








provides what a beautiful 3,200-acre state park on one of 
the Great Lakes cannot. McClelland off ers a local park on 
the eastern end of the city, one that is home to multiple 
habitats and which residents can easily walk or bike to. One 
of the planned trails will even go through a meadow habitat. 
Less tangibly, the ever-evolving story of McClelland Park has 
contributed to an increased sense of agency. It’s a park story 
in which residents and nonprofi ts have played an active 
(and sometimes leading) role in planning, seeking grant 
funds, and making park improvements – one after another, 
after another. This is important for a city that was near 
bankruptcy and with greatly diminished Parks and Public 
Works departments when the master planning process 
started. And that playground that the neighbors wanted? A 
PA DCNR C2P2 grant was awarded in 2018, and planning is 
under way.
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Erie residents have defi nitely jumped on the McClelland 
Park bandwagon. But consider that literal defi nition of a 
bandwagon—“a wagon used for carrying a band in a parade 
or procession.” It’s fun to imagine a jubilant band rolling 
along McClelland Park’s winding drive celebrating a great 
park. It certainly is a park worth celebrating.

*The Project 70 Land Acquisition and Borrowing Act, passed 
into Pennsylvania law in 1964, enabled the acquisition of 
public lands for public parks, reservoirs, and other recreation, 
conservation, and historical preservation purposes through 
the issuing of bonds. As was indicated in the Act, the 
preservation of land was considered most necessary in 
counties where the public owned less than 10 percent of the 
total land or in communities with populations of 25,000 or 
more at the time.

Source: A Citizens Guide to Pennsylvania’s Project 70 Land Acquisition 
and Borrowing Act, The Widener School of Law’s Environmental & Natural 
Resources Law Clinic (2010)
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Case Study: Standing in the Gap 

Reading Recreation Commission’s  
Girls Leadership Program

Reading Recreation Commission Executive Director 
Daphne Klahr tells a story of a 10-year-old named Geneva. 
“I don’t go anywhere. I don’t do anything,” the girl said, 
describing a limiting existence and her life’s dream to go 
to the beach. Daphne began to wonder how Geneva would 
ever hold her own with young women who have been 
afforded more opportunities. 

With that thought, Klahr went on to create the Girls 
Leadership Program, an urban-focused after-school club 
that serves Reading School District students in grades 6-12. 
The program started at a single recreation center in 2013 
and has grown to include over 100 girls in four locations 
during the 2016-17 school year. 

The program received PRPS’s 2014 Excellence in Recreation 
and Parks Award with good reason. It empowers girls 
to become leaders while also broadening their horizons. 
Participants gather weekly for a custom, evidence-
based curriculum and so much more. They’ve visited area 
hospitals, Hawk Mountain, the Reading Symphony, and even 
New York City. The girls interact with women in leadership 
and complete a community service project. One girl, who 
had the opportunity to attend a donor reception, told the 
donors that prior to the program she had no confidence, 
no friends, and wasn’t doing well in school. “This program 
changed my life,” she said, “and it’s all because of you.” 

The Commission measures success by how the students 
assess themselves as leaders and individuals at the start and 

the end of the program. They also track results. As shared 
by Klahr, one girl became the first in her family to attend 
college. Another went from being a discipline problem 
with poor grades to being accepted into a college-prep 
program. And yet another decided to run for class office 
because she felt she had the ability to be a leader. 

What does it take to run Reading Girls Leadership? Each 
club operates on a budget of $9,000 a year, sourced 
through a mix of small grants and private donations. The 
Commission didn’t wait for those outside funds to launch 
the program, however. “When you have a good idea, and 
a good plan, and you’re passionate about it the money will 
follow.”  

