisure Market Potential 

 

Town residents were estimated to have participated in a wide range of leisure 

activities over the past year. Esri estimated that members from most town 

households were likely to have attended a movie (69.2%), read books (48.5%), 

and/or went to the beach (41.2%) in the last twelve months. Nearly 23 percent of 

households visited a theme park. Visiting an art gallery, playing board games, visiting 

the zoo, and photography were all popular activities in Darien. 

Local Economic Significance of Recreation, Fitness and Leisure  

Recreation, fitness and leisure activities were estimated to have generated a 

considerable amount of economic activity in the Town of Darien in 2016. In fact, Esri 

estimated that the average household in the town spent $3,417 on the recreation, 

fitness and leisure activities as detailed in Table 3.1. In 2016, the local economic 

impact of household spending on recreation, sports, fitness, and leisure activities 

was estimated to be over $16 million. As illustrated in Figure 3.5, the majority of this 

spending was estimated to have been on entertainment/recreation fees and 

admissions. 
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Table 3.1: Household Spending on Recreation, Leisure and Fitness Activities (2016) 

 

Average Household 

Spending  

(Monthly) 

Estimated Local 

Economic Impact 

(Annual) 

Entertainment/Recreation Fees and Admissions $2,458 $9,758,108 

Tickets to Theatre/Operas/Concerts $238 $1,633,746 

Tickets to Movies/Museums/Parks $225 $1,542,752 

Admission to Sporting Events, excl. Trips $215 $1,474,555 

Fees for Participant Sports, excl. Trips $359 $2,465,158 

Fees for Recreational Lessons $563 $3,868,119 

Membership Fees for Social/Recreation/Civic Clubs $858 $5,889,989 

    

Recreational Vehicles and Fees $402 $2,755,889 

Docking and Landing Fees for Boats and Planes $31 $213,768 

Camp Fees $146 $999,941 

Payments on Boats/Trailers/Campers/RVs $161 $1,103,159 

Rental of RVs or Boats $64 $439,021 

Sports, Recreation and Exercise Equipment $557 $3,822,351 

Exercise Equipment and Gear, Game Tables  $209 $1,432,166 

Bicycles $86 $592,836 

Camping Equipment $43 $293,156 

Hunting and Fishing Equipment $134 $921,855 

Winter Sports Equipment $21 $146,577 

Water Sports Equipment $22 $152,106 

Other Sports Equipment 
$28 $189,812 

Rental/Repair of Sports/Recreation/Exercise Equipment $14 $93,843 

    

Totals: $3,417 $16,336,348 

Source: Esri Business Analyst, Recreation Expenditures 
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Figure 3.5: Estimated Annual Spending per Recreation Expenditure Category 

 
Source: Esri Business Analyst, Recreation Expenditures 

B. Facility Trends 

The current national trend is toward “one-stop” indoor recreation facilities, which 

attract young families, teens, and adults of all ages. Large, multi-purpose regional 

centers help increase revenue and cost recovery, promote retention, and encourage 

cross-use. The trend toward multi-use facilities versus specialized space offers 

programming flexibility as well as free-play opportunities. 

Aquatics/ Water Recreation Trends 

According to the National Sporting Goods Association (NSGA), swimming ranked 

third nationwide among recreational activities in terms of participation in 2014.
5

 

Nationally, there is an increasing trend towards indoor leisure and therapeutic pools. 

Additional indoor and outdoor amenities such as “spray pads” are becoming 

increasingly popular as well. In some cities and counties, spray pads are popular in 

the summer months and are converted into ice rinks in the winter. 

Dog Parks 

Dog parks continue to see high popularity and have remained among the top 

planned addition to parks and recreational facilities over the past three years. In 2014, 

a new association dedicated to providing informational resources for starting and 

maintaining dog parks, the National Dog Park Association, was formed. Recreation 

Management Magazine
6

 suggests that dog parks can represent a relatively low-cost 

way to provide an oft-visited popular community amenity. Dog parks can be as 

simple as a gated area, or more elaborate with “designed-for-dogs” amenities such 

                                              

5 National Sporting Goods Association, “2014 Participation – Ranked by Total” 

6 Emily Tipping, “2014 State of the Industry Report, Trends in Parks and Recreation”, Recreation Management, 

June 2014. 
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as water fountains, agility equipment, and pet wash stations, to name a few. 

According to the American Kennel Club
7
, an ideal dog park should include the 

following: 

• One acre or more of land surrounded by a four- to six-foot high chain-link 

fence. Preferably, the fence should be equipped with a double-gated entry to 

keep dogs from escaping and to facilitate wheelchair access. 

• Cleaning supplies, including covered garbage cans, waste bags, and pooper-

scooper stations. 

• Shade and water for both dogs and owners, along with benches and tables. 

• A safe, accessible location with adequate drainage and a grassy area that is 

mowed routinely. 

• If space allows, it is preferable to provide separate areas for small and large 

dogs. This will enable large dog owners to allow their pets to run more freely, 

while protecting smaller dogs who may not be suited to the enthusiastic play 

of larger breeds. 

• Signs that specify park hours and rules. 

• Parking close to the site. 

C. Programming Trends 

General Programming 

One of the most common concerns in the recreation industry is creating innovative 

programming to draw participants into facilities and services. Once in, participants 

recognize that the benefits are endless. According to Recreation Management’s 2016 

State of the Industry Report, 96.5 percent of survey respondents provided recreation, 

sports, fitness, and leisure programs of some kind. The most common programming 

offered included: 

1. Holiday/special events 

2. Fitness programs 

3. Educational programs 

4. Day and summer camps 

5. Youth sports teams 

6. Mind-body/balance programs 

7. Sports tournaments and races 

8. Swimming programs 

9. Adult sports teams 

10. Active senior/older adult 

programs 

 

Approximately 31 percent of survey respondents indicated that they were planning 

to expand programming over the next several years. The most commonly planned 

program new or expanded programs planned included: 

1. Educational programs 

2. Fitness programs 

3. Mind-body/balance programs 

4. Teen programs 

5. Active senior/older adult programs 

                                              

7 American Kennel Club, “Establishing a Dog Park in Your Community”, www.akc.org/pdfs/GLEG01.pdf, accessed 

07/29/15. 
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6. Environmental education 

7. Arts and crafts 

8. Day camps and summer camps 

9. Sports tournaments and races 

10. Holiday events and other special events 

Fitness Programming 

Fitness programming, and popularity of various wellness activities has significantly 

evolved over the past fifteen years. Body weight training and high-intensity interval 

training were highly popular in 2015.  Fitness programs for older adults had been in 

the top 10 for a decade, but ranked as 11
th

 in the 2017 survey
8

. According to the 2017 

Participation Report by the Physical Activity Council, over half of each generation 

participates in fitness sports; with roughly 2/3 of Millennials and Generation X’ers 

participating in fitness activities. 

Older Adults and Senior Programming 

The American Academy of Sports Medicine issues a yearly survey of the top 20 

fitness trends
9
. It ranks senior fitness programs eighth among most popular fitness 

trends for 2015. Whether it’s Silver Sneakers, a freestyle low-impact cardio class, or 

water aerobics, more and more people are realizing the many benefits of staying 

active throughout life. 

Festivals and Events 

In the context of urban development, from the early 1980s, there has been a process 

that can be characterized as “festivalization.” This has been linked to the economic 

restructuring of towns and cities and the drive to develop communities as large-scale 

platforms for the creation and consumption of “cultural experience.” 

 

There are a growing number of smaller, more local, community-based festivals and 

events in communities, most often supported by local councils that have been 

spawned partly as a reaction to larger festivals, which have become prime economic-

drivers. These community-based festivals often will reclaim cultural ground based on 

their social, educational, and participative value. 

D. Healthy Lifestyle and Active Living Trends 

Active Transportation – Bicycling and Walking 

Bicycle-friendly cities and towns have been emerging over the last ten years. Cycling 

has become a popular mode of transportation as people consider the rising cost of 

                                              

8 Walter R. Thompson, Ph.D., “Worldwide Survey of Fitness Trends for 2017,” Health & Fitness Journal, Volume 20, 

Issue 6, American College of Sports Medicine, November/December 2016. 
9 American College of Sports Medicine, “Survey Predicts Top 20 Fitness Trends for 2015”, American College of 

Sports Medicine, ”http://www.acsm.org/about-acsm/media-room/news-releases/2014/10/24/survey-predicts-top-

20-fitness-trends-for-2015, accessed 01/15. 

 

http://www.acsm.org/about-acsm/media-room/news-releases/2014/10/24/survey-predicts-top-20-fitness-trends-for-2015
http://www.acsm.org/about-acsm/media-room/news-releases/2014/10/24/survey-predicts-top-20-fitness-trends-for-2015
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fuel, desire for better health, and concern for the environment. Some people also use 

cycling as a mode of transportation just for the fun of it. 

 

The Alliance for Biking and Walking published “Bicycling and Walking in the United 

States: 2014 Benchmarking Report”, updating its 2012 report, which shows that 

increasing bicycling and walking as goals is clearly in the public interest.
10

  Where 

bicycling and walking levels are higher, obesity, high blood pressure, and diabetes 

levels are lower. 

 

Design of a community’s infrastructure is directly linked to physical activity - where 

environments are built with bicyclists and pedestrians in mind, more people bike and 

walk. Higher levels of bicycling and walking also coincide with increased bicycle and 

pedestrian safety and higher levels of physical activity. Increasing bicycling and 

walking make a big impact on improving public health and life expectancy. 

National Healthy Lifestyle Trends 

The population of the United States is becoming more diverse. As demographics are 

experiencing an age and ethnic shift, so too are landscapes, daily lifestyles, and 

habits changing. While the number of adults over the age of 65 has increased, 

lifestyle changes have encouraged less physical activity. 

Shade Structures 

Communities around the country are considering adding shade structures as well as 

shade trees to their parks, playgrounds, and pools, as “a weapon against cancer 

and against childhood obesity,”
11

 both to reduce future cancer risk and promote 

exercise among children. Without adequate shade, many play areas are simply too 

hot to be inviting to children. On sunny days, the playground equipment is hot 

enough to scald the hands of would-be users. 

 

Trees are helpful, as tree leaves absorb about 95 percent of ultraviolet radiation, but 

they take a decade or more to grow large enough to make a difference. Therefore, 

many communities are building shade structures instead. The non-profit Shade 

Foundation of American is a good resource for information about shade and shade 

structures. 

