
 
 

RESCUE OUR REGIONAL PARKS & OPEN SPACE 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
GRASS ROOTS WORKING GROUP 
To Secure Adequate, Stable, Long Term Funding for Our Regional Parks and Open Space System 

 
 

 
 
 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO RESCUE OUR REGIONAL PARKS AND OPEN SPACE SYSTEM 
A Report to the Public and the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors 
 
 
 
 
         
 
April 13, 2011 
 
 
 

 
Grassroots Working Group 
C/o Save the American River Association 
4441 Auburn Blvd. Suite H, Sacramento CA 95841 
Phone: 916-482-2551  
 Email: info@sarariverwatch.org 
 
 

“It is our task in our time and in our 
generation to hand down undiminished to 
those who come after us, as was handed 
down to us by those who went before, the 
natural wealth and beauty which is ours.” 

 
President John F. Kennedy 

March 3, 1961 

mailto:info@sarariverwatch.org


 
 

 

GRASSROOTS WORKING GROUP RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO RESCUE OUR REGIONAL PARKS & OPEN SPACE SYSTEM 

 
Contents 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  i
  

Foreword….……………………………………………………………………………………………iv 

Parks and Recreation and Service Providers………………………………………………….…...v 

County Regional Parks Facilities Map………………………………………………………………vi 

Background…………………………………………………………………………………………….1 

Our Regional Parks and Open Space System……………………………………………………..2 

Governance Recommendations………………………………………..………………………….. .3 

Financing Recommendations……………………………………………………………..…………4 

Implementation Recommendations …………………………………………………………………5 

Frequently Asked Questions…………………………………………………………………………8 

Table 1, Estimated Sources and Uses of Funds ………………………………………………….7 

Appendix A, “Report of Recent Survey Results on Regional Park  
 Funding in Sacramento County”, March 5, 2011,  
 Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates………..………….At end of Report 



 

 
 

Executive Summary 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE GRASSROOTS WORKING GROUP TO 

RESCUE OUR REGIONAL PARKS AND OPEN SPACE SYSTEM 

April 13, 2011 

 
THE CHALLENGE:  Funding for county, city, and local district parks in Sacramento County 

has been declining substantially, even though parks are essential to the quality of life for us 
and for our children.  Furthermore, safe and well-maintained parks are essential to attract 
good businesses and new, well-paying jobs – as the greater Sacramento area is in 
competition with other communities in the Central Valley. 

Sacramento County faces continuing challenges to adequately fund regional parks.  Over the 
last three years, the county has reduced the parks budget by half; cut the ranger staff in half; 
significantly reduced maintenance functions; recently transferred the operation of Effie Yeaw 
Nature Center and Gibson Ranch Regional Park to non-governmental entities; and closed 
some American River Parkway access points.  In addition, Sacramento County has no 
funding available for emergency repairs or deferred maintenance for its regional parks.  
Additional reductions may lead to more park closures. 

THE GRASSROOTS ORGANIZATION:  The Board of Supervisors and park staff tried to find 
solutions, but were not successful.  Concerned residents then created the "Grassroots 
Working Group" to explore how to fund parks.  The goal was to make recommendations to 
the public and the County Board of Supervisors.  This document is a summary of the process 
and the recommendations.   

THE PROCESS: The Grassroots Working Group raised funds to hire park consultants to 

evaluate options and to give advice.  After consulting park experts, including local park 
officials, the options were slowly reduced in number.  Fairbanks, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & 
Associates, a respected polling firm, was then employed to do a public opinion survey on the 
key issues.   

 A surprising result was that 79% of likely voters thought that maintaining a strong 
regional park system that serves the entire region is more important than the 
regional park nearest their homes. 

 62% of voters thought that regional parks are extremely or very important: 
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 73% of voters said they would vote to approve funding for regional parks: 
 

 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  The Grassroots Working Group recommended the following: 

 
1) Ask the County Board of Supervisors to put the creation of an Independent Regional Park 

and Open Space District on a countywide ballot in 2012.  The District would be modeled 
after the very successful East Bay Regional Park District (in Contra Costa and Alameda 
Counties).  This new District would have seven publicly elected board members and 
would cover all of Sacramento County.  The board members would run in the same seven 
“voting districts” as the County Board of Education.   
 

2) The District would take over county-operated regional parks and would provide some 
funds to city and local district parks through per-capita and competitive grant programs. 
 

3) The funding for the District would include: 
 
a) The revenue that is currently derived from the operation of county regional parks such 

as: parking fees, event fees, user fees, etc. 
b) The county would continue to contribute the tax money that the County has been 

providing from the County’s General Fund for county park operations.   
c) The ballot measure to create the District would include a 0.1 (one-tenth) percent sales 

tax.   A sales tax was recommended because polling demonstrated that “likely voters” 
prefer the sales tax and because “out of county” folks who come to Sacramento to use 
our parks and other services will help pay for the cost. 

