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Executive Summary 
The Minneapolis Parks Foundation, a key partner with the Minneapolis Park and 

Recreation Board, shares the Park Board’s vision to ensure an equitable Minneapolis 
Park System for all residents. The Minneapolis Parks Foundation plays an important 
role in leveraging the Park Board’s current equity efforts through innovative partnerships 
and collaborations. As the Park Board initiates equity initiative and tools, Minneapolis 
Parks Foundation seeks to identify areas for innovation and collaboration to support 
park equity efforts. 

This report examines current Park Board equity efforts in the context of existing 
research and ongoing racial equity efforts across the country. Current equity efforts, 
such as RecQuest and the new equity investment criteria, utilize equity criteria to 
identify and prioritize park investment and programming.  These equity efforts are in 
early stages of development and implementation and can benefit from perspectives 
offered by park equity efforts in other cities nationwide. This report identifies three 
opportunities that can inform Minneapolis Park Foundation partnerships and 
collaborations. 

 
Engage Underserved Communities: Marginalized communities in Minneapolis 
who have faced systematic barriers to accessing resources in the Minneapolis 
Park System may feel disenfranchised and disengaged from the opportunities 
offered by Park Board. The Minneapolis Park Foundation could model Seattle’s 
Get Moving Fund and Recreation For All to provide an access point for 
communities who may have otherwise been hesitant to engage with the 
Minneapolis Park Board. 
 
Increase Neighborhood Capacity:  Neighborhood engagement in local park 
processes can play a crucial role in neighborhood resiliency. The Catalyst 
Program, a partnership between New York City Parks and Recreation 
Department and the City Parks Foundation, could be utilized in Minneapolis to 
increase the capacity of neighborhoods to become leaders and advocates for the 
future of their parks.  
 
Expand Equity Metrics: The Park Board could expand equity metrics to assist 
the Park Board identify areas for improvement and possible partnership 
opportunities with the Park Foundation. The Park Board could incorporate 
health-related data from sources such as the 500 Cities Project to better identify 
neighborhoods experiencing health-related disparities. Additionally, metrics 
including measurement of volunteer and programming hours and the dispersion 



of scholarship dollars by neighborhood, could inform the ongoing development of 
RecQuest. 
 
The efforts and opportunities outlined in this report provide a starting point for 

discussion and planning between the Minneapolis Park Board and Minneapolis Park 
Foundation. This report is not intended to outline the needs and solutions for Park 
Board equity work. Rather, it serves to direct conversation between the Minneapolis 
Park Foundation and the Minneapolis Park Board to identify gaps and innovations to 
support the Park Board’s equity efforts. 

 
  



Background 
Minneapolis is home to a diverse community, composed of residents from a 

variety of cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds. However, historical and structural 
barriers can limit the ability for all Minneapolis' communities to access parks and 
resources available through the Minneapolis Park System. The Park Board has focused 
on advancing agency equity efforts more intentionally in recent years. The Parks Board 
defines equity as  

“Acknowledg[ing] that people’s barriers to success and quality of life directly 
correlate to educational, health, income, employment, civil and social disparities, 
as well as their ability to access resources.”2  

Equity efforts often address these barriers by identifying and targeting the needs of 
marginalized communities. Specific efforts addressing racial, economic or cultural equity 
vary in scope and implementation as the needs and barriers faced by marginalized 
communities differ in each of these perspectives. This report primarily examines equity 
from the perspective outlined by the Minneapolis Park Board with a specific focus on 
racial and economic equity.  

 Park equity also plays an important role in addressing health disparities, as 
access to parks and nature increases exercise and improves physical and psychological 
health.3 The Minneapolis Park Board has identified health outcomes, especially for 
communities experiencing poorer health, as an important impact for agency equity 
efforts.4  A large body of research examines the connection between park equity and 
health outcomes for parks in the U.S. Literature focus on three aspects of park inequity: 
access, quality, and facilities/amenities.5 Research identifies park racial and economic 
inequity for park quality6 but mixed findings with respect to park access and 
facilities/amenities.7 Additionally, greater physical activity is associated with parks within 
walking distance, greater park acreage, and certain park facilities such as such as 
playgrounds, sports facilities and trails.8  Little research has examined park inequity with 
respect to park programming. However, one