Trails and Health 

Studies show that a connected system of trails increases the level of physical activity 

in a community has been scientifically demonstrated through the Trails for Health 

initiative of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
12

 Trails can 

                                              

10 2014 Benchmarking Report, Alliance for Biking and Walking “2014 Benchmarking Report”, 

http://www.bikewalkalliance.org/download-the-2014-benchmarking-report, accessed 01/23/15. 
11  Liz Szabo, “Shade: A weapon against skin cancer, childhood obesity”, USA Today, June 30, 2011, 

http://usatoday.30.usatoday.com/news/health/wellness/story/2011/06/Shade-serves-as-a –weapon-against-skin-

cancerchildhood- obesity/48965070/1, accessed 05/23/13. 

12  “Guide to Community Preventive Services”, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 

http://www.thecommunityguide.org/index.html. 
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provide a wide variety of opportunities for being physically active, such as walking/ 

running/ hiking, rollerblading, wheelchair recreation, bicycling, cross-country skiing 

and snowshoeing, fishing, hunting, and horseback riding. 

 

The health benefits are equally as high for trails in urban neighborhoods as for those 

in state or national parks. A trail in the neighborhood, creating a “linear park,” makes 

it easier for people to incorporate exercise into their daily routines, whether for 

recreation or non-motorized transportation. Urban trails need to connect people to 

places they want to go, such as schools, transit centers, businesses, and 

neighborhoods.
13

 

E. Natural Environments and Open Space Trends 

Conservation 

Parks and public lands are critical to the quality of life for all Americans, and that 

quality of life, for everyone, in any community, is improved by clean, green, and 

accessible parks and open space. Parks and open spaces serve an essential role in 

preserving natural resources and wildlife habitat, protecting clean water and clean 

air, and providing open space for current and future generations. Parks also provide 

an essential connection for Americans of all ages and abilities to the life‐enhancing 

benefits of nature and the outdoors.
14

 

Economic and Health Benefits of Parks 

A report published by the Trust for Public Land titled, “The Benefits of Parks: Why 

America Needs More City Parks and Open Space,” makes the following observations 

about the health, economic, environmental, and social benefits of parks and open 

spaces
15

: 

• Physical activity makes people healthier and increases with access to parks. 

• Contact with the natural world improves physical and psychological health. 

• Residential and commercial property values increase. 

• Value is added to community and economic development sustainability. 

• Benefits of tourism are enhanced. 

• Trees are effective in improving air quality and act as natural air conditioners. 

• Trees assist with storm water control and erosion. 

• Crime and juvenile delinquency are reduced. 

• Recreational opportunities for all ages are provided. 

• Stable neighborhoods and strong communities are created. 

                                              

13 “Health Community: What You Should Know About Trail Building”, 

http://www.americantrails.org/resources/health/healthcombuild.html, accessed 05/24/13. 

14  National Parks and Recreation Association, “Role of Parks and Recreation in Conservation”, 

http://www.nrpa.org/About-NRPA/Position-Statements/Role-of-Parks-and-Recreation-in-Conservation, accessed 

May 2016 

15 Paul M. Sherer, “The Benefits of Parks: Why America Needs More City Parks and Open Space”, The Trust for 

Public Land, San Francisco, CA, 2006. 
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Researchers have long touted the benefits of outdoor exercise. A new trend started 

in China as they prepared to host the 2008 Summer Olympics. Their aim was to 

promote a society that promotes physical fitness and reaps the benefits of outdoor 

exercise by working out on outdoor fitness equipment. 

 

The United States is now catching up on this trend, as park and recreation 

departments have begun installing “outdoor gyms.” Equipment that can be found in 

these outdoor gyms is comparable to what would be found in an indoor workout 

facility, such as leg and chest presses, elliptical trainers, pull-down trainers, etc. With 

no additional equipment such as weights and resistance bands, the equipment is 

fairly easy to install. Outdoor fitness equipment provides a new opportunity for parks 

and recreation departments to increase the health of their communities, while offering 

them the opportunity to exercise outdoors. Such equipment can increase the usage 

of parks, trails, and other outdoor amenities while helping to fight the obesity 

epidemic and increase the community’s interaction with nature. 

F. Sports and Recreation Trends 

General Sports and Recreation Trends 

The Sports & Fitness Industry Association (SFIA) produces a yearly report on sports, 

fitness and leisure activities in the United States. The following findings were 

highlighted in the 2016 report
16

: 

• Overall participation in sports, fitness, and related physical activities has 

fluctuated in recent years with an increase in team, winter, water, and fitness 

sports participation. Racquet and outdoor sport participation remained flat in 

2015, while individual sports declined slightly. 

• Team sports experienced the largest increase in participation, including at 

least a 4 percent increase in baseball, cheerleading, ice hockey, lacrosse, 

rugby, indoor soccer, team swimming and flag and tackle football. 

• 43 percent of parents reported an increase in spending on team sports at 

school in 2015. 

• 28 percent of all Americans are inactive while 31 percent are active to a 

healthy level.  

                                              

16 Sports and Fitness Industry Association, 2016 Sports, Fitness and Leisure Activities Topline Participation Report. 
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Youth Sports 

The Sports & Fitness Industry Association (SFIA) produces a yearly report on sports, 

fitness and leisure activities in the United States. The following findings regarding 

youth and sports were highlighted in the 2016 report
17

: In 2015 youth aged 6 to 16 

(Generation Z) participation was highest for outdoor (62%), team (59%), and fitness 

sports (51%). 

Outdoor Recreation 

The Outdoor Foundation releases a Participation in Outdoor Recreation Report 

annually. According to the 2016 Topline Report
18

, nearly half (48.4%) of Americans 

participated in outdoor recreation activities in 2015. This figure remained static from 

2015, but dropped slightly (less than 1%) from 2013, with extreme weather and an 

unusually cold winter likely contributed to the decline. Increased participation in 

outdoor recreation activities were strong in paddle sports, with stand-up paddle 

boarding remaining the top outdoor activity for growth, with participation growing by 

26 percent from 2014 to 2015. 

Trail Recreation and Cycling 

For trail-related recreation activities such as hiking, bicycling, and running, the 2016 

Outdoor Recreation Topline Report indicates a positive three-year trend for trail 

running, running/jogging, hiking, mountain biking and BMX biking. Additionally, 

participation in trail running and mountain biking was up significantly over the two to 

three years prior to the report. 

Therapeutic Recreation 

The fundamental goal of therapeutic recreation services is to enable participants to 

return successfully to their communities. This not only means they need to have the 

functional skill, but also that they have physical and social environments in the 

community that are receptive to the individual.  

 

Nationally, therapeutic recreation as a service is experiencing many struggles and 

challenges. The changing face of health care is having a dramatic effect on 

therapeutic recreation services in many rehabilitation settings and specifically in 

physical rehabilitation settings, thus affecting community recreation programs. In the 

past, clinical facilities provided programs such as wheelchair basketball, but due to 

the reduction of expenditures, facilities no longer provide such services and expect 

communities to address these needs. 

G. Administration Trends for Recreation and Parks 

Municipal parks and recreation structures and delivery systems are changing, and 

more alternative methods of delivering services are emerging. Certain services are 

being contracted out, and cooperative agreements with non-profit groups and other 

                                              

17 Sports and Fitness Industry Association, 2016 Sports, Fitness and Leisure Activities Topline Participation Report, 

http://www.sfia.org/reports/all/. 

18 Outdoor Recreation Participation Topline Report 2016. 
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public institutions are being developed. Newer partners include the health system, 

social services, the justice system, education, the corporate sector, and community 

service agencies. These partnerships reflect both a broader interpretation of the 

mandate of parks and recreation agencies and the increased willingness of other 

sectors to work together to address community issues. The relationship with health 

agencies is vital in promoting wellness. 

 

The traditional relationship with education and the sharing of facilities through joint-

use agreements is evolving into cooperative planning and programming aimed at 

addressing youth inactivity levels and community needs. 

 

Listed below are additional administrative national trends: 

• The level of subsidy for programs is lessening, and more “enterprise” activities 

are being developed, thereby allowing subsidy to be used where deemed 

appropriate. 

• Information technology allows for better tracking and reporting. 

• Pricing is often determined by peak, off-peak, and off-season rates. 

• More agencies are partnering with private, public, and non-profit groups. 

Role and Response of Local Government 

Collectively, the trends noted above create profound implications for the way local 

governments conduct business. Some local governments are now accepting the role 

of providing preventative health care through parks and recreation services. The 

following concepts are from the International City/ County Management 

Association.
19

 

• Parks and recreation departments should take the lead in developing 

communities conducive to active living. 

• There is growing support for recreation programs that encourage active living 

within their community. 

• One of the highest priorities is a cohesive system of parks and trails and 

accessible neighborhood parks. 

 

The role of public parks and recreation as a health promotion and prevention agency 

has come of age. What matters is refocusing and balancing its efforts to insure the 

health, well-being, and economic prosperity of communities and citizens in all 

demographic sectors. 

Funding 

According to Recreation Management Magazine’s 2015 State of the Industry Report, 

survey respondents from parks and recreation departments/districts reporting about 

their revenues from 2012 through 2014 indicated a continued recovery from the 

impact of the recession of 2008. From 2013 to 2014, 44.1 percent of respondents 

reported that their revenues had either had increased and another 44.1 percent 

                                              

19 International City/County Management Association, www.ICMA.org, accessed in 2012. 
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reported revenues staying steady. About 48.7 percent of respondents said they 

expected revenues to continue to increase in 2015, while 44 percent expected no 

change. 

Marketing by Parks and Recreation Providers 

Mobile marketing is a growing trend. Social websites and apps are among the most 

used features on mobile phones. Popular social marketing electronic tools include 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Snapchat, Instagram and LinkedIn. Private messaging 

apps such as Snapchat and WhatsApp are being used more and more for live media 

coverage.
20

 

  

Ninety-one percent of Americans own a cell phone and most use the devices for 

much more than phone calls. Young adults engage in mobile data applications at 

much higher rates than adults ages 30 and older. Usage rates trends indicate that 

Millennials tend to get information most frequently using mobile devices such as 

smartphones. For example, 97 percent of cell phone owners ages 18 to 29 send and 

receive text messages, compared to 94 percent of ages 30 to 49, 75 percent of ages 

50 to 64, and 35 percent of those 65 and older. In 2016, the vast majority of the 

population in the United States had access to a smartphone, computer or other 

device, and was nearly always “connected”  

  

                                              

20 Jacqueline Woerner, “The 7 Social Media Trends Dominating 2015,” Emarsys Blog, 

http://www.emarsys.com/en/resources/blog/the-7-social-media-trends-dominating-2015/, accessed 02/26/2015. 
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IV. Public Engagement Summary 

Public input was held March 20-22, 2017 with the Town of Darien, Connecticut. 

Meetings included staff and community focus groups, stakeholder meetings, and an 

open public forum during a presentation to the Parks and Recreation Commission. 

