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PRC 10-08 
 
 
DATE: February 3, 2010 
 
TO: Parks & Recreation Commission 
 
FROM: Holly J. Spoth-Torres, Park Development & Natural Resources Manager 
 
SUBJECT: PRC 10-08, Title 21 Rewrite:  Park Master Plans & Park Development Projects 
 
 
Background 
 
The Planning and Zoning Commission is reviewing proposed changes to Municipal Code Title 21 (Land 
Use Planning) relating to park master plans and park development projects.   
 
At appropriate stages of the planning and development process there are designated bodies and 
agencies that review and approve master plans and site development plans for their consistency with 
public purpose, compliance with other related municipal, state, or federal regulations, and adherence to 
acceptable design principles.  At times, this process can appear confusing, arbitrary, and counter- 
productive.  The goal is to have an accessible, consistent, and logical approach to park planning and 
development that meets the expectations of the Anchorage community and finds the appropriate balance 
for public process and efficient use of public funds.  
 
Current Process 
 
Currently, the Planning and Zoning Commission provides review and recommendation for site selections, 
and the Urban Design Commission (following Parks and Recreation Commission review and 
recommendation) reviews and approves site plans for public facilities per Section 21.15.015.  A public 
facility is defined here to include any dedicated park exceeding 1½ acres in area, except in the 
Anchorage Bowl where it is limited to Community Use, Special Use, and Natural Resource Use Area 
parks exceeding 50 acres in area.  Under 21.15.025 the Urban Design Commission may also review 
landscaping plans for construction or significant alteration of certain structures, which may include parking 
or other park facilities.  Site selection and site plan review are required when there is no approved 
municipal plan or when there is a proposed change in current use. 
 
There is currently no clear direction in municipal code for consideration of park master plans (other than 
those few parks and greenbelts whose master plans and land use studies are defined as elements of 
Anchorage’s Comprehensive Plan). 
 
Proposed Process 
 
The proposed process is intended to establish a clearer framework for park master plan and project 
review, again including “thresholds” for review related to project scope and scale—the type of park 
affected and extent of proposed change. 
 
Because of limited resources, the Parks and Recreation Department anticipates creating or updating few 
park master plans in the foreseeable future.  In addition, there is limited money for major maintenance, 
such as replacing worn equipment, furniture, shelters; or for park development projects such as new 
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trails, playground equipment, picnic shelters, or similar amenities.  While we believe all significant projects 
would have meetings to allow public input, including Parks and Recreation Commission review, major 
projects would have additional public hearings before Urban Design Commission or Planning and Zoning 
Commission.   
 
The Parks and Recreation Department believes that the proposed thresholds establish a reasonable 
balance of public involvement and effective use of public funds relative to potential impact.  Notwith-
standing these thresholds, however, the amended code would allow the flexibility to incorporate additional 
opportunities for public review and input—as well as to streamline the process—where such changes are 
warranted. 
  
The Department believes that the result will benefit the public and department staff by providing a more 
accessible and understandable process.   
  
Please see the attached Planning Department staff report and proposed changes to Title 21 scheduled 
for hearing by the Planning & Zoning Commission on Feb 8th. 

 
 Parks and Recreation suggests that, where reference is made in the draft code to projects “disturbing 
[more/less] than one acre of land,” rather, language along the lines of “removing [more/less] than one 
acre of native vegetation” be used instead.  Although, for example, removal of invasive plant species over 
a large area could be exempted from UDC or P&Z review by the Planning Director because he or she 
would concur with the need and minimal public interest, the Parks and Recreation Department believes 
this is the type of management/maintenance decision appropriately made internally. 



E.1. 
 

 

Municipality of Anchorage 
MEMORANDUM 

 
 
DATE: February 8, 2010 
  
TO: Planning and Zoning Commission 
  
THRU: Jerry Weaver, Jr., Director 

Planning Department 
  
FROM: Physical Planning Division Staff 
  
SUBJECT: Case 2010-018:  Title 21 Rewrite Follow-Up Sections #1 

HOLD Item #8, Parks and Open Space Section 
 
 
 
The Commission asked staff to revise the Parks and Open Space use (Follow-Up Section #1 Item 
#8) due to concerns about the size and monetary thresholds, the amount of public process (not 
enough), and the lack of specific information about the practical application of the standards.  
Commissioner Pease followed up via email with additional concerns, highlighting the need for 
public involvement when a use in a park is intensified, for agency and citizen specialists to 
weigh in on decisions in natural resource use areas, and to address the acquisition of parks. 
 