 
4) The District would have the following duties: 

 
a) Providing that the American River Parkway, Discovery Park, and the Sacramento 

River Parkway are safe and clean – because these are our most heavily used parks 
and because most of our drinking water comes from the American and Sacramento 
Rivers.  
 

b) Providing that other county, city, and local district parks have adequate funds to 
remain safe and properly maintained. 
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c) Providing for a reserve fund for deferred maintenance and future economic downturns. 
 

d) Developing parklands that are already in public ownership, but for which there have 
not been sufficient funds to make these properties open to the public. These largely 
undeveloped parks total 6,000 acres and include Mather Park, Dry Creek Ranch and 
Park, Gene Andal Park & Habitat Preserve, Indian Stone Corral Historical Preserve, 
Rancho Murietta Recreation Area, and Deer Creek Hills. 

 
IMPLEMENTATION:  It would take a number of steps to implement these recommendations: 
 

 While the Board of Supervisors could place the creation of the District on the 
county ballot without changes in state law, some technical changes would be 
appropriate.  Because the County Board of Supervisors would be legally “in 
charge” of this process, it would be appropriate for the county to sponsor the 
legislation to make these changes, with the support of the Grassroots Working 
Group.  These changes should be made in 2011. 
 

 The Grassroots Working Group, or its successor, will have to organize broad 
community support and funding for a ballot campaign in 2012. 
 

 In July 2012, the Board of Supervisors would decide whether to place a measure 
on the county ballot to create the District and to provide funding. 
 

 The county voters would decide whether to support the measure on the November 
2012 county ballot.  The vote requirement would be 2/3. 

 
 

      --- End --- 

 

The lead organization in the Grassroots Working Group is the Save the American River 
Association (SARA), which has been protecting the American River Parkway for 50 years. 
 
For more information, see the various progress reports and the full report: 
“Recommendations By The Grassroots Working Group to Rescue Our Regional Parks and 
Open Space System.”  These can be found on SARA’s website: 
http://www.sarariverwatch.org. 
 

Save the American River Association  
4441 Auburn Boulevard, Suite H 
Sacramento, CA  95841  
(916) 482-2551  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.sarariverwatch.org/
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FOREWORD 

 
The Grassroots Working Group is citizen volunteers who have joined together to rescue our Regional 
Parks and Open Space System by securing adequate, stable, long term funding for the System. The 
membership consists of the following persons, in alphabetical order: Lea Brooks (Sacramento Area 
Bicycle Advocates), Rob Burness (Habitat 2020), Bill Davis (Save the American River Association) 
Sean Donahoe, Pablo Garza (The Nature Conservancy), Gay Jones (Butterfield Riviera East 
Community Association), Charlea Moore (Dry Creek Parkway and Gibson Ranch Regional Park), 
Aimee Rutledge (Sacramento Valley Conservancy), Warren Truitt (Save the American River 
Association) Betsy Weiland (American River Natural History Association), Charlie Willard (Pathways to 
Recreation), and Leo Winternitz, with alternates Dennis Greenbaum and Keith Coolidge (American 
River Parkway Foundation).  Members participate as individuals and not as delegates from any 
organization or area.  Where organizations or areas are identified, they are provided only to inform as 
to area of interest. 
 

 
Save the American River Association 

The Save the American River Association (SARA) supports the Grassroots Working Group. SARA 
has recognized that the threat to our Regional Parks and Open Space System posed by the ongoing 
County budget crisis is also a serious threat to the American River Parkway that cannot be mitigated 
by actions limited to the American River Parkway.  SARA believes that the people, not a piecemeal 
process, should decide the future of the Regional Parks and Open Space System. If the people 
decide that they do not value the Regional Parks and Open Space System, the County can always 
proceed with divestiture of all or part of the Regional Parks and Open Space System. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS BY THE GRASSROOTS WORKING GROUP 
TO RESCUE OUR REGIONAL PARKS AND OPEN SPACE SYSTEM 

 
 

 
April 13, 2011 

 
These recommendations would rescue our Regional Parks and Open Space System 
that serves the residents of, and visitors to, Sacramento County by: 
 

(a) Providing a new governance structure. 
(b) Taking care of the parks that we have. 
(c) Protecting the American River Parkway and the water quality and natural. 

resources of the American River from damage due to overuse of the Parkway. 
(d) Providing a stable funding source that does not place the entire burden on 

property owners in Sacramento County. and, 
(e) Providing a means to acquire new parkland when needed to accommodate 

population growth when the economy improves. 
 
These recommendations recognize the continuing budget crisis that Sacramento 
County government must address. They provide an important element in building a 
foundation for a quality of life that will be a critical factor in attracting new businesses 
and residents to Sacramento County and the cities within the county. These 
recommendations also provide local parks and recreation entities (i.e. cities and special 
districts) a way to provide consistent services so their facilities can be clean, safe and 
open for our children and adult residents and contribute to the attractiveness of 
Sacramento County as a desirable place to live, work in, and visit. 
 
These recommendations also recognize the economic downturn that makes it difficult to 
acquire new parkland or open space to keep pace with population growth. However, 
creation of the new governance structure will improve the ability to address this need in 
a focused and sustainable way after the economy improves. 