Focus groups were by invitation extended through the Parks and Recreation 

Department staff with the goal of bringing together stakeholders with differing points 

of view to solicit broad based perspectives on their experiences, challenges, and 

ideas for enhancing the Town’s parks and recreation facilities and programs. The 

stakeholder meetings included representatives from the local youth organizations, 

elected officials, Town Departments, and civic organizations. Each focus group 

meeting lasted approximately 60 minutes. All meetings were facilitated by Weston & 

Sampson and GreenPlay staff and a series of questions was used to ensure 

adequate input was received by all attendees. A total of 3 focus groups and 21 

stakeholder interviews were held. A total of 67 individuals participated.  

Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis 

Conducted during the public input week, individual sessions were held with staff, 

stakeholders, officials as well as input received from the general public. A summary 

of the SWOT input follows: 

 

Strengths 

• Good customer service 

• Variety of programs 

• Weed and Pear Tree Beaches 

• Cherry Lawn Park 

• Provide high quality of 

maintenance 

• Parks are well used 

Weaknesses 

• Lack of a pool 

• Lack of an ice rink 

• Parking 

• Wayfinding signage 

• Marketing and communication 

• Not safe to ride bikes on streets 

• Lack of connectivity 

 

Opportunities  

• Redesign and repurpose Town 

parks 

• Provide opportunities to attract 

other park users 

• Expand special events 

• Address conflict with off leash 

dogs in parks 

• Create safer access to parks and 

beaches 

• Add/update wayfinding and 

signage 

 

Threats  

• Funding 

• NIMBY (not in my back yard) 

• Pedestrian and bike safety 

• Transportation 

• Enforcement of ordinances 
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In addition to focus group and stakeholder meetings, a public meeting with the Parks 

and Recreation Commission was held on March 22, 2017 to allow for any interested 

member of the community to provide feedback and ideas for consideration during 

the planning process.  

 
A series of questions were asked of the participants, ranging from strengths and 

weaknesses; needed improvements to programs and amenities; and what the 

participants saw the priorities being for the future of the plan. A list of the most 

repeated comments follows; however, a full summary has been provided as a staff 

resource document.  

Strengths of the Parks and Recreation Department 

• Weed Beach/Pear Tree Beach 

• Variety of parks 

• Cherry Lawn Park 

• Responsive staff 

• Variety of programs 

• Selleck’s Woods Nature 

Preserve 

• Maintenance - facilities clean 

and appealing  

• Athletic fields 

• Paddle sports 

Areas for improvement – Weaknesses of the Parks and Recreation Department 

• Not enough walking paths 

• Not safe to ride bikes on 

streets 

• Parking 

• Pear Tree Beach (needs 

updating) 

• Wayfinding signage 

• No pool 

• Loss of ice rink 

• Off leash dogs 

• Marketing / communication 

• Enforcement of ordinances 

Additional Programs and Activities 

• Access to water 

• New community events 

• Environmental 

education/nature programs 

• Swimming lesson (pool) 

• Farmers Market (beach) 

• Winter activities 

• Music and Art in the park 

• Active senior programs 

• Intergenerational programs 

Improvements to Existing Facilities 

• Provide connectivity for trails 

and multi-use access 

• Add parking 

• Add/update wayfinding and 

park signage 

• Create safer access to parks 

and beaches 

• Add/update rest rooms 

• Cherry Lawn upgrade parking 

lot 

• Update playground equipment 

• Accommodations for dogs 
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New Facilities and Amenities 

• Town-owned Ox Ridge, Diller and Edgerton properties offer opportunities for 

new facilities and amenities 

• Community Pool 

• Seasonal ice rink 

• Walking trails 

• Bike paths 

• Rest Rooms at Baker Park 

• Concessions at Cherry Lawn Park 

• Playgrounds equipment for older children 

• Outdoor fitness equipment clusters 

Top Priorities 

• Maintain and make improvements to existing facilities 

• Connectivity and safety – bikeable and walkable 

• Evaluate potential uses of Town-owned Ox Ridge, Diller and Edgerton 

properties 

• Explore options for a community pool  

• Seasonal Ice Rink 

• Marketing / Wayfinding 

• Improvements to water access 

• Address parking issues 

• Address rest room issues (availability/upgrades) 

• Address dog issues  

The Darien Parks and Recreation Master Plan addresses the top priorities as 

identified by focus group participants, as well as the citizen’s survey results. (See the 

Key Issues Matrices in Appendix F). 
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41 

Darien Parks & Recreation Master Plan 

V. Organizational, Marketing & Financial Analysis  

The project team broadly assessed the organizational and management structure of 

the Parks and Recreation Department and staffing to determine effectiveness and 

efficiency in meeting current and future departmental responsibilities as related to 

the community’s needs. 

 

The needs assessment – including input from staff interviews, community and key 

stakeholder engagement, and level of service analysis, along with the consultant’s 

expertise – has identified a few areas for operational enhancement. 

 

These key organizational issues identified and observed as areas for improvement 

include: 

• Repurpose and redesign existing Town parks. 

• Develop connections with bike paths and walking trails. 

• Improve and update park and wayfinding signage and maps. 

• Increase marketing and communication of activities. 

• Maintain staffing levels for maintenance to meet current and future demands 

for services.  

• Maintain staffing for facilities operations to meet demand for use of parks and 

facilities. 

Staffing Analysis 

The project team broadly assessed the management structure and staffing levels of 

the Parks and Recreation Department to determine effectiveness and efficiency in 

meeting current and future departmental responsibilities as related to the 

community’s needs. Many observations were taken into account to determine if the 

Department had the right mix of staffing in the right places within the department.  

 

The staffing analysis process included the observations and assessments of: 

• Community input 

• Community satisfaction rates 

• Staff focus group 

• Facility tours 

• Observations of quality of maintenance 

• SWOT Analysis 

• Organizational chart 
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Staffing Considerations 

After considering the organizational observations and staffing assessment, the 

consultant team has determined that the Parks and Recreation Department has an 

adequate number of staff to operate its current system with the right mix of staff in 

the right places within the Department. To operate more effectively in the future and 

to implement the Master Plan, the Town should consider hiring additional positions 

to supplement existing staff. This will ensure that staffing resource levels can maintain 

existing and new facilities at or above acceptable standards as the Master Plan is 

implemented. 

 
Figure 5.1: Parks and Recreation Department Responsibilities (2017) 

Marketing 

The Department utilizes a number of effective marketing tools and strategies actively 

promoting parks and recreation services in the community. These tools include, but 

are not limited to, proactive use of social media platforms, Town and Department 

websites, a Parks and Recreation program guide, press releases, street banners, 

posters and flyers. Survey respondents indicated that emails from the Town were the 

best way to reach them followed by internet/website and the parks and recreation 

activity guide. 
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Financial Analysis 

Current Circumstances 

Parks and recreation facilities, programs, and services are essential to maintaining 

Darien’s desirable community. However, not all facilities, programs, and services are 

equal. In general, the more a facility, program, or service provides a community 

benefit to its citizens, the more that element should be paid for by all citizens as part 

of the Town’s general fund. Conversely, the more a facility, program, or service 

provides individual benefits, the more that element should be paid for by user fees. 

This funding and cost recovery philosophy acknowledges the tremendous public 

benefits of parks and recreation to the community. Parks and recreation services also 

promote and support a community’s economic development, crime prevention, and 

community health. The Town should seek to leverage partnerships wherever possible 

to help fund the facilities, programs, and services that it provides to the community. 

 

Concern was expressed by residents over the access and affordability of programs 

and services. Parks and Recreation staff needs to work diligently to continue to 

control expenses and improve revenues to maintain the access and level of 

affordability to which residents of Darien have become accustomed. 

Financial Sustainability for Program Delivery 

It is important for the Town to develop a Resource Allocation and Pricing Philosophy 

that reflects the values of the community and the responsibility it has to the 

community. This philosophy will be especially important if the Town moves forward 

in the development of new programs and additional and/or expanded facilities, and 

as it strives for sustainability and determines how much it is willing to subsidize 

operations with tax dollars. 

 

One means of accomplishing this goal is applying a process using an industry tool 

called the “Pyramid Methodology.” This methodology develops and implements a 

refined cost recovery philosophy and pricing policy based on current “best practices” 

as determined by the mission of the Department and the program’s benefit to the 

community and/ or individual. 

 

Critical to this philosophical undertaking is the support and understanding of elected 

officials, and ultimately, citizens. Whether or not significant changes are called for, 

the Department wants to be certain that it is philosophically aligned with its residents. 

The development of the core services and cost recovery philosophy and policy is 

built on a very logical foundation, using the understanding of who is benefitting from 

recreation services to determine how the costs for that service should be offset. 

 

Recreation programs and services are sorted along a continuum of what delivers the 

greatest individual benefit to what delivers the greatest community benefit. The 

amount of subsidy for each level (not necessarily each individual program) is then 

determined to create an overall cost recovery philosophy. 
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Developing effective ongoing systems that help measure success in reaching cost 

recovery goals and anticipate potential pitfalls are dependent on the following:  

• Understanding of current revenue streams and their sustainability. 

• Tracking all expenses and revenues for programs, facilities, and services to 

understand their contributions to overall Department cost recovery. 

• Analyzing who is benefiting from programs, facilities, and services and to what 

degree they should be subsidized. 

• Acknowledging the full cost of each program (those direct and indirect costs 

associated with program delivery) and where the program fits on the 

continuum of who benefits from the program or service to determine 

appropriate cost recovery targets. 

• Defining direct costs as those that typically exist purely because of the 

program and the change with the program.  

• Defining indirect costs as those that would typically exist anyway (like full-time 

staff, utilities, administration, debt service, etc.). 

• Program fees should not be based on ability to pay, but an objective program 

should be in place that allows for easy access for lower income participants, 

through availability of scholarships and/or discounts. In many instances 

qualification for scholarships and/or discounts can mirror requirements for 

free or reduce cost lunch in schools. 

Partnerships and Alternative Service Providers 

Many partners support current programming. Special event programming enjoys 

partnerships with the Darien Senior Activities Center, Darien Athletic Foundation 

(DAF), the YMCA, and the Darien Arts Center. Partnerships with area youth sports 

organizations provide programming in the area of youth athletics. 

 

Opportunities exist to partner with health care providers and hospitals to address 

health and wellness programming, public safety agencies, outdoor/ environmental/ 

conservation entities for nature based programming, community gardens and 

increased partnering with the schools for out of school time and enrichment 

programming. 

 

In addition to partnering with the Department, the YMCA is also an alternative 

provider of leisure services for Town residents including aquatics, fitness, childcare, 

gym programs, and sports leagues. Other providers include a variety of 

organizations and churches providing adult athletic programs, adult fitness 

programs offered by the schools continuing education program, commercial, and 

non-profit entities. Environmental and outdoor education programming is available 

through the Darien Nature Center. 