Attached as a resource for the Commission is the Anchorage Bowl park inventory, sorted by type 
of park (Community Use, Natural Resource Use, Neighborhood Use, Special Use).  I’ve 
highlighted the Natural Resource Use parks in blue, and those that are over 50 acres have the 
name and size highlighted in yellow.  The park list is also available in Appendix A of the 
Anchorage Bowl Park, Natural Resource, and Recreation Facility Plan.   
 
There are over 200 parks in the Anchorage Bowl.  Nineteen are classified as Community Use 
parks; 108 as Natural Resource Use parks; 77 as Neighborhood Use parks; and 19 as Special Use 
parks.  Under the original proposal, the number of parks in each planning department review 
process would be as follows: 
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Type of Review and Park Number Reviewed 
Administratively 

Number Reviewed by 
Commission 

Master Plan   
     Neighborhood Use 77 0 
     Community Use 0 19 
     Natural Resource Use 90 18 
     Special Use 0 19 
Development Project $500,000 or Less   
     Neighborhood Use 77 0 
     Community Use 19 0 
     Natural Resource Use 108 0 
     Special Use 19 0 
Development Project Over $500,000   
     Neighborhood Use 77 0 
     Community Use 0 19 
     Natural Resource Use 90 18 
     Special Use 0 19 
 
 
We were asked where the monetary threshold for projects and the size threshold for Natural 
Resource Use areas came from.  The monetary threshold was “borrowed” from current code.  In 
section 21.15.025, Public Facility Project Landscaping Review, a public facility project is 
defined as the construction or significant alteration of a public facility, and significant alteration 
is defined as an alteration costing more than $500,000 or 20 percent of the value of the facility, 
whichever is less.  As an already-established threshold in the current code, the dollar amount was 
chosen as a reasonable cut-off for parks projects. 
 
The 50 acre threshold was established as catching the large natural resource use parks that were 
used and valued by a broad spectrum of the community, such as Baxter Bog, Connors Bog 
(officially Connors Lake Park), Johns Park, and University Lake Park.  If the threshold was 
reduced to 40 acres, four more parks would move from administrative to commission review for 
master plans and projects over $500,000.  If the threshold was reduced to 30 acres, seven parks 
would change columns in the table above.  The majority (65 of 108) of natural resource use parks 
are under 10 acres in size. 
 
It is difficult to state exactly what $500,000 will purchase.  Recent upgrades planned for Valley 
of the Moon Park include a new picnic shelter, replacing some playground equipment, and 
surfacing two trail segments, and the total cost is between $400,000 and $500,000.  How much 
parking lot can be built with $500,000 varies greatly depending on the pre-existing surface and 
subsurface conditions. 
 
Due to extremely limited resources, the municipality will likely create master plans for only a 
handful of parks in the foreseeable future.  There is also limited money for park development 
projects, such as replacing worn equipment/furniture/shelters, building trails, adding playground 
equipment or picnic shelters, and the like.  Money spent on staff hours and processing  is less 
money available for the physical project.  We are not trying to downplay the importance of the 
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public process.  We are trying to find the appropriate balance for enhanced public process and 
efficient use of public funds.   
 
To that end, planning department staff and parks and recreation department staff propose 
revisions to the draft provided in the December packet.  A revised draft is attached to this memo, 
and the revisions are outlined here: 
 
1.   We mentioned at the December meeting that plans and projects would have a public meeting 
and comment opportunity before the Parks Commission.  We have revised the section to clarify 
that the appropriate parks board/commission will hold a public meeting including oral public 
comment for all park master plans and park development projects before the plan or project 
comes to the planning department for a decision.  In the Anchorage Bowl, this would be the 
Parks and Recreation Commission, in Chugiak-Eagle River, this would be the Chugiak-Eagle 
River Parks and Recreation Board of Supervisors, and in Girdwood, this would be the Girdwood 
Board of Supervisors.  Thus, every master plan and every park project will have a public 
comment opportunity.  If no public hearing opportunity is available during the approval 
process, this would be the opportunity for agency and citizen specialists to provide input. 
 