 
BACKGROUND 

 
The system for delivery of parks and recreation services within Sacramento County has 
evolved over the years to consist of services provided by seventeen (17) special 
districts, four (4) cities (collectively the ñLocal Parks and Recreation Entitiesò), and 
Sacramento County. Generally, local parks and recreation services are provided by the 
special districts and cities (i.e. Sacramento, Folsom, Galt and Isleton) with County 
government responsible for regional parks (i.e. ñour Regional Parks and Open Space 
Systemò). The facilities for delivery of parks and recreation services, while organized on 
a jurisdictional basis (i.e. by city, special district, and County) are accessible to all 
without regard to the location of a personôs residence. 
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The combination of local and regional parks and recreation services helps define the 
quality of life in neighborhoods, communities and the region. People rely on parks and 
recreation facilities for pursuit of health and fitness, self-education, connection with 
nature and development of positive social values. A strong local and regional parks and 
open space system attracts economic development and tourism to the region. 
Homebuyers and businesses alike are attracted to communities with good quality park 
amenities.1 

 
Preservation and further completion of an integrated system of regional parks and open 
space areas linked by a bicycle and other non-motorized transportation network should 
be the guiding vision for the governance structure of our Regional Parks and Open 
Space System. The system should be safe, reasonably accessible, and well-maintained 
to provide recreational and educational opportunities to Sacramento Countyôs diverse 
communities. It should also complement preservation of farmlands and wildlands, 
thereby allowing the people of the Sacramento area to enjoy the benefits of clean air 
and clean water, locally grown food, and abundant opportunities to fish, boat, paddle, 
row, walk, hike, bike, ride horses, observe nature and enjoy all types of recreation. 
 

OUR REGIONAL PARKS AND OPEN SPACE SYSTEM 
 
Our Regional Parks and Open Space System currently consists of a total of about 
15,300 acres that have been acquired over the past 50 years using taxpayer funds, 
publicly financed bonds, and donations. The system has been placed in the care and 
custody of Sacramento County government for the benefit of all the people of 
Sacramento County. As the result of efforts by many people, Sacramento County 
residents, as well as visitors from outside of Sacramento County, are provided with 
opportunities to experience the natural environment, and the recreational and cultural 
resource opportunities not available in local neighborhood or community parks operated 
by the Local Parks and Recreation Entities. 
 
As of March 23, 20112, approximately 46% of the total acreage was actively managed 
by Sacramento County Department of Regional Parks. The American River Parkway 
(4,600 acres), Mather Regional Park (1,443 acres), and Dry Creek Parkway (648 acres) 
account for about 96% of the acreage under active management by the Department of 
Regional Parks. Deer Creek Hills (4,062 acres), Stone Lakes National Wildlife Refuge 
(1,567 acres), Cosumnes River Preserve (1,004 acres), Golf Courses (535 acres), 
Gibson Ranch Regional Park (355 acres), Gene Andal Park and Preserve (320 acres), 
Dry Creek Ranch (134 acres), and Elk Grove Park (127 acres) account for about 94% of 
the acreage that is leased to other parties to manage. 
 
County Department of Regional Parks staff advises that, of the total of 15,000 acres, 
approximately 6,078 acres are within six units of the system (i.e. Mather Park, Dry 
Creek Ranch and Park, Gene Andal Park and Habitat Preserve, Indian Stone Corral 
Historical Preserve, Rancho Murietta Recreation Area, and Deer Creek Hills) that are 
largely undeveloped. As a result, these parklands, which are already owned by the 
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public, are not readily accessible for use by the public3. Department staff also advises 
that it would be reasonable to assume that only about 25% (1,520 acres) of the total 
undeveloped acreage would actually likely be developed. 
 
Since the inception of the Grassroots Working Group effort in June 2010, it has become 
evident that better coordination between Local Park and Recreation Entities would offer 
opportunities to both the local and regional parks and open space systems. Improved 
coordination offers the opportunity to strengthen service delivery and facilities operated 
by Local Parks and Recreation Entities as well as our Regional Parks and Open Space 
System. As a result, the combined local and regional parks and open space system 
serving Sacramento County residents, businesses and visitors is strengthened and 
becomes a more attractive feature to individuals and businesses considering 
Sacramento region as their future home. 
 

GOVERNANCE RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
1. A new countywide Independent Regional Parks and Open Space District 

(hereinafter referred to as the Independent Regional District) should be created and 
empowered to: 

a) Provide funding for existing parks and open space in the county (regional parks, 
city parks, and special district parks), as needed to keep them open, clean and 
safe for us and our children and to make sure all of our parks, including  the 
American River Parkway, are kept clean so that our drinking water quality and 
natural resources are protected. Providing both: 

1) A new stable funding source for our Regional Park and Open Space 
System to supplement existing funding sources. 