 

After school programs, day camps and sports camp programming are available from 

a variety of organizations such as churches and religious organizations, as well as 

non-profit sports organizations. Cultural and enrichment offerings are also available 

from a mix of non-profit and private entities. 



 

45 

Darien Parks & Recreation Master Plan 

Consideration of the role of the Department as a provider of services, a facilitator 

assisting citizens in selecting from the offerings of others, or both is a determination 

worthy of discussion by Town and Department leadership. 

Potential Funding Support 

Revenue Enhancement was one Key Theme in a Financially Sustainable Plan. The 

Department should continue to pursue funding strategies that include: 

• Explore alternative funding sources that strategically align with targeted 

services. 

• Expand alternative funding for strategic initiatives through grants. 

• Explore additional Community Partnerships. 

• Explore additional opportunities for (and use of) sponsorships. 
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VI. Recreation Programming Analysis 

Parks and Recreation offers a wide variety of programs that can be found on the 

Town’s website: http://www.TownofDarien.org/140/Parks-Recreation 

Inventory of Programs 

The Department offers programs in the following areas: 

• Music – guitar/piano/ lessons 

• Adult/youth sports - Indoor soccer, tiny tot’s soccer, drop-in 

volleyball/basketball, golf/ tennis/ paddle tennis lessons, youth tennis, 

basketball leagues, camps, baseball, floor hockey, cheerleading, flag football, 

Blue Wave Kickers Soccer Academy, Little Athletes, Winter Indoor Tennis at 

Kings Highway 

• Camps – Vacation, day, summer, bus trips 

• Boating safety courses 

• Horseback riding – Lessons and camps 

• Red Cross swim lessons 

• Little Scientists, Lego in Motion, Lego Robotics 

• Fitness – Adult/ youth boot camp, yoga, running, Insanity LIVE 

• Martial arts – Karate  

• Dog Training  

• Paddle boarding  

• Events and festivals  

• Rentals and permitting – Rentals and permits are available parks and beaches 

throughout the system. The “Facility Permit Reservation Form” and the 

permitting process is available online, along with virtual park tours and system 

maps.  

• Cherry Lawn Community Gardens – The community gardens in Darien are 

operated through a partnership between the Town and the Garden Club of 

Darien. 

Programming Opportunities 

According to input gathered during the public input process for the master plan the 

strengths of the programming include: 

• Responsive staff 

• Variety of programs 

• Maintenance facilities clean 

and appealing  

• Multiple playgrounds 

• Athletic fields 

• Paddle sports 

Areas for improvement include: 

• Lost ice rink 

• Off leash dogs are creating 

use/ environmental/ 

management issues 

• Lack of a community 

swimming pool 

• Marketing / communication 

• Lack of community events 

• Enforcement of ordinances
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Areas for additional programs include: 

• Access to water –

Kayak/SUP/Fishing rentals 

• New community events 

• Environmental 

education/nature programs 

• Farmers Market at the beach 

• Winter activities 

• Music/Art in the park 

• Active senior programs 

• Intergenerational programs 

Survey Results 

According to the survey 76% of survey participants scored their overall satisfaction 

with the programs and services (Figure 6.1) offered by the Department as a 4 or 5 

(very satisfied). 

Figure 6.1 – Overall satisfaction of programs and services identified by survey participants 

 
 

This is generally a high score; consistent with responses in the survey, for example: 

Only 6% of respondents identified expanding ‘programs and services’ as a top 

priority for the Department to address in the next 5-10 years. 

 

The following matrix (Figure 6.2) represents an importance vs. needs met matrix from 

the survey. ‘Recreation programs/classes’ can be found near the intersection of the 

x- and y-axis of the matrix. This can be interpreted as meaning that this service area 

is about average importance in the community and is generally meeting the needs 

of the community; implying that it is less of a priority area for the community.  
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Figure 6.2 – Importance vs. Needs Met Matrix 

 

Program Evaluation 

Annually all current programs are evaluated to determine if they should be continued, 

changed (market segment focus, time/day offered, etc.) or discontinued. A few 

simple questions should be asked about each program which include: 

• Is participation increasing or decreasing? If participation is increasing then it 

could clearly mean that the program should be continued. If participation is 

decreasing are there any steps to take to increase interest through marketing 

efforts, change the time/day the program is offered and change the format or 

instructor? If not, it may be time to discontinue the program.  

• Is there information contained in the participant feedback that can be used to 

improve the program? 

• Are cost recovery goals being met? If not, can fees be realistically increased?  

• Is there another provider of the program that is more suitable to offer it? If yes, 

the Department could provide referrals for its customers for the program it 

does not or is not willing or able to offer.  

• Is this program taking up facility space that could be used for expansion of 

more popular programs or new programs in demand by the community? 

 

The demographics of the Town need to be considered when developing program 

offerings.  The age cohorts of the Town of Darien indicate that adult programming 
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will play an increasing role in the offerings of the Department.  Nearly 33% of the 

current population is between 45 and 65 years of age, and the fastest growing 

segment of the population is the age cohort 65 to 74. Health, wellness, cultural and 

other programming with appeal to this increasing active adult cohort will be an 

important programming consideration. 

 

Moreover, new leisure and recreation trends may drive different needs. It is very easy 

to focus on programs that have worked for a number of years, especially if they are 

still drawing enough interested participants to justify the program’s continuation. 

Starting new programs, based on community demand and/ or trends, can be risky 

due to the inability to predict their success. If the program interest seems great, as 

with those identified in public input, then the programs should be expanded. 

Appropriate available space may hinder new or expanded opportunities in some 

cases.  

 

Using historical participation levels to determine program popularity and participant 

feedback can be helpful in deciding if programs should be continued. In addition, 

utilizing citizen surveys and participant feedback, and researching trends in parks 

and recreation programming are useful tools in determining future program needs 

and desires. Sources for trends information include: 

• State Parks and Recreation Associations and Conferences 

• National Recreation and Parks Association  

• International Health, Racquet & Sports Association 

• Parks and Recreation Trade Publications  

 

Understanding core services in the delivery of parks and recreation services will allow 

the Town to improve upon those areas while developing strategies to assist in the 

delivery of other services. To that end, the Department has established a Vision and 

Department Goals to guide decision-making. 

 

With these guiding statements in mind, the Department seeks to provide the best 

recreational opportunities for current residents as well as look to the future to meet 

emerging needs. 

 

The basis of determining core services should come from the vision and goals 

developed by the Town and what brings the greatest community benefit in balance 

with the competencies of the Department and the competitive market position (other 

providers). 

 

Staff program area experts are assigned to develop and oversee specific program 

areas in order to ensure consistent program characteristics, instructor qualifications, 

training and evaluation, instructor pay scales, and fees. Programs areas, at a 

minimum, should include:  fitness and wellness, aquatics, cultural arts, sports, 

outdoor recreation and therapeutic recreation. 
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The Department should pursue program development around the priorities identified 

by customer feedback, program evaluation process and research.  This plan, as well 

as an ongoing effort to assess the changing needs of the community, provides the 

basis for examining programming offerings. The following criteria should be 

examined when developing new programs: 

• Need: outgrowth of a current popular program, or enough demonstrated 

demand to successfully support a minimal start (one class for instance) 

• Budget: accounting for all costs and anticipated (conservative) revenues 

should meet cost recovery target established by Department 

• Location: appropriate, available and within budget 

• Instructor: qualified, available and within budget 

• Materials and supplies: available and within budget 

• Marketing effort: adequate and timely opportunity to reach intended market, 

within budget (either existing marketing budget or as part of new program 

budget) 

 

New and improvements to existing facilities should focus around stated community 

needs as well as defined core services of the Town and what would provide the 

greatest benefit to the community. Examples include a community center, 

gymnasiums, class and arts and crafts spaces, a performing arts venue, youth and 

senior spaces, and either dedicated or shared athletic fields. Once priorities are 

determined a funding plan should be developed. All new facility development and 

improvements should be examined to be sure they are sustainable under current 

and/ or future conditions of the General Fund. 

 

Additionally, it is important that all supporting divisions such as maintenance, 

administration, and recreation staff be involved as necessary in new program and 

facility development. Engaging all who are associated with a new program, both 

directly and indirectly, in the decision-making process will help ensure a quality 

experience for the customer. 

 

The citizen focus group information gatherings touched on program areas that the 

community would like to see created or expanded. Further research into what types 

of programming would be successful needs to be done. Successful programs come 

from continuous creative assessment, research, and planning. The Department 

should create a process that evaluates the success of current program offerings and 

criteria to determine if new program ideas should be instituted or if changes should 

be made to current programs.  

 

If the Department choses to develop programming areas, the following figure (Figure 

6.3) shows the highest priorities for additional/ expanded services, as identified by 

survey participants. 
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Figure 6.3 – Highest priorities for additional/expanded services.  

 

Consistency with National Trends 

The Department offers many programs that are consistent with national trends, like: 

• Events and festivals 

• Fitness classes 

• Water access  

• Programs for dogs 

• Safety/ education courses 

 

The demographics and trends report submitted with this plan further identified 

potential opportunities and programming areas that the Department could look to 

expand: 

• Bicycling/ bicycling education 

• Nature-based programming, including interpretive signage 

• Active adult/ senior programming 

• Pickleball 

• Mobile technology 

• Health/ wellness programming 

• Music/ arts in the parks 

 

Some of these opportunities are also identified by survey (and focus group) 

respondents in Figure 6.4, as the “top three most important programs/ activities to 

add, expand, or improve.” The figure below contains the top 15 responses. 
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Figure 6.4 – Top three most important programs/activities to add, expand, or improve. 

 

Key Issues in Programming 

The programming opportunities can be consolidated into overarching themes to help 

the Department develop strategies and action steps moving forward. 

Expand Priority Programs within the Community 

Though the community reports being generally satisfied with the programs and 

services offered by the Department, Figure 6.5 reports that 29% of respondents on 

the Invitation Sample and 37% on the Open Link identified “more 

programs/community events” as a top five area that would increase utilization of 

facilities.  
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Figure 6.5 – Top areas that would increase facility utilization.  
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VII. Facility Inventory and Analysis 

A. Creating the Inventory 

The level of service analysis process involved assembly of a detailed inventory of 

public physical assets available for use by the Darien community. This asset 

inventory was created to serve the Town in a number of ways, as it can be used for 

a wide variety of planning and operations tasks including asset management, and 

future strategic master plans. The assets inventory currently includes public parks, 

recreation, and trail facilities managed by the Parks and Recreation Department. 