2.  Rather than a flat monetary threshold for development projects, we are proposing to add a 
land area threshold as well.  The revision proposes that projects that are both $500,000 or less 
AND disturb less than one acre of land area shall be reviewed and approved administratively 
(after public comment at the appropriate parks board or commission).  Any project that disturbs 
more than one acre of land, even if it costs less than $500,000, would be approved by the UDC 
after a public hearing.  This addresses the concept of a significant alteration or intensification of 
the park having a public hearing before the decision-making body. 
 
3.  At the end, we are proposing a new section that empowers the director to use his or her 
discretion to change the approval process, based on the nature of the plan or project.  The 
director may have a master plan or development project that would normally be reviewed and 
approved administratively (after public comment at the appropriate parks board or commission) 
instead be reviewed and approved by one of the commissions (master plans by the PZC; 
development projects by the UDC), if the plan or project seems likely to generate significant 
public interest, deviates from an approved master plan, will have a significant impact on 
neighboring uses, or will significantly increase the development of the park.  Alternately, the 
director may direct a plan or project that would normally be reviewed and approved by a 
commission, to instead be approved administratively, if the expected public interest is minimal 
or if the impacts of the projects are minimal.  Examples of this situation could be the clearing of 
invasive species out of a two acre section of park, or the replacement of existing equipment that 
costs more than $500,000.  The director has the discretionary authority to use his or her 
judgment. 
 
4.  We are proposing to delete the two sections that require development projects to be consistent 
with approved master plans (if one exists), and replace them with text, in a different location, 
that requires justification for deviating from an approved master plan.  The reason for this is that 
many if not most of the currently existing park master plans were created many years ago and 
may be out of date.  The parks department may not be able to update these master plans in the 



Page 4 of 7 

near future.  It doesn’t seem reasonable to hold up a development project that may be desired and 
supported by the community, because it wasn’t envisioned 20 years ago.  If there is general 
support for a project that isn’t envisioned in a master plan, the project can still be considered.  
 
5.  We propose to change the name of the use from “Park and Open Space, Public or Private” to 
“Park, Public or Private”.  The inclusion of open space in the title is both confusing due to the 
existence of required private open space for many developments described in section 21.07.030, 
and unnecessary because open space is not regulated through the use-specific standards.  The 
title has also generated confusion because vacant land (that will be developed in the future) could 
be interpreted as “open space”, leading to a misinterpretation of the intent of the regulations. 
 
As a park is a public facility, the acquisition of parks is addressed in section 21.03.140, Public 
Facility Site Selection, in the Title 21 Rewrite. 
 
 



Page 5 of 7 

February 8, 2010 Proposed Revisions – additions underlined and in yellow; deletions 
[bracketed], CAPITALIZED, and in gray 
 
2. Park [AND OPEN SPACE], Public or Private 

a.   Definition 
An area that is predominately open space, reserved for and designed to be used 
principally for active and/or passive recreation, and/or to serve ecological and aesthetic 
functions; any area designated as park by the assembly.  [PRIVATE OPEN SPACE 
REQUIRED BY SECTION 21.07.030 IS NOT CONSIDERED TO BE THIS USE.]   
 

b. Use-Specific Standards in the Anchorage Bowl   
i. Any master plan created for a municipal park shall be reviewed and approved as 

follows: 

(A) For all park master plan proposals, the parks and recreation commission 
shall hold a public meeting, which shall include the opportunity for oral 
public comments. 

(B) Master plans for parks classified by the Anchorage Bowl Park, Natural 
Resource, and Recreation Facility Plan as natural resource use area 
(over 50 acres), special use area, or community use area shall be 
approved by the planning and zoning commission. 

(C) Master plans for parks classified by the Anchorage Bowl Park, Natural 
Resource, and Recreation Facility Plan as natural resource use area (50 
acres or fewer) or neighborhood use area shall be approved 
administratively by the director. 

ii. All development projects in municipal parks shall be reviewed and approved as 
follows: 

(A) For all development projects in municipal parks, the parks and recreation 
commission shall hold a public meeting, which shall include the 
opportunity for oral public comments. 

 
(B) Any discrepancies with an approved park master plan shall be described 

and justified. 
 
(C) All development projects costing more than $500,000 or disturbing more 

than one acre of land and in parks classified by the Anchorage Bowl 
Park, Natural Resource, and Recreation Facility Plan as natural resource 
use area (over 50 acres), special use area, or community use area shall 
be approved by major site plan review in accordance with 21.03.180C. 