2)  A program of assistance to provide supplemental funding for Local Park 
and Recreation Entities and nonprofits 

b) Provide a reserve fund, so that in future economic downturns there is  

1) A buffer against loss of revenues needed to keep parks and open space 
clean and safe; and,  

2) A fund for major maintenance and repairs. 

c) Improve the parkland and open space that the public already owns so that they 
can use that property and the American River Parkway can be protected from 
damage due to overuse by providing access to opportunities other than the 
Parkway. 

d) Develop new parks and open space where needed so that population growth 
doesn't overwhelm our existing parks and open space. 

e) Develop a parks and open space plan for the New Independent Regional District 
that includes coordination with the County General Plan, cities, special districts, 



 Recommendations by the Grassroots Working Group  
To Rescue Our Regional Parks & Open Space System  
April 13, 2011 

 

Page 4  
 
 

and nonprofits to provide the framework for providing supplemental funding to 
Local Parks and Recreation Entities. 

 
2. Our Regional Parks and Open Space System facilities now in the care, custody and 

control of Sacramento County government should be transferred to the new 
Independent Regional District under either a 99-year lease or through sale to the 
District under terms and conditions that would need to be negotiated by it and 
Sacramento County. 

 
3. The new Independent Regional District should be independent of Sacramento 

County government. Its Board of Directors should consist of seven (7) persons 
elected by wards whose boundaries coincide with the boundaries of the seven 
Trustee Areas already established, and soon to be updated, for the Sacramento 
County Board of Education. Use of these boundaries minimizes cost of compliance 
with State Constitutional requirements governing the establishment of the 
boundaries of the wards. 

 
FINANCING RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Financing arrangements for the new Regional District should provide funds to pay 

the costs of: 

a) Operation and maintenance of existing facilities and lands, including reserves 
for operation and maintenance during economic downturns and for major 
maintenance and replacements; 

b) Capital and operation and maintenance for: 

1) Improvements to parklands already owned by the public but which are not 
available to it;  

2) Provision of new trails to connect the American River Parkway to other 
features of the system to alleviate its overuse; and, 

c) A program of assistance for Local Park and Recreation Entities and nonprofits 
to strengthen their ability to complement our Regional Parks and Open Space 
System thereby contributing to a high quality of life in Sacramento County. 

2. A Sales and Use Tax in the amount of 0.1% (i.e., 1 cent per $10 spent) on taxable 
items purchased within Sacramento County is proposed to pay the costs not 
covered by:  

a) User Fees and Charges; and  

b) Continuation of tax revenues that have in the past been used to pay part of the 
costs of operation and maintenance of our Regional Parks and Open Space 
System. 
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3. The Sacramento County Charter should be amended to provide that County 
government will transfer existing tax revenue from the County General Fund to the 
new Independent Regional District in an amount equivalent on an annual basis to 
$0.0045 (i.e., 0.45 of a cent) per $100 of the Assessed Value of Real and Personal 
Property (i.e., Secured and Unsecured) situated in the unincorporated area of 
Sacramento County. 

4. A program of funding assistance to Local Parks and Recreation Entities, and 
nonprofits, administered by the new Regional District that provides: 

a) 2/3 of the local assistance funds be administered as a pass through to local 
parks and recreation entities subject to the requirement that the use of funds be 
restricted to parks and recreation purposes, and 

b) 1/3 of the local assistance funds be administered as a competitive grant 
program available to local parks and recreation entities and nonprofits with 
eligibility criteria and other aspects of the grant process to be established by the 
new Regional District. 

5. The proposed sales tax would be terminated at the end of twenty (20) years unless 
renewed by the voters. 

6. Table 1 is the estimate of the funding needs for the new Independent Regional 
District. The estimate is based upon the information available at the time (see 
footnotes in Table 1) and is suitable for drawing conclusions and formulating these 
recommendations. As described in Grassroots Working Group Progress Report No. 
24, these estimates were prepared (a) before leases of Gibson Ranch Regional Park 
and Effie Yeaw Nature Center were concluded, (b) do not include reserves for major 
maintenance or operation and maintenance, and (c) rely upon the countyôs allocated 
cost methodology to estimate some $2.5 million of costs. Hence, the estimates 
contained in Table 1 should be further refined before proceeding with any ballot 
measure. Such refinement is beyond the scope of the Grassroots Working Group. 

7. Assuming current financing market conditions, the annual amount shown in Table 1 
for capital projects would support annual debt service payments for a bond issue 
that would yield about $33 million for payment of project costs assuming 
conservative financing arrangements and about $48 million assuming less 
conservative financing arrangements5. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. The continuing County government budget crisis requires prompt action be taken to 
rescue our Regional Parks and Open Space System and to comply with provisions 
of State law regarding sales and use tax rates. Therefore, it is recommended that 
legislation be enacted by the State Legislature to provide that: 
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a) The Sacramento County Board of Supervisors may initiate the proceedings to 
establish a new Independent Regional District and that the Sacramento County 
Board of Supervisors would be the sole body with responsibility for oversight of 
the formation process; 

b) The new Independent Regional District may provide funds to Local Parks and 
Recreation Entities and nonprofits for park, recreation, and open space 
purposes; 

c) A single ballot measure is submitted to the voters to consider the questions of 
whether the new Independent Regional District is to be formed and how it is to 
be funded; 

d) The single ballot measure must be approved by 2/3 of the voters, as required 
by law; 

e) Fire protection services would continue to be provided by the current 
responsible fire agencies, and; 

f) The recommended sales tax rate is approved as required by existing law. 