 

The Town of Darien has twelve park and recreational facilities described within this 

section, and two additional Town parcels, not under the purview of the Parks and 

Recreation Department. The park system consists of 212 acres and serves a town 

population of approximately 21,000 residents. Overall, the park system is highly 

regarded within the community and regionally, offering a wide variety of recreational 

opportunities with quality maintenance and operations of these facilities. 

 

The park system consists of two shoreline Parks along the Long Island Sound (Weed 

Beach and Pear Tree Point Beach), two nature preserves (Selleck’s Woods and 

Woodland Park Nature Preserves), and several neighborhood parks and athletic 

fields. Like many Connecticut communities, Darien strives to keep up with the 

demand for sports fields and facilities within its park system. 

 

Following is a brief description of each park facility based on the Level of Service 

inventory analysis scoring and comments. (Parks are listed alphabetically). 

Baker Park 

Baker Park is located on Noroton Avenue, just south of Interstate 95. This 11.7 acre 

park includes a diamond field, multi-use recreational lawn areas, a dinosaur-themed 

children’s playground, and woodland walking trails along the southwestern portion 

of the site. 

Cherry Lawn Park 

Cherry lawn park is located at 120 Brookside Road, just north of the commerical 

corridor along Post Road. The park encompasses 27.5 acres of picturesque 

landscape with mature trees, sloping lawns, a small pond, and woodland enclaves. 

The park features athletic fields, playgrounds, a dog run, nature trails, and a large 

community garden.  

Athletic Fields - The Park hosts excellent athletic fields, including one baseball 

field and one soccer field. The Gallagher baseball field is a modern facility 

with scoreboards, ample guest and player seating, and excellent turf and 

infield conditions. The multi-use rectangular field primarily supports soccer. 

Basketball Court - One basketball court was previously located to the east of 

the bathrooms and community garden; however, it is currently unusable and 

in disrepair. 
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Bridges -Two small bridges overlook the pond, composed of intricate inlaid 

stone. The bridges connect to a network of trails in the northeastern woodland 

of the site. 

Community Garden - The park community garden contains 65 plots for 

individual use. A six-foot fence borders the garden, protecting the plots from 

foraging wildlife.  

Dock - A dock is located near the lower pavilion, overlooking the pond, creek, 

woodland, and spillway.  

Pavilion Structures - Two pavilion structures are located in the park, providing 

spaces for groups to picnic and gather. One pavilion is located near the 

playground, while a larger pavilion is located near the pond. 

Nature Trails - A nature trail winds through the wooded area at the 

easternmost portion of the park near the pond and Darien Nature Center. 

Tennis Courts- Four tennis courts are available in the park. Three courts are 

located near the pond, while one court is near the entrance of the park. 

Additional Park Resources - An expansive park with large areas of lawn, 

mature trees, and well-tended ornamental landscaping, Cherry Lawn Park has 

ample capacity for a variety of passive and active recreational uses.  

Additional Park Resources (winter) - During the winter months sledding, 

snowshoeing and cross-country skiing are welcome at the park. Signage is 

posted when the pond is safe for ice skating.  

Darien Nature Center Building - The nature center is a state-of-the art facility 

which provides visitors and students with opportunities to foster interest and 

respect for the natural world. Behind the center, a network of trails, an 

unconventional wildlife-themed playground, and educational composting 

facilities encourage a variety of outdoor recreation activities. 

Diller Property 

The Diller Property is a 5 acre wooded parcel located to the south of Nutmeg Lane, 

a short street that spans the distance between Hollow Tree Ridge Road and Darien 

High School. Residences border the property to the south and west. The High School 

is located to the east, separated from the property by a segment of woodlands. 

Significant portions of the site are wet, providing a diverse range of wetland plant 

specimens and wildlife habitat. Mature hardwoods and ingrowth trees dominate the 

landscape. The site is currently undeveloped. 

Frate Park 

Frate Park is located at the intersection of Middlesex Road and Leroy Avenue. This 

pocket park is a hidden gem in a residential area, with mature trees and unobstructed 

views of charming homes.  

McGuane Park 

McGuane Park, located on Noroton Avenue behind the Noroton Heights Fire 

Department, is a 7.5 acre facility featuring three diamond fields, a children’s 

playground, picnic areas, and a community building. The diamond fields are located 
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next to a parking lot and are lit in the evenings. An accessible playground with a 

variety of play equipment is next to an open-lawn area; a place where people can 

gather to picnic or recreate. 

 

The park community building includes public restrooms, comfort and meeting 

rooms, a concessions stand, two indoor batting cages, and a network of decks for 

game viewing and picnicking. 

Pear Tree Point Beach 

Pear Tree Beach is located in a residential area along Pear Tree Point Road. The 

nearly 8-acre property provides approximately 900 linear feet of shoreline access on 

the Long Island Sound. The park has two beaches, a bathhouse with a covered 

concession stand, a large pavilion, and a picnic/ grill area adjacent to the front 

(southern) beach.  

The front (southern) beach has a total of 325 linear feet of shoreline access available 

for swimming and recreation. The back (western) beach contains nearly 300 linear 

feet of shoreline. Both beaches have plentiful uniform sand and slope gently toward 

the sound.  

Selleck’s Woods Nature Preserve 

Selleck’s Woods Nature Preserve is a 28 acre park ideally located between the Metro-

North Railroad and I-95. The preserve is home to woodlands, marshes, swamps, 

streams, prairie pockets, and two ponds. Three entrances provide access to the 

preserve, located on Fairmead Avenue, Parkland’s Drive, and Little Brook Road. 

Limited parking is available at the Parkland’s Drive location. Volunteers of the 

“Friends of Selleck’s Woods” monitor the nearly two miles of trail system, and 

communicate with the Darien Parks and Recreation Department when repairs and 

maintenance are needed. These volunteers organize field trips, educational nature 

walks, and assist in the building of bridges and erection of wayfinding and intepretive 

signage in the park. Historic stone walls can be found throughout the park, and key 

trail intersections contain benches and educational installations. Dogs are permitted 

on leash, to ensure the protection of wildlife, songbirds, and waterfowl inhabiting the 

park. Selleck’s Woods is ajacent to Dunlap Woods, a 22-acre parcel owned by the 

Darien Land Trust. 

Stony Brook Park 

Stony Brook Park is an 11.3 acre parcel of woodlands located on Ledge Road, 

parallel to I-95. The park offers a hiking trail with scenic views of waterfalls and Stony 

Brook. A stone-walled overlook provides views of the park from Ledge Road. 

Tilley Pond Park 

Tilley Pond Park is located along West Avenue just north of the commercial hub on 

Post Road. This 8.65 acre park includes a network of elegantly lit walking/ jogging 

paths, benches and picnic areas, and gardens nestled into the landscape. A stone 

pavilion with a fireplace overlooks Tilley Pond at the center of the park. A limited 
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number of parking stalls are available along Lakesdide Avenue. Additional parking is 

avaiable at the rail station. 

Town Hall & Holahan Field 

The Town Hall Fields are located at the corner of Renshaw Road and Route 1, just 

south of I-95. Encompassing nearly 10 acres, this property contains athletic fields, a 

Firefighter’s monument, and Town Hall. This area includes the “Dana Property,” a 

1.54 acre area adjacent to the Town fields and cemetery, which was dedicated as 

Parks and Recreation Open Space in 1986. Two diamond fields, located at the corner 

of Renshaw Road and Route 1, are used by the co-ed softball league and the Darien 

Little League. Holahan Field is located to the north of Town Hall, which includes a 90 

ft base layout for Babe Ruth league play. A practice rectangular field is located in the 

outfield of the diamond field. 

Weed Beach 

Weed Beach is a 22 acre waterfront park with athletic facilities and playground, just 

off Route 1 on Nearwater Lane. With approximately 1,700 feet of shoreline on the 

Long Island Sound, this unique park is home to a wide array of activities for all ages. 

The park includes a concession stand during the summer months, several picnic 

areas, a bathing area, six tennis courts, five paddle courts, a paddle tennis warming 

hut, a sand volleyball court, and a fit trail. A 4,300-square foot inclusive playground 

is situated on the northwest side of the bath house, and a deck extends the length of 

the main building overlooking the sound. A soft launch area is located at the 

southernmost portion of the site. Weed Beach is home to the Darien Junior Sailing 

Team. 

Woodland Park Nature Preserve 

Woodland Park Nature Preserve is located along Middlesex Road, with a properly 

demarcated entrance on the road and a secondary entrance on West Avenue. 

Encompassing 64.7 acres, the preserve consists of extensive woodlands, a stream, 

two small ponds, a stone wall, and a wooden footbridge. The park is supported by 

the “Friends of Woodland Park” which is dedicated to the preservation and protection 

of the park through educational programming and volunteerism. An interpretive 

exhibit display case informs visitors about natural features and wildlife within the park. 

Turtle Pond and Old Maid’s pond have educational signage installed along the trail, 

and various small gardens contain ornamental plantings. 

 

Town-Owned Parcels 

Ox Ridge Parcel 

The Ox Ridge Parcel is the site of a former equestrian event facility, situated just to 

the north of the Ox Ridge Hunt Club. This 16.25 acre parcel is relatively flat, with the 

majority of the site covered in rich pasture. A sand show-jumping ring is located on 

the eastern portion of the site. Bordered to the west and north by Middlesex Road, 

the site is separated from these roads by a historic rock wall and a line mature trees. 
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Two entrances, one to the north and the other to the west, provide vehicular access 

to the property. 

Edgerton Parcel 

The Edgerton Parcel is located to the west of Edgerton Street, just north of the 

Edgerton Cottage. Formerly the home of the Darien Senior Center, this 3.8 acre site 

has limited existing parking, fragments of a retaining wall, and several mature trees 

of diverse species. No building foundations or structures remain on the site. The 

topography of the parcel is fairly steep to the west and south. An access road utilized 

by Middlesex Middle School for bus traffic runs parallel to the site.  
 

Facility Inventory Summary 

The inventory for this Master Plan was conducted using a Composite Values 

Methodology (CVM). Each component in the inventory was given a score to be used 

in the analysis based apparent fit for its intended purpose: 

• Score of 1 = the component does not meet expectations for its intended 

purpose at this particular location. 

• Score of 2 = the component meets expectations for its intended purpose at 

this location. 

• Score of 3 = the component exceeds normal expectations for its intended 

purpose at this location. 

 

A complete Facility Inventory Summary Matrix is provided as a staff level document. 

This matrix represents the inventory and detailed assessment of each park 

component, completed by visiting every park in the spring of 2017.  