 
(D) All development projects costing $500,000 or less and disturbing one 

acre or less of land, and all development projects in parks classified by 
the Anchorage Bowl Park, Natural Resource, and Recreation Facility 
Plan as natural resource use area (50 acres or fewer) or neighborhood 
use area shall be approved by administrative site plan review in 
accordance with 21.03.180B.  Trails that are reviewed under section 
21.03.190, Street and Trail Review, are exempt from this administrative 
site plan review. 

 
[III. ALL DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN PARKS WITH APPROVED MASTER 

PLANS SHALL BE CONSISTENT WITH THE APPROVED MASTER PLAN.] 
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c. Use-Specific Standards in Chugiak-Eagle River-Eklutna 
i. Any master plan created for a municipal park shall have a public hearing before 

the Eagle River-Chugiak parks and recreation board of supervisors, and shall be 
reviewed and approved as follows: 

(A) For all park master plan proposals, the Eagle River-Chugiak parks and 
recreation board of supervisors shall hold a public meeting, which shall 
include the opportunity for oral public comments. 

(B) Master plans for parks classified by the Anchorage Park, Greenbelt and 
Recreation Facility Plan Volume 2:  “Eagle River-Chugiak-Eklutna” as 
Community, Large Urban, or Regional Parks shall be approved by the 
planning and zoning commission. 

(C) Master plans for parks classified by the Anchorage Park, Greenbelt and 
Recreation Facility Plan Volume 2:  “Eagle River-Chugiak-Eklutna” as 
playlots, mini parks, vest pocket parks, or neighborhood parks shall be 
approved administratively by the director. 

ii. All development projects in municipal parks shall be reviewed and approved as 
follows: 

(A) For all development projects in municipal parks, the Eagle River-Chugiak 
parks and recreation board of supervisors shall hold a public meeting, 
which shall include the opportunity for oral public comments. 

 
(B) Any discrepancies with an approved park master plan shall be described 

and justified. 
 
(C) All development projects costing more than $500,000 or disturbing more 

than one acre of land, and in parks classified by the Anchorage Park, 
Greenbelt and Recreation Facility Plan Volume 2:  “Eagle River-Chugiak-
Eklutna” as Community, Large Urban, or Regional Parks shall be 
approved by major site plan review in accordance with 21.03.180C. 

 
(D) All development projects costing $500,000 or less and disturbing one 

acre or less of land, and all development projects in parks classified by 
the Anchorage Park, Greenbelt and Recreation Facility Plan Volume 2:  
“Eagle River-Chugiak-Eklutna” as playlots, mini parks, vest pocket parks, 
or neighborhood parks shall be approved by administrative site plan 
review in accordance with 21.03.180B.  Trails that are reviewed under 
21.03.190, Street and Trail Review, are exempt from this administrative 
site plan review. 

 
iii. [ALL DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN PARKS WITH APPROVED MASTER 

PLANS SHALL BE CONSISTENT WITH THE APPROVED MASTER PLAN.] 

d. Use-Specific Standards in Turnagain Arm 
i. All master plans, and any development projects costing more than $500,000 in 

municipal parks identified in the Anchorage Park, Greenbelt and Recreation 
Facility Plan Volume 3:  “Turnagain Arm” shall be approved by major site plan 
review in accordance with 21.03.180C. 
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ii. All development projects costing $500,000 or less in municipal parks identified in 
the Anchorage Park, Greenbelt and Recreation Facility Plan Volume 3:  
“Turnagain Arm” shall be approved by administrative site plan review in 
accordance with subsection 21.03.180B. 

e.   Director’s Discretion 
i. Notwithstanding the various requirements above, the director may require a park 

master plan or development project that would normally be approved 
administratively, to be approved by the appropriate commission if, in his or her 
judgment: 

(A). The plan or project is likely to generate significant public interest; 

(B). The project is a significant deviation from an approved master plan; 

(C). The project will have a significant impact on neighboring uses; or 

(D). The plan or project significantly increases the intensity of development of 
the park.   

ii. Notwithstanding the various requirements above, the director may require a park 
master plan or development project that would normally be approved by a 
commission, to be approved administratively; if, in his or her judgment: 

(A). The plan or project is unlikely to generate significant public interest; or 

(B). Despite reaching a monetary or area threshold, the project has minimal 
impacts on the existing situation. 
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