2. The Sacramento County Board of Supervisors should be requested to support the 
proposed legislation. 

3. City Councils, special district Boards of Directors, Chambers of Commerce, 
environmental organizations, neighborhood associations, and other stakeholder 
groups should be requested to support the proposed legislation. 

4. A Citizens Oversight Committee should be established by the Independent 
Regional District to review and report on use of funds and activities of the new 
Independent Regional District. 

5. A Successor Entity to the Grassroots Working Group should be formed to 
undertake the preparation for, and conduct of, a campaign to secure voter approval 
of these recommendations. 

6. The Grassroots Working Group should be reconstituted to become a body to: 

a) Monitor the response to its recommendations,  

b) Be a forum to coordinate activities related to and supporting implementation of 
the recommendations,  

c) Undertake an effective education and outreach effort to build support for its 
recommendations. 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

1. Why is it necessary to change the governance structure? 

As a result of the budget crisis, the Board of Supervisors has shifted focus from our 
Regional Parks and Open Space System to other competing demands. 
Consequently, public safety is at risk due to reduced maintenance and ranger 
patrols.  While it may be possible for the county to fully recover, historical evidence 
suggests that the county, as a general purpose government, will have to again 
respond to competing demands during the next economic downturn. 

Other communities have formed independent regional districts that have been 
successful. The most prominent of these is the East Bay Regional Parks District in 
Alameda and Contra Costa counties. Formation of an independent district that, at 
this time, now only includes only Sacramento County provides a foundation for 
future expanded regional cooperation with other counties in the Sacramento region. 

2. Why not a new Dependent District instead of a new Independent Regional District? 

A Dependent Regional District would have the Board of Supervisors serving as the 
Board of Directors of the district. Currently, members of the Board of Supervisors 
serve on approximately 25 boards and commissions other than the Board of 
Supervisors. As such, the competing demands on individual board membersô time 
are very great. An Independent Regional District would have an independently 
elected seven-member Board of Directors whose only responsibility would be to 
focus on parks, recreation and open space on a regional basis. 

A focused management structure and adequate, stable funding for our Regional 
Parks System is needed if we are going to (a) reverse deterioration (b) continue to 
provide our residents and visitors with the ability to safely realize the values 
inherent in all parks, and (c) not diminish our ability as a region to attract 
businesses, jobs and new residents by preserving the quality of life in 
neighborhoods, communities and the region. 

3. Why is new funding required? 

Under the current funding structure, the County Department of Regional Parks is 
not able to compete for limited funds with the many other county departments such 
as Sheriff, Probation, Child Protective Services, Mental Health, and seniors. As a 
result, Department of Regional Parks has been funded out of whatever remains in 
the County General Fund for many years. In lean years there simply is no money 
left when the Board of Supervisors finish addressing all the competing needs. The 
Department of Regional Parks budget and staff have been cut year after year. It is 
critical for the survival of our Parks System that an independent, dedicated source 
of funding be found for parks. One consequence of lack of funding is deteriorating, 
unsafe, overcrowded, dirty and unkempt public parks. Another alternative is 
privatization of those parks that have a revenue stream and divestiture of those 
parks without a revenue stream. Without new funding, the options are limited. 
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In decades past, parks were taken more seriously and decision makers took a long-
term perspective, while members of our communities were not afraid to think big 
and invest in our parks as valuable resources. These shared resources are now in 
danger of being left unmaintained and to never be expanded. On the latter subject, 
the original means by which the county acquired the parkway lands were through 
bonds (public efforts to expand lands) and through transfers from private 
benefactors with large shares of land. Neither of those two scenarios seem to be 
forthcoming, so any new expansion would require different solutions. Additionally, 
the operational lifetime of any public improvements cannot be assumed to be 
limitless. From time to time society must invest in future generations, which we have 
failed to do for several decades now. 

4. Why Sales tax and not Parcel Tax? 

A sales tax has been selected since it provides that visitors from outside of the 
county would pay a portion of the costs of operation and maintenance of the 
system. While this may compete with other interests, the basic public policy choice 
is whether or not to stabilize the support for the parks and recreation system so that 
is does not further deteriorate.  

5. Why is it necessary to have a County Charter Amendment? 

The purpose of the County Charter Amendment is to ensure (a) continuation of tax 
revenues that have been used in the past to pay part of the costs of the system, (b) 
that the revenue transfer would not be subjected to the countyôs budget process, 
and (c) that the revenue stream is stable and not subject to changing political 
whims. Without a Charter Amendment, or an alternative that is equally binding, any 
new tax revenues could be viewed as replacing existing tax revenues for transfer by 
the county to other purposes which would likely not be well received by voters. 