Level of Service Methodology 

Overall Parks System  

The overall parks system level of service was developed through the analysis of 

existing park resources, variety of offerings, and considering the locations of 

alternative service providers. For purposes of this study, the town limit boundary was 

used as the extent of the study area, however it should be noted that park facilities 

just over the Town border provide services for Town residents or connect to nearby 

municipalities, i.e., Norwalk, New Cannan, and Stamford. Figure 7.1 shows the study 

area and key locations of park facilities and schools within the Town of Darien. 

 

In general, the map indicates that Darien has concentrated park facilities within and 

south of the I-95 corridor. There are multiple barriers (Old Kings Highway/ Rte. 1, I-

95, and the Amtrak/Metro North Rail Road) to access for walking and bicycling at 

park facilities. Additional barriers include a lack of sidewalks, on-road bicycle facilities 

or multi-use pathways. As a result, the implementation of a bicycle-pedestrian 

network would greatly improve access to parks, trails, bike routes and sidewalk 

connections within the community. 
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Figure 7.1: Darien Parks Map 

 

Park Catchment Areas 

Park Catchment Areas, also called buffers, are used to display Level of Service areas 

in the community for each park. The overall level of service scoring from a driving 

standpoint was high and thus identified minimal need for improvement. The walkable 

coverage provided near park facilities varies considerably throughout the Town. This 

plan does not address improvements to access to parks beyond the limits of the 

park facility, however it is important to acknowledge that increased multi-modal 

access to parks improves neighborhood use of parks, provides health and safety 

benefits for the community, and reduces parking demands within park spaces.  

 



 

61 

Darien Parks & Recreation Master Plan 

Although people use a variety of transportation modes to access parks, walking and 

biking to park facilities are two modes of travel which can support park visitors of all 

ages and abilities. Studies show that in general park visitors will comfortably ride their 

bicycles between one-half and three-quarters of a mile, and comfortably walk 

between a quarter and half-mile to a park facility. This distance represents a travel 

time of 7 minutes based on an average walking speed of three miles per hour, 

accounting for longer actual walking distances due to indirect routes, as are 

commonly found in a disconnected street network. As a result, quarter-mile and half 

mile buffers were developed around each park facility to illustrate the access 

potential of each park. It should be noted that residents will walk and bike to park 

facilities as long as there are safe and adequate facilities for access (ie. sidewalks, 

multi-use pathways and/or on-road bicycle facilities). 

Level of Service Analysis Findings 

Through the level of service analysis, the park system was reviewed through several 

perspectives, including geographical distribution of park resources, proximity to 

neighborhoods, and variety of park resources. 

 

In general, the park system is concentrated along the I-95 corridor and southern 

portion of the Town. The northern portion of the Town currently has minimal 

dedicated park space. Most visitors access the many of the parks via automobile (ie. 

Cherry Lawn, Pear Tree Point and Weed Beach), while some of the neighborhood 

parks (Tilley Pond Park, Baker Park, and McGuane Park) enable greater numbers of 

visitors through walking and biking. Walking and bicycling connections are increased 

in select locations primarily due to their proximity to neighborhood streets and the 

presence of safe walking and biking accommodations. 

 

Figure 7.2 illustrates the one-half mile catchment radii and Figure 7.3 illustrates the 

one-quarter catchment radii around each park. 
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Figure 7.2: Darien Parks Gaps Analysis Map with 1/2 Mile Level of Service Buffer 
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Figure 7.3: Darien Parks Gaps Analysis Map with 1/4 Mile Level of Service Buffer 
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VIII. Key Issues Matrix 

 
The Key Issues and Recommendations Matrix (Appendix F) is a composition of Key 

Issues identified throughout the inventory, analysis and public engagement phases 

of the project. The key issues are categorized as follows: Organizational, Marketing 

& Financial; Programming; Facilities and Amenities.  

 

The key issues were placed into categorized on the matrix: 

 Priority Issue    5 

 Opportunity to Improve  3 

 Minor or Future Issue  1 

 Blank means the issue didn’t come up or wasn’t addressed. 

 

The qualitative data planning tools used to determine the priority of the key issues 

include: 

• Public Input/ Stakeholder Meetings 

• Public Input (Public Hearings, Public Comments, etc.) 

• Existing Documents (plans, etc.) 

• Consultant Team 

• Darien Parks and Recreation staff input 

 

The quantitative data planning tools used to determine the priority of the key issues 

include: 

• Online Survey (Invitation/ Open Link) 

• Facility Assessment and Level of Service Analysis 

 

The Key Issues Matrix summarizes the areas that need immediate attention and 

determines the direction of the implementation of recommendations in the Master 

Plan. As the Key Issues Matrix demonstrates, these are the recurring themes that 

were common throughout the community input process, regardless of the method of 

communication. 
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IX. Recommendations 

This section describes recommendations to enhance the level of service and the 

quality of life through improvement of existing sites, future development of new 

facilities, organizational enhancements, financial improvements, increased 

programming, improved safety, and potential partnerships. 

 

Although the Town of Darien Park system has great facilities and is well maintained, 

there are multiple recommendations to further improve the system. The 

recommendations are separated between general system-wide and park specific 

recommendations. 

 

Note: Recommendations for the following Town-owned parcels are not included 

within this master plan, since both properties are under the purview and oversight of 

the Town of Darien Board of Selectmen. 

• Ox Ridge Parcel 

• Edgerton Parcel 

General Recommendations: 

1. Improve/ upgrade existing facilities and outdated amenities that do not 

function well. 

2. Provide universal access to all parks/ facilities. 

3. Expand walking pathways and trail connectivity to and within parks. 

4. Implement and update the ADA Transition Plan to address areas that are not 

compliant. 

5. Develop and implement a system of park master plans for aging existing 

parks and expanded recreational types/ changing trends. 

6. Improve/ upgrade signage (wayfinding, directional and interpretative). 

7. Improve access to athletic fields for existing and new/ growing user groups. 

8. Explore off-leash and off-season dog facilities, rules and regulations. 

 

Park Specific Recommendations 

Below is a summary of recommendations for each park facility. 

Baker Park 

• Accessibility: Expanded handicap parking facilities are recommended at the 

parking lot. 

• Trails: Renovate and expand trail system within park area. 

• Playground: Renovate existing structure & install ADA surfacing.  

• Signage: Replace/ improve entrance & wayfinding signage along trail system. 

Replacement of trailhead signage and rehabilitation of existing pathways is 

recommended to correct erosion issues and protect forest area. 

• Baseball & Turf Field: Improve drainage at turf fields and baseball field. 



 

68 

Darien Parks & Recreation Master Plan 

• Paths: Construct ADA accessible paths to provide access to playground and 

field level. 

• Natural Areas: Enhance environmental areas (woodland & upper lawn near 

playground). 

• Drainage: Improve areas with drainage issues and erosion. 

• Landscape: Move memorial to more visible location and plant tree/ landscape 

bed to highlight memorial stone.  

• Lighting: Improve security lighting at key areas of park (playground, parking 

lot, baseball field). 

• Site structures: Minor repairs to fencing at parking lot.  

Cherry Lawn Park 

• Parking Lots: Provide ADA parking spaces in each of the three lots, resurface 

asphalt, repair curbs, replenish gravel, and correct drainage issues.  

• Roads: resurface deteriorated roads, correct drainage issues.  

• Paths: Construct ADA accessible path to connect to spectator seating at the 

baseball field, tennis courts, and basketball court. Provide ADA accessible 

path from parking lot to community garden.  

• Playgrounds: Improve drainage at playgrounds, restore ADA access to play 

area.  

• Turf Fields: Correct minor grade variation at soccer field.  

• Trails: Consider installation of boardwalk to protect environmentally sensitive 

areas near the pond. Maintain existing trails off lower lawn.  

• Natural Areas: Enhance environmental areas and implement no-mow zone in 

lower lawn. Protect wetland area adjacent to pond.  

• Lighting: Improve security lighting at key areas of park (playground, parking 

lot, baseball field, tennis courts).  

• Courts: Relocate/ rebuild the basketball court next to existing tennis courts. 

Correct drainage issues at tennis courts and provide spectator seating.  

• Site Structures: Replace dock, replace roof on pavilion near pond, repair ramp 

at pavilion, and replace storm drain in lower lawn, minor maintenance at two 

historic bridges near pond.  

• Site Furnishings: Replace benches with a singular ADA accessible design 

reflecting park aesthetic, upgrade water fountains and provide spout to fill dog 

water bowls.  

• Dog Run: Consider installation of fence around existing dog run, provide 

DogiPot station. 

• Memorials: Accentuate memorials with low maintenance bulb/ landscape 

beds and/ or memorial trees. 

• Pond: replace/ rehabilitate existing pond dock, install aerating fountain. 
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Diller Property 

• Trail/ Boardwalk: Create nature trail/ boardwalk for environmental education 

in conjunction with Darien High School. 

• Nature Playground: Create a nature themed accessible playground. 

• Parking: Provide parking along Nutmeg Lane to accommodate access for 

people with limited abilities. 

• Maintenance Plan: Develop forest/ tree maintenance plan to ensure the safety 

of visitors and longevity of forest 

Frate Park 

• Signage: Install entrance sign at corner of Middlesex and Leroy Road.  

• Pathway: Construct ADA accessible pathway to pavilion from the corner of 

Leroy and Middlesex Road. 

• Site Features: Provide benches, accessible pavilion, plantings and garden 

areas. 

• Crosswalks: Provide crosswalks at each intersection to provide safe access 

to the park. 

McGuane Park 

• Parking Lot: Correct drainage issues, resurface asphalt. 

• Paths: Construct accessible sidewalk to spectator seating at baseball field 

behind Noroton Heights Fire Department and adjacent to park building. 

• Playground: expand accessible playground and replace existing surfacing. 

• Dugouts: Repair roof and repaint dugouts at Challenger softball field.  

• Bicycle Racks: Replace existing bicycle rack and install near entrance of park. 

Pear Tree Point Beach 

• Accessibility: Improve accessibility to park facilities (ie. curb ramps, parking 

stalls, and etc.) 

• Parking Lot: Regrade parking lot to correct drainage issues. Provide 

accessible parking stalls. 

• Picnic Area: Improve area and access to grills; install accessible benches. 

• Trees: Replace missing/ damaged trees with species better adapted to dune 

environments. 

• Concession/ Bathhouse: Rehabilitate or replace outdated concession/ 

bathhouse building. Improve concession facilities. 

• Resiliency: Improve beach resiliency and reduce wind/ water erosion by 

increasing natural shoreline areas. Install sea wall/ snow fence as appropriate. 

• Boat Ramp: Reconstruct boat ramp, provide ADA access to dock. 

• Water Fountain: Update water fountain/ provide water bottle filling station.  

• Outdoor Showers: Provide ADA access to outdoor showers. 

• Increase rental opportunities for umbrellas and chairs. 