The program is just one of many essential services that the 
Reading Recreation Commission provides in a distressed 
urban environment. The City of Reading is home to nearly 
90,000 residents. It is Pennsylvania’s fifth largest city, 
situated approximately between Philadelphia and the state 
capital of Harrisburg. The Commission – a community 
partnership between the City and Reading School District – 
was once referred to as “standing in the gap” that exists for 
many Reading kids. Klahr spoke about the future of urban 
recreation services: “Kids aren’t just coming to the rec center 
to play pool and do a craft.” She added, “We definitely act 
as a social services agency. We teach life skills, serve 22,000 
meals and snacks a year, and provide coats for kids.” They’re 
standing in the gap and doing their part to lessen it.
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Case Study: A nine partner initiative 
aimed at public health

Step Outdoors Tioga County

What began over 15 years ago with a handshake agreement 
to better coordinate outdoor events has blossomed into 
one of Pennsylvania’s strongest collaborations. At the time, 
the Wellsboro Department of Parks & Recreation, Hills Creek 
State Park, and Pennsylvania College of Technology, North 
Campus agreed to meet regularly and coordinate efforts. 
The partners ultimately had the opportunity to participate 
in the Steps to a Healthier PA program. 

All of these years later, the program has been rebranded 
as Step Outdoors Tioga County, a health and recreation 
initiative that sets out to reconnect local residents with the 
outdoors. Pete Herres, Executive Director of the Wellsboro 
Department of Parks & Recreation, emphasizes the idea 
of “reconnecting” residents because in such a rural area, 
residents have an inherent relationship with the outdoors, 
but may have become removed from it, especially as an 
outlet for a healthy lifestyle. 

So now, led by the Tioga County Partnership for Community 
Health, a central purpose of Step Outdoors is to improve 
the health of local citizens by getting them outdoors and 
getting them active.  One new initiative, Walk Works, is 
building walking routes in locations with the greatest need, 
determined by local health data.

In addition to convenient access, Step Outdoors aims to 
remove other barriers to getting outside. The nine partners, 
including local, state, and federal agencies; the local 
healthcare community; and even the county’s convention 
and visitors bureau, work together to establish and promote 
a calendar of year-round, free events. They also host skate 
nights and cross country ski days, handing out skates and 
skis at no charge. 

The partnership promote races, trail challenges, and other 
outdoor activities, most of which they were already hosted 
by project partners. Because of this, Step Outdoors is 
offered at minimal costs to taxpayers. The local foundation 
community has helped to bridge any gaps, providing funds 
for equipment purchases and other start-up costs. 

What would Herres want other parks and recreation 
professionals to know about the success and challenges 
of the program? It works because participants are able to 
“check their identity at the door” when coming together 
for meetings. “What happens then is we become many 
organizations banded together under the heading of 
‘Step Outdoors.’ We look at each other’s strengths and 
work to build off of them. You have to work to foster good 
relationships. With strong relationships, the programming 
side comes very easily.”
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Case Study: Healthier People + Places 

Pittsburgh Citiparks “Building the body,  
stretching the mind”

We live in healthier places* because of parks and recre-
ation. With 15 percent of the population 65 and over, Penn-
sylvania comprises one of the nation’s oldest populations, 
making programs that help to extend health and wellness 
into old age all the more important. Citiparks in Pittsburgh 
commits itself to active aging by offering a variety of pro-
grams to older adults. 

The department’s Healthy Active Living program keeps an 
eye on holistic health and wellness, working to ensure that 
all persons 60 and older live an active and healthy life. This 
includes physical activity, lifelong learning opportunities, 
nutritious meals offered five days a week, and more.  

Seasonal Senior Games competitions encourage physical 
activity, social interaction, and friendly competition. The 
games range from track and field to table tennis and Wii 
bowling. The action isn’t limited to these times, of course. 
These and other games are available year-round in the 
city’s 14 senior centers.  

The active living program helps residents to “stretch the 
mind” through a partnership with the Community College 
of Allegheny County. Some of the classes offered include 
computers, healthy cooking, exercise, the arts, and Tai Chi. 
The program recognizes the importance of a diverse com-
munity by offering a variety of cultural experiences de-
signed to enhance learning and cross-cultural competen-
cies and awareness.