6. How was the amount of existing tax revenue to be transferred to the new 
Independent Regional District determined? 

The amount of tax revenues used by the county to fund the Regional Parks and 
Open Space System has, over the 12-year period starting with Fiscal Year 
1999/2000, ranged from $2 million to $6 million per year, averaged $4.5 million per 
year, and totals $53.9 million for the entire 12-year period. The selected Transfer 
Rate ($0.0045 per $100 of Assessed Value of all Real and Personal Property (i.e. 
Secured and Unsecured) situated in the unincorporated area of Sacramento 
County), when applied to each year of the 12-year period, would result in the same 
total amount of tax revenues as were actually expended by the county for the 
Department of Regional Parks over the same 12- year period. 

7. How will the public benefit from a change in governance structure and new funding? 

Regional parks will be cleaner and safer for park users. There will be less 
vandalism, graffiti and crime. Trash cans will be emptied routinely and restrooms 
cleaned regularly. Park rangers will be visible within the park system along with 
park maintenance and recreation staff. Picnic tables and barbecues will be kept 
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clean and in good repair, ready for use by families and groups. Additional funding 
will be provided to local city and park districts to augment their existing resources 
for delivery of park and recreation services. 

The new governance structure will be more accountable and concerned only with 
the system and not have to choose between competing needs of non-park agencies 
and departments. The voters will elect the board having control over their park 
system and park issues will be the only agenda of the new agency. 

The first and most important benefit will be an infusion of funds for deferred 
maintenance and operations which will enable our existing parks to be returned to 
the level of maintenance and safety the public desires.  

An additional benefit will be an opportunity to connect existing parks with a trail 
system. 

8. What will happen to the existing assets of our Regional Parks and Open System? 

These recommendations provide that care, custody and control of our Regional 
Parks and Open Space System assets will be transferred from the Sacramento 
County government to a new Independent Regional District and the county would 
be relieved of the responsibility and authority over these facilities. 

One possibility is a 99-year lease of all assets by the county to the new district for 
$1/year. Another possibility is sale of these facilities by the county to the district for 
$1 and the agreement by the district to assume responsibility for operation and 
maintenance. These recommendations presume that the county would not (1) 
retain significant authority or responsibility over the facilities nor (2) require a 
significant sum of money under either a lease or sale arrangement. (A $1 annual 
lease payment or a $1 purchase price coupled with the commitment of the new 
Independent Regional District to operate and maintain the system would seem 
appropriate.) The actual transfer arrangement would need to be negotiated by the 
new district and the county. 

9. Why is it necessary to provide funding support to cities and special districts that 
provide local parks and recreation services? 

These entities, while solvent, are not adequately funded to provide the park and 
recreation services their constituents need. There is an opportunity to support all 
parks throughout the region with supplemental additional funding of local park 
districts, including cities and county services districts. The ultimate benefit to the 
community will be great parks whether local, city or regional which will in turn 
increase the quality of life that is attractive to businesses and residents considering 
relocating to Sacramento. More business and residents can mean jobs and 
economic recovery. 

10. How was the amount of funding support to cities and special districts determined? 

Based upon looking at their current operational budgets and recent shortcomings. 
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11. Why was a 7-member board with wards having the same boundaries as the 
Sacramento County Board of Education Trustee Areas chosen? 

Use of these boundaries minimizes the cost of compliance with Constitutional 
principles in establishing the boundaries of the wards for the new Independent 
Regional District. Sacramento Municipal Utility District boundaries extend into 
Placer County which is outside of the area of the recommended Independent 
Regional District. 

12. Why was a 20-year sunset clause included? 

This is the same time period as was the case with the first Measure A which has 
since been renewed for a 30-year period. A shorter period does not allow time for 
the change in responsibility from the county to the district and for development of an 
adequate operating history to demonstrate its benefits. 

13. Why is Legislation Needed? 

Current State law provides for a lengthy process before the voters get the 
opportunity to decide whether or not to create and finance an Independent Regional 
District to rescue our regional parks and open space system. Because of the county 
budget crisis, every means available should be taken to expedite the process so 
that voters can have the opportunity to decide the matter at the earliest possible 
time. Also, existing state law provides that legislative approval is needed to 
establish the recommended sales tax needed to rescue our regional parks and 
open space system. 

It should be noted that the recommended legislation is enabling in that it authorizes 
actions rather than mandates that certain decisions be made. Hence, passage of 
the legislation would not irrevocably commit the Board of Supervisors or any other 
body or the electorate to a specific course of action. 

14. Why is it necessary to build new connective trails and to develop additional 
parklands in order to protect the American River Parkway? 