• Improve non-motorized boat storage/ rental opportunities. 

• Replace security guard shack. 

• Assess/ review concessionaire/ food offerings. 
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Selleck’s Woods Nature Preserve 

• Bridges: Install handrails at bridges.  

• Accessibility: Provide accessible parking stalls and route to features/ benches 

where appropriate. 

• Site Furnishings: Install ADA accessible bench and picnic table at Parklands 

Office Complex entrance.  

• Roads: Install wing curb or other barrier to prevent erosion from parked cars 

at the Littlebrook Road roundabout. 

• Informational Materials: Replace faded/ damaged trail map graphics in 

interpretative panels. Provide current maps. 

• Maintenance Plan: Develop forest/ tree maintenance plan to ensure the safety 

of visitors and longevity of forest 

Stony Brook Park 

• Parking Lot: Regrade parking lot to correct drainage issues, replenish gravel 

or pave parking lot, install curb stops to protect tree roots, delineate parking 

spaces, provide ADA accessible parking spaces.  

• Signage: Improve entry, interpretative and trail wayfinding signage. 

• Site Structures: Replace handrail above stone wall at overlook with site-

appropriate decorative railing. Improve trailhead with signage and benches. 

Tilley Pond Park 

• Parking Lot: Delineate parking along Lakeside Avenue and provide two ADA 

accessible parking spaces.  

• Paths: Repair pathways and construct stone dust path along West Avenue to 

minimize erosion and protect tree roots. 

• Natural Areas: Install shade gardens at old foundation wall.  

• Site Structures: Repair steps at old foundation wall. Install a shade structure 

near the proposed playground.  

• Signage: Remove vandalism from signs. Install interpretive signs to inform 

visitors about waterfowl and ecology of pond.  

• Playground: Install inclusive playground.  

Town Hall & Holahan Fields 

• Drainage: Correct minimal drainage issues at diamond fields. 

• Parking Lot: Provide accessible parking at Firefighters’ Memorial. 

• Roads: Repair maintenance road at Spring Grove Cemetery to connect to 

pedestrian pathways at Town Hall Fields.  

• Paths: Construct ADA accessible pathway and pedestrian bridges around 

perimeter of Town Hall fields to spectator seating, and Firefighter’s Memorial. 

• Site Structures: Install hand rails at wall along creek for visitor safety and 

bicycle racks at key locations. 

• Lighting: Improve security lighting at key areas of park. 
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Weed Beach 

• Resiliency: Improve beach resiliency and reduce erosion by increasing natural 

shoreline areas. 

• Expand park area into Short Lane parcel. 

• Site Furnishings: Provide matching ADA accessible picnic tables and 

benches.  

• Trees: Replace damaged/ missing trees with those adapted to dune 

conditions. 

• Site Structures: Provide shade structures. 

• Restripe a court for pickleball. 

• Upgrade paddle court lighting with LED fixtures. 

• Provide boat house for sailboat/ non-motorized boat rentals/ programs. 

• Increase rental opportunities for umbrellas and chairs. 

• Improve non-motorized boat storage/ rental opportunities. 

• Assess/ review concessionaire/ food offerings. 

Woodland Park Nature Preserve 

• Parking Lot: Resurface and expand parking lot at Middlesex Road. Install curb 

stops and delineate ADA accessible parking spaces. 

• Drainage: Improve areas with drainage issues and erosion. 

• Trails: Correct drainage issues in low-lying areas. 

• Bridges and Steps: Replace wooden bridges and steps to meet structural and 

ADA standards.  

• Site Furnishings: Replace benches over time with site-appropriate, ADA 

accessible matching benches. 

• Signage: Replace trail entrance signage and trail wayfinding markers/ 

directional signage.  

• Site Structures: Repair or replace culvert and associated stone retaining wall.  

• Natural Area: Remove debris from pond and provide accessible route to 

overlook with interpretive signage to educate public about ecology of park. 

• Maintenance Plan: Develop forest/ tree maintenance plan to ensure the safety 

of visitors and longevity of forest.  

• Complete b oundary survey of property to verify/identify any encroachments 

into parklands. 
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X. Goals and Action Plan 

The following goals, objectives, and action items for the Master Plan 

recommendations are drawn from the public input, inventory, level of service 

analysis, findings feedback, and all the information gathered during the master 

planning process, with a primary focus on maintaining, sustaining, and improving the 

Town of Darien Parks and Recreation offerings. 

Goal 1: Continue to Improve Organizational Efficiencies 

Objective 1.1 – Enhance and improve internal and external communications 

regarding Department activities and services. 

The Parks and Recreation Department should develop a Marketing and 

Communications Plan that will guide its efforts in communicating and promoting its 

activities and facilities. This should include all the recommendations in the Master 

Plan for programs, services, and facility upgrades which will serve to improve 

awareness. The Marketing Plan should be reviewed periodically, updated as needed 

and include marketing strategies that incorporate the efforts of partner departments 

and projects.  

 

The marketing and communication efforts of the Parks and Recreation Department 

programs/ offerings should be enhanced with a focused effort on electronic 

communication and by maintaining/updating the Department’s activity guide. 

Objective 1.2 – Increase appropriate partnerships and collaborations within the 

community. 

The Town of Darien Parks and Recreation Department currently partners with a 

number of agencies to provide programs and activities to the community. The 

Department should continue to explore additional opportunities as well as build on 

its existing partnerships. Where not already in place, the Department should ensure 

that all existing and future partnerships are accurately portrayed in a signed 

partnership agreement. 

 

The Parks and Recreation Department should continue to work collaboratively with 

other Town departments to achieve goals and objectives and, as opportunities arise, 

expand to include other departments as appropriate. To assure efficiencies are 

benefiting each department, continuous communications and an annual review are 

essential. 

Objective 1.3 – Staff appropriately to meet current demand and maintain established 

levels of service. 

As recommendations in the Master Plan for programs, services, and facility upgrades 

are implemented, it is important to maintain staffing levels to maintain current 

performance standards. This will require the addition of new positions in parks and 

recreation. 
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Objective 1.4 – Improve access to athletic fields. 

The Department should review the current field allocation policy and update it based 

on demand, residency, and equitable scheduling. As part of the review, the 

Department should consider existing and new/ growing user groups’ needs. 

Goal 2: Increase Financial Opportunities 

Objective 2.1 – Consider implementing a cost recovery and pricing policy. 

There is a consensus among focus group 

participants and survey respondents to 

implement and employ equitable user fees 

for Parks and Recreation activities based 

on a value received by the participant for 

the services with a personal benefit. Parks 

and Recreation should consider 

implementing a Cost Recovery Policy such 

as the Pyramid Pricing Methodology to 

determine a consistent method of pricing 

parks and recreation activities throughout 

the Department. 

 

Objective 2.2 – Pursue alternative funding opportunities. 

The Department currently takes advantage of grant opportunities available for 

programming and facility improvements. The Parks and Recreation Department 

should continue to pursue any grant opportunities at the federal, state, regional, and 

local levels. 

 

The community appears willing to explore the feasibility of a dedicated revenue 

source to pay for the improvements that come out of this Parks and Recreation 

Master Plan. A campaign for an increased community investment may be a 

successful way of implementing the long-term recommendations in the Master Plan. 

These funding opportunities may include a bond referendum to support renovations 

and redesign of existing parks and/ or construction on new facilities.  

Goal 3: Continue to Improve Programs and Service Delivery  

Objective 3.1 – Explore opportunities to increase recreational activities based on 

demand and trends. 

The community would like to see new additional programs for families, teens, and 

seniors. Specialty fitness/ wellness, cultural, and special needs programs are in high 

demand, and in order to ensure service delivery reflects the diversity of the 

community, the Department should engage the community in program development. 

To effectively achieve this objective, the Department should look to partner with other 

service providers in the community. 
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Objective 3.2 – Explore opportunities to increase the number of community events 

based on demand and trends. 

The Department should continue to look for opportunities to expand the number of 

cultural, community, music, food and art events offered annually. 

Objective 3.3 – Explore offering more alternative and non-traditional programs. 

Based on demand and current trends in the industry, the Department should explore 

opportunities to develop and expand programs that are outdoor/ nature-based/ 

environmentally focused. There are also opportunities to develop or expand on non-

traditional sports programs such as disc golf, pickle ball, or ultimate frisbee. 

Goal 4: Continue to Improve Facilities and Amenities 

Objective 4.1 – Maintain and improve existing facilities and amenities. 

There was an overwhelming public response to make sure that Parks and Recreation 

maintains and improves existing facilities. The Department should continue to 

improve and upgrade existing facilities and amenities (playgrounds, basketball 

courts) as well as address low-scoring components through the Capital 

Improvements Plan. The Department should develop a Cyclical Maintenance 

Program to ensure consistent application of maintenance standards and cost 

efficiencies. 

Objective 4.2 – Provide improved signage Town-wide to make it easier for patrons to 

find and use parks, facilities, and beaches. 

The Parks and Recreation Department should evaluate directional and wayfinding 

signage to facilities on roadways and within parks. Improved wayfinding signage will 

contribute to a greater connectivity of parks and facilities. As parks are renovated or 

updated, the Department should enhance and update existing park signs 

(wayfinding, directional, and interpretative). 

Objective 4.3 – Expand walking path and trail connectivity. 

Working with other Town Departments, Parks and Recreation should look for 

opportunities to develop shared-use paths and/ or sidewalks/ trails to connect 

neighborhoods to parks. As new and existing trails and shared-use paths are 

designed and expanded, the Department should consider adding fitness stations 

and family fun stations in appropriate locations. As existing parks are redesigned or 

upgraded, consider opportunities to install perimeter shared-use paths to increase 

opportunities for walking throughout the town. 

Objective 4.4 – Develop aquatic facility. 

The community would like to see the development of an aquatics facility. Focus 

group participants and survey respondents indicated strong support for a public 

swimming pool in the Town. Several concepts were developed and evaluated 

through the public input process. 
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Objective 4.5 – Develop additional sailing opportunities.  

The community would like to see increased opportunities for sailing activities and a 

facility. Community support during the focus groups and the public meetings was 

high for the Department to partner with and help support Darien Junior Sailing Team 

(DJST). DJST currently operates seasonally at Weed Beach, and operates without a 

facility for instruction or storage. The Department should consider the development 

of a Town sailing facility as part of the improvements to Weed Beach. 

Objective 4.6 – Explore and Develop ice skating opportunities.  

The community would like to see opportunities for a seasonal ice skating facility be 

explored and developed. The Darien Youth Hockey Association (DYHA) is interested 

in partnering with the Town on the installation, operation and maintenance of the 

facility. The Town should continue to pursue this partnership. 