No community is healthy when a segment of its residents 
struggle. The Healthy Active Living program has supports 
in place to assist seniors in need with rent rebates, pharma-
ceutical purchases, transportation, and energy assistance, 
all via an information referral program. We state in another 
case study (Philadelphia) that parks and recreation staff 
and volunteers are often the “face of the community”. It’s 
easy to see how this is so with such vital programs in place 
designed to help Pittsburgh residents to thrive.

* �The health of our communities is measured not just by physical health. 
Other measures include emotional, environmental, and economic health.
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Thirty-fi ve percent of the state’s municipalities do not 
have local parks, aff ecting just 9 percent of PA residents. 
This and other data analyzed by The Center for Rural Penn-
sylvania suggest that the Pennsylvania communities that 
lack for established park and recreation programs are pre-
dominantly rural. Many other rural communities have parks, 
but no formal park and recreation programs, and very little 
budget. 

In rural Monroe County (in the Pocono Mountains), a county 
open space plan led to the formation of six regional park 
and recreation commissions, three of which have fl our-
ished. The largest of them is the Stroud Region Open Space 
& Recreation Commission (SROSRC), which exemplifi es 
multi-municipal partnership as well as cross-sector collabo-
ration. The Commission includes three municipalities and 
two school districts. The group addressed tension between 
open space and development interests by forming an Eco-
nomic Development Committee to bring stakeholders to-
gether. Out of this process came an open dialogue and 
education around the economic benefi ts of open space, 
parks, and recreation. 

The committee launched the Greenway Ambassadors pro-
gram, a public-private partnership intended to position the 
Stroud Greenway as a valued community asset that con-
nects people and places, natural spaces to neighborhoods, 

and visitors and small businesses. A Wednesday evening 
launch was attended by over 100 people on the banks of 
the local creek and lawn of the ESSA Bank & Trust. What 
better way to join nature and commerce? 

Other active partners included the Pocono Medical Center, 
East Stroudsburg University and various small businesses. 
Ambassador businesses received “Connecting Neighbor-
hoods to Nature” packets that were given out upon request 
(thereby establishing a personal interaction between the 
ambassadors and those who wanted more information). 

The ambassador program was just one of the many ways 
that the Commission (and other nearby commissions) has 
helped to fi ll unmet needs in a rural area. The Commission 
renovated two 1930s bathhouses, led trailhead develop-
ment projects, and secured grants to build a pedestrian 
bridge that linked critical trail connections (a top priority in 
the county greenways plan). 

Looking for more on regional park commissions in rural ar-
eas? Also check out the HJP Park & Open Space Commis-
sion (one of the other regional commissions established in 
Monroe County). The three partnering municipalities have 
teamed up to establish a 238-acre regional park, complete 
with open space, trails, and a variety of recreation facilities. 

Case Study: The Power of Unique 
Partnerships and Innovation 

Rural Monroe County communities fill unmet needs
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“This is where I live, and this is where I work, and this is 
where all my little friends come from. And this is how im-
portant [this] is to me: all the people I know are from here.” 
This quote was shared by a City of Philadelphia Parks and 
Recreation employee in the “Find Your Path” campaign vid-
eo. The backdrop was a local playground. Words on a page 
can’t properly convey how vital parks and recreation are to 
her life and to the lives of those around her. Parks and rec-
reation professionals anywhere can tell you that their staff 
and volunteers tend to be the “face of their community” as 
a result of the many interactions between those providing 
the services and those using them. 

Philadelphia Parks and Recreation plays a major role in pro-
viding safe, affordable recreation opportunities in Pennsyl-
vania’s largest city. With over 100 neighborhood parks and 
squares, and more than 80 parks “friends” groups, parks 
are an essential part of Philadelphia city life. The city’s LOVE 
Your Park Week, held each May, is a weeklong celebration 
of the local park system. Just as parks and recreation are 
viewed as vital for the many services they fill, it has become 
vital that residents are engaged as the stewards of parks 

and recreation. LOVE Your Park Week includes a citywide 
service day and promotes the work of friends groups. As 
the www.loveyourpark.org site states, “Together we be-
lieve that community engagement in neighborhood parks 
– whether it be weekly gardening days or concert nights in 
the summer – is key to maintaining our City’s parks as an-
chors in our neighborhoods for safe, welcoming and family-
friendly recreation.” 