The American River Parkway, estimated to currently experience 8 million user visits 
per year, is not only a major recreation destination for local users and out-of-town 
visitors, but a preserve for unique habitat and diverse and abundant wildlife. During 
the warmer months of the year, the Parkway is crowded and overused, especially 
the American River Bike Trail, which hosts cyclists, runners, walkers, birders, and 
strolling families with baby carriages. Horseback riding also occurs on designated 
equestrian trails separate from the Bike Trail. The sheer number of conflicting 
interests leads to accidents, short tempers, trampling of vulnerable habitat, and a 
diminished experience by all. Developing and connecting other units of the regional 
parks system with bike/pedestrian trails will provide users alternate recreation and 
exploration opportunities while relieving the visitor burden currently stressing the 
American River Parkway. 
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15. Why not have private profit making venture take over our Regional Parks and Open 
Space System and continue the Board of Supervisors as the governing body? 

First and foremost, units in our Regional Parks and Open Space System are public 
assets that benefit all residents and businesses in Sacramento County, they have 
been acquired with public monies and grants to achieve specific purposes, goals 
and objectives. The public, therefore, has a very direct interest in the way that the 
units of the system are developed, managed and operated. 

Second, it is not clear that contracting with a private, profit-making venture, or a 
nonprofit organization for that matter, will result in revenues sufficient for proper 
operation and maintenance of these public assets with affordable user fees and 
without changing the character, purpose, goals and objectives of the affected park. 
It would not be prudent to rely on such broad scope contracting to rescue our 
Regional Parks and Open Space System until it is clearly and conclusively 
demonstrated through actual practice that contracting with a private profit-making 
venture results in operation and maintenance of a park or facility (a) without subsidy 
from the county or Independent Regional District, (b) with affordable user fees and 
charges that allow access to the park or facility by all residents, and (c) without 
changing the character, purposes, goals and objectives that were the reason for 
acquiring the park or facility in the first place. 

Third, not all of the units and facilities in our Regional Park System may be amenable 
to development necessary to generate major amounts of revenue. For example, 
Gibson Ranch Regional Park, since its purpose is to preserve a working ranch 
setting with developed uses, may be amenable to some revenue-making activities 
that are consistent with the purposes, goals and objectives set forth in the then 
currently applicable Master Plans. On the other hand, areas such as the natural 
resource, passive recreation, and agricultural sections of the Dry Creek Parkway and 
American River Parkway, and Deer Creek Hills, preserved as both a natural oak 
woodland preserve and working cattle ranch with compatible passive recreation in a 
rural setting of large traditional, private cattle ranches without substantial developed 
uses, are not similarly amenable and would likely require substantial changes to the 
character, purposes, goals and objectives of the respective parks in order to 
generate significant revenues. This is not to say that some revenue-generation 
possibilities would not exist, but rather to emphasize that the public has played a role 
in development of the Master Plans for these public assets and will need to be 
consulted if there a change is needed to increase revenue generation. 

Finally, as discussed above, members of the Board of Supervisors serve on many 
boards and commissions which require time that cannot be devoted to our Regional 
Parks and Open Space System. Consequently, the Board of Supervisorsô ability to 
focus on the management of our Regional Parks and Open Space is reduced. If 
contracting with a private profit-making venture is clearly and conclusively proven to 
be a viable option, it will be critical that the public agency with responsibility for 



 Recommendations by the Grassroots Working Group  
To Rescue Our Regional Parks & Open Space System  
April 13, 2011 

 

Page 13  
 
 

oversight of the contract have sufficient capability to effectively monitor and enforce 
terms of the contract. Policy-makers must focus on the performance of the private 
profit-making venture, and nonprofits for that matter, to ensure that the public 
interest is being protected. Creation of an Independent Regional District will provide 
the needed focus. 

16. Why is there construction on the American River Parkway if Sacramento County 
has a budget crisis? 

Sacramento County voters approved Measure A, an extension of a half-cent sales 
tax, in 2004 to pay for local transportation. The measure, which took effect in 2009, 
includes $1 million annually for 30 years that can only be used for bicycle 
transportation purposes. Measure A cannot be used to replace other funds nor for 
other purposes. More information about Measure A and a list of projects on the 
American River Parkway is posted at: 
http://www.msa2.saccounty.net/parks/Pages/MeasureA.aspx 

17. Why submit this measure to the voters in November 2012? 

November 2012 provides us with the broadest and most complete turnout of voters 
to ensure widespread public participation in the election.  It should be noted that 
Measure A, a popular and proven effort to address a specific county-wide problem, 
was originally presented during the presidential election of 1988. 

18. Will there be a place for nonprofits? 

Nonprofits currently run Effie Yeaw Nature Center , Deer Creek Hills, Cherry Island 
Soccer Complex, Dry Creek Ranch House, Mabel Jean Ranch, Promise Lodge and 
McFarland Ranch. They manage these facilities and programs for the public 
according to their lease and other agreements and according to whatever Master 
Plans apply to each site. Nonprofits have and should continue to play a vital role in 
acquiring and managing lands as a partner with the Independent Regional District 
when that option provides the most public benefit. 

19. Assuming that the Board of Supervisors (a) endorses the proposed legislation and it 
passes and (b) subsequently places the matter on the ballot for a vote, what will 
happen if the voters reject the recommendations? 