Objective 4.7 – Develop Dog Park and review off-leash regulations. 

As the popularity of the dog park grows, the Department should explore both the 

opportunity to provide separate spaces for large and small dogs. 

 

The Department and Commission should review the current rules and regulations 

pertaining to offseason and off-leash dog use in select Town parks.  

Objective 4.8 – Develop new amenities at existing parks based on level of service 

analysis. 

Demand for usage of Darien parks, beaches, and athletic facilities continues to grow, 

and the Department should look for opportunities to add new amenities to enhance 

the experience for users. Some enhancements identified through the public process 

are providing shade to parks, new or improved rest rooms, paddle courts, pickleball 

striping, additional or improved playgrounds, and additional community gardens.   

Objective 4.9 – Develop individual park master plans. 

Through the master planning process, conceptual designs were developed for each 

of the existing parks. As a next step, the Town should refine each of the concepts 

and develop individual park master plans based on priorities from the public process, 

current and future needs of the community, and how the repurposed spaces can 

create better usage of the parks. 

 

Objective 4.10 – Continue to improve ADA accessibility at all facilities. 

According to the ADA.gov website, “Access to civic life by people with disabilities is 

a fundamental goal of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). To ensure that this 

goal is met, Title II of the ADA requires State and local governments to make their 

programs and services accessible to persons with disabilities… One important way 

to ensure that Title II's requirements are being met in cities of all sizes is through self-

evaluation, which is required by the ADA regulations. Self-evaluation enables local 

governments to pinpoint the facilities, programs, and services that must be modified 

or relocated to ensure that local governments are complying with the ADA.”  
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The Parks and Recreation Department currently does not have an ADA Transition 

Plan that identifies needed changes during a self-evaluation process. Using the 

inventory from the Master Plan, the Department needs to develop a comprehensive 

transition plan. Once the ADA Transition Plan is developed and adopted, it should 

be updated as recommendations from the master plan are implemented. 

Objective 4.11 – Acquire additional lands for Parks & Recreation. 

As land becomes available or opportunities arise to acquire new parcels of land for 

parks and recreation uses, the Town should strongly consider acquiring these lands 

to meet current and future needs of the Town. Acquired parcels should be utilized to 

meet the variety of town user needs from active recreation and walking pathways, to 

preserved lands with minimal facilities or an aquatic facility or recreation center. 

Recommendations with Actionable Planning, Cost Estimates and Prioritization 

The recommendations have been prioritized based on the criteria described below, 

and assigned a recommended timing for implementation based on the anticipated 

effectiveness to resolving the key issues. Each of the recommendations have been 

prioritized by the consultant team based upon which would be most beneficial to the 

Town (high, moderate or low). All cost estimates are in 2017 figures. Most costs are 

dependent on the extent of the enhancements and improvements determined. 

Capital project costs (including maintenance and enhancement projects) are 

typically greater than $10,000 with a minimum life expectancy of 15 years. 

 

The rating criteria are identified as follows: 

Ability to Meet Needs of Town Rating 

Completely Meets Needs of Town 5 

Moderately Meets Needs of Town 3 

Needs additional Recommendations to Meet Needs of Town 1 

   

Staff Impact Rating 

Minimally impacts existing Department staffing 5 

Moderately impacts existing Department staffing 3 

Highly impacts existing Department staffing 1 

 

  

Cost to Implement/ Maintain Rating 

Relatively Low Cost to Implement/ Maintain 5 

Moderate Cost to Implement/ Maintain 3 

High Cost to Implement/ Maintain 1 

  

Community Benefit Rating 

Broad Community Benefit (most inclusive) 5 

Balanced Community/ Specific Group Benefit 3 

Primarily Specific Group/ Individuals (least inclusive) 1 
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Ease of Implementation Rating 

Minimal difficulty to implement 5 

Moderate ease of implementation 3 

Difficult/ Challenging to implement 1 

  

Recommended Timing of Implementation Rating 

Near-term 1-2 years 

Mid-term 3-5 years 

Long-Term 5-10 years 

As Opportunity Arises  

 

Goal 1: Continue to Improve Organizational Efficiencies 

Objective 1.1 – Enhance and improve internal and external communications 

regarding Department activities and services. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop Marketing & Communications 

Plan to improve awareness and 

communication. 

$0 Additional 

staff time 

1-2 years 

Update the Marketing Plan every five 

years.  

$0 Additional 

staff time 

3-10 years 

 

Objective 1.2 – Increase appropriate partnerships and collaborations within the 

community.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Increase appropriate partnerships and 

collaboration with alternative service 

providers. 

$0 Additional 

staff time 

TBD 

Potential 

Increased 

Revenue or 

Decreased 

Expenses 

3-5 years 

Ensure all existing and future partnerships 

are accurately portrayed in a signed 

partnership agreement.  

$0 Additional 

staff time 

3-5 years 

Collaborate with other Town departments 

to achieve goals and objectives and to 

increase efficiencies.  

 

$0 Additional 

staff time 

TBD 

Potential 

Decreased 

Expenses 

3-5 years 
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Objective 1.3 – Staff appropriately to meet current demand and maintain 

established levels of service. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Hire and train staff appropriately for current 

and future parks maintenance demands. 

$0 TBD 1-5 years/as 

opportunity 

arises 

Hire and train staff for current and future 

recreation programming and facility usage 

demands.  

$0 TBD 1-5 years/as 

opportunity 

arises 

 

Objective 1.4 – Improve access to athletic fields.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Review existing field allocation policy and 

industry best practices to update current 

policy. 

$0 Additional 

staff rime 

3-5 years 

 

 

Goal 2: Increase Financial Opportunities 

Objective 2.1 – Consider implementing a cost recovery and pricing policy. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Continue periodic evaluation of fees for 

programs and facilities. 

$0 Additional 

Staff Time 

On-going 

Employ equitable user fees based on a 

value received by the participant for the 

services.  

$0 Additional 

Staff Time 

1-2 years 

Develop a standardized philosophy for 

pricing programs and services that reflects 

the community. 

$0 Additional 

Staff and 

Consultant 

Time 

3-10 years 

 

Objective 2.2 – Pursue alternative funding opportunities.   

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Continue to pursue grant opportunities 

and philanthropic donations. 

$0 Additional 

staff time  

1-5 years 

Consider contracting with a dedicated 

grant writer to research, submit, and track 

federal, regional, state, and local grants. 

Potential 

matching 

funds/ TBD 

% of 

Successful 

Grants/ TBD 

1-2 years 

Expand funding options that provide 

dedicated revenue for parks & recreation 

(impact fees, tax levy, bond referendum, 

and grant opportunities).  

$0 TBD As 

opportunity 

arises 
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Goal 3: Continue to Improve Programs and Service Delivery 

Objective 3.1 – Explore opportunities to increase recreational activities based on 

demand and trends. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Increase appropriate partnerships and 

collaboration with alternative service 

providers. 

$0 TBD 3-5 years 

Expand program opportunities for teens, 

families, and seniors. 

$0 TBD 3-5 years 

Expand programs in wellness, fitness, 

and special needs. 

$0 TBD 3-5 years 

 

Objective 3.2 – Explore opportunities to increase the number of community events 

based on demand and trends. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Explore opportunities to increase 

community events/recreational activities 

based on demand and trends. 

$0 TBD 1-2 years 

 

Objective 3.3 – Explore offering more alternative and non-traditional programs.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Explore opportunities to develop 

alternative programming based on 

demand and trends (pickle ball, disc golf, 

archery, etc.). 

$0 TBD 1-2 years 

Look for opportunities to develop and 

expand programs that are outdoor/nature-

based/environmentally focused. 

$0 TBD 1-5 years 

Goal 4: Continue to Improve Facilities & Amenities 

Objective 4.1 – Maintain and improve existing facilities and amenities. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Maintain and improve existing park 

facilities to enable improved access for all 

ages and abilities; upgrade existing 

structures and site amenities. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

TBD 1-2 years 
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Objective 4.2 – Provide improved signage Town-wide to make it easier for patrons 

to find and use parks, facilities, and beaches.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Enhance and update existing park, 

interpretive, and wayfinding signage. 

Depends on 

complexity 

($10,000 -

$15,000) 

Additional 

staff time 

1-5 years 

Improve wayfinding and directional 

signage throughout Town. 

$15,000 - 

$25,000 

Additional 

staff time 

5-10 years 

 

Objective 4.3 – Expand walking path and trail connectivity.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Work with other Town Departments to 

expand walking path and trail connectivity 

by exploring options to construct 

accessible multi-use trails to and within 

select parks. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

Additional 

staff time 

 

1-2 years 

 

Objective 4.4 – Develop aquatic facility. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop new aquatic facility based on 

level of service demand. Explore options 

for water equipment rentals. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

TBD 1-2 years 

 

Objective 4.5 – Develop additional sailing opportunities. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop additional sailing facilities to 

meet current and future Town and DJST 

demands. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

($15,000 – 

550,000) 

TBD 3-5 years 

 

Objective 4.6 – Explore and develop ice skating opportunities. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Explore and develop seasonal ice rink 

opportunities in partnership with DYHA. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

As 

opportunity 

arises 
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Objective 4.7 – Develop dog park and review off-leash regulations.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop dog park to meet current demand 

for enclosed dog run area.  

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

($10,000 - 

$40,000) 

TBD 3-5 years 

Review regulations pertaining to off season 

and off-leash dog use in select Town 

parks. 

$0 Additional 

staff time 

1-2 years 

 

Objective 4.8 – Develop new amenities at existing parks based on level of service 

analysis.  

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop new amenities at existing parks. 

Improve restroom facilities, playgrounds, 

and community gardens. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

TBD 5-10 years 

Add shade to parks and facilities either 

through tree plantings or shade 

structures. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

[Trees: $250 - 

$500 ea. 

Structures: 

$5,000 - 

$15,000] 

TBD 1-5 years 

Develop additional community gardens. Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

TBD 1-5 years 

 

Objective 4.9 – Develop individual park master plans. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Develop individual park master plans to 

shift pressure from parks and repurpose 

spaces. 

Depends on 

size/ 

complexity 

TBD 5-10 years 

 

Objective 4.10 – Continue to improve ADA accessibility at all facilities. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Improve accessibility of paths, amenities, 

and existing park structures. 

TBD Additional 

staff time 

As 

opportunity 

arises 

Update the ADA transition plan every five 

years.  

$0 Additional 

staff time 

5-10 years 
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Objective 4.11 – Acquire additional lands for parks and recreation. 

Actions Capital Cost 

Estimate 

Operational 

Budget Impact 

Timeframe to 

Complete 

Work with the community to look for 

opportunities to acquire open space to 

enhance park system. 

TBD TBD As 

opportunity 

arises 
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