The existence of park spaces without scheduled recreation 
programming or community engagement won’t meet com-
munity needs, and can even result in liability. With robust 
parks and recreation programs and local resident involve-
ment (spurred with programs such as LOVE Your Parks 
Week), parks become safe havens and can even improve 
safety. A 2011 study on this topic supports this notion. “In 
the aggregate, we find neighborhood parks with more ac-
tivity generators tend to have less crime…The more activ-
ity generators a park has, the more legitimate users are at-
tracted to the park.”23  In short: parks and recreation are 
valued assets when we promote them, program them, and 
use and steward them as a community.  

23 �The Role of Neighborhood Parks as Crime Generators,” Elizabeth 
Groff and Eric S. McCord, 2011

Case Study: Vital Nature of Parks  
and Recreation  

Filling essential needs in Philadelphia
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A 2009 New York Times article (“Girls’ Sports Pack Eco-
nomic Punch”) on the economic impact of youth tourna-
ments highlights a national trend and economic opportu-
nity. From the article: 

“As the popularity of youth tournaments has intensified 
over the past decade, a peculiar trend has emerged: girls’ 

sporting events tend to attract more relatives and generate 
more revenue for tourism than similar events for boys. And 
that is drawing increased attention from economic devel-
opment officials.”

It’s not surprising that the Centre Region Parks and Recre-
ation Authority has positioned its five municipalities to reap 
the benefits of girls’ softball tournaments. The cooperative 
authority has provided parks and recreation services for 
residents since 1966. (A sign of the strength of their part-
nership is that after 45 years working together, they recent-
ly signed on for another 50 years.)

The Authority recently renovated an existing complex of 
softball fields and has invested in an entirely new complex. 
In 2014, with just one complex hosting tourneys, 57 of 192 
participating teams stayed in area hotels, filling 313 rooms. 

Director Ronald Woodhead shared the Authority’s projec-
tions for 2015. With a new facility and state and national 
tournaments scheduled, they anticipate over 1,000 room 
stays during a six-month period. Hotel room rates vary 
in the State College. If one estimates $100/room, that’s 
$100,000 in lodgings. This does not account for families 
staying in other lodging facilities ranging from local camp-
grounds to B&Bs. 

Certainly, the impact won’t be limited to lodging provid-
ers. Other significant areas of spending may include dining, 
shopping, and visiting area attractions. Just imagine how 
many Penn State Berkey Creamery visits will take place 
during and largest of the tournaments, a 60-team competi-
tion through USSSA. With the tournaments staggered from 
May through October (most during the summer months), 
this influx of visitor spending comes at a time that Penn 
State University is between spring and fall semesters.  

John Alschuler of HR&A, referenced earlier in this document, advocates for “next century parks”, ones that 
are integral parts of our communities, no doubt with robust recreation programming and modern facili-

ties. After Alschuler spoke to an Austin, TX neighborhood association, they wrote, “…parks today and in the 
century ahead can deliver the best return on investment to the public, in every sense, when they’re designed 

as active spaces that serve lots of people living in an urban core”.24 No doubt, this could be argued in any 
community – urban, suburban, or rural. The return on investment is demonstrable in our health and wellness, 

social equity and local economies, and in terms of environmental impact. 

We know from “most livable” lists, from residents surveys, from research and case studies, and intuitively that 
parks and recreation are essential municipal services that provide return on investment by every measure. 

Next Century Parks and Recreation:   
 Best Return on Investment

Case Study: Local Economic Impact 
Softball Diamonds Bringing in the  
Big Bucks in PA’s Centre Region

24 �www.downtownaustin.org/next-century-parks 21
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