The system will continue to deteriorate, be split up, public safety will be further 
compromised, and the system will be (possibly) lost for good.   
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ñI firmly believe that parks, recreation and open space are deep values in the human 

spirit. People have an intrinsic interest in the outdoors. Itôs part of being a human 

being. These values get derailed and suppressed. They need constant protection 

and advocacy against competing forces. ñ 

Mr. Pat OôBrien 

2003 Pugsley Medal Recipient 

Retired General Manager, East Bay Regional Parks District 

Former General Manager, Southgate Recreation & Park District 
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Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates (FM3) recently completed a survey of 600 
registered voters in Sacramento County to assess views on the County’s regional parks 
and reactions to potential ballot measures generating additional revenue for system. i  
The survey found that voters place a high value on County parks and river parkways, 
with a clear majority rating them “very important” to their quality of life.   Given this 
backdrop, over seven in ten voters expressed conceptual support for a 1/8-cent sales 
tax to fund local parks.  A potential ballot measure to provide such additional funding for 
parks would require a strong campaign, given the political and economic context and 
the two-thirds supermajority vote requirement.  Nevertheless, the initial survey findings 
are encouraging. 
 
Among the key specific findings of the survey are the following: 
 

ƀ A clear majority of voters rate Sacramento Countyôs regional parks as very 
important to their quality of life.  When asked specifically about the impacts parks 
have on the County’s quality of life, three in five respondents (62%) indicated that 
the County’s regional parks are “extremely” or “very” important (Figure 1).  Further, 
virtually all voters surveyed (94 percent) indicated that regional parks were at least 
“somewhat” important contributors to the local quality of life.   
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FIGURE 1: 
Importance of Regional Parks to Sacramento Countyôs Quality of Life 

 
How important would you say the county’s regional parks  

are to the quality of life in Sacramento County?  

 
 

The importance voters assign to regional parks comes from direct personal 
experience.  Half of local voters say they visit regional parks several times each 
month, and nearly eight in ten (79%) visit several times each year. 
 

ƀ Voters want a strong regional park system.  Voters refuse to put the interests of 
their closest regional park above those of the entire system.  As shown in Figure 2, 

when forced to choose, four in five (79%) respondents indicated that maintaining a 
“strong regional park system that serves the entire region” was more important than 
simply taking care of the regional park nearest to their homes. 

 
FIGURE 2: 

Prioritizing between the Entire Regional Park System and Votersô Nearest 

Regional Parks 
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ƀ Three parks in particular stand out as highly valued parts of the system.   Well 

over 60 percent of local voters rate the American River Parkway, Sacramento River 
Parkway, and Discovery Park as “very important” to them – making them clear 
standouts among the County parks. 

 

ƀ When it comes to specific park improvements, voters place the highest 
priority on protecting water quality and wildlife habitat, reducing wildfire risks 
and addressing security problems.  Respondents were read a list of specific 

projects that could be undertaken to improve Sacramento County regional parks, 
and were asked to rate the importance of each.  Figure 3 shows those deemed 

most important by voters.  Respondents saw “maintaining water quality in rivers and 
streams” as by far the highest priority (86% “extremely” or “very” important).  
Protecting wildlife habitat and natural areas in general were also seen as valuable 
expenditures, along with reducing wildfire risks and hiring additional park rangers to 
improve safety. 
 

FIGURE 3: 
Specific Regional Park Spending Priorities 

 

Item 

Total 
Extremely/ 

Very 
Important 

Maintaining water quality in rivers and streams 86% 

Protecting wildlife habitat 66% 

Reducing the risk of wildfire on public lands 65% 

Protecting land around rivers and streams 62% 

Protecting forests and oak woodlands 62% 

Preserving natural resources in county parks 62% 

Preserving natural areas 61% 

Adding more park rangers in the parks and recreation areas that 
have the most security problems 

60% 

 
 

ƀ Given a conceptual description, over seven in ten voters initially support a 1/8-
cent sales tax increase to fund County parks.  Survey respondents were 
presented with a conceptual description of a 1/8-cent sales tax, limited to ten years, 
to fund regional park improvements.  As shown in Figure 4 on the following page, 
over 70 percent of respondents indicated they would vote “yes” on such a sales tax 
measure (73%).  Only one-quarter of those polled expressed opposition to the sales 
tax – a very encouraging early indicator of the measure’s support.  In addition, the 
measure received support from well over 60 percent of voters in each supervisorial 
district, indicating that support is broad as well as deep. 
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FIGURE 4: 
Support for Sacramento County Regional Park Funding Measures 

  

 

 
Taken together, these results suggest that voters value the County’s parks and are 
open to increasing local taxes to support them.  Further research will need to be done to 
assess the viability of specific ballot measure proposals, but the initial survey results 
suggest that the overall prospects for such measures – given a strong campaign – are 
good. 
 
 

 
                                            
i
 Methodology:  From February 7-13, 2011, FM3 completed a telephone survey of 600 Sacramento County voters likely 

to vote in the November 2012 election.  The margin of sampling error is +/- 4.0%, though margins of error for subgroups 

within either sample will be higher.  Some specific percentages may not sum to 100% because of rounding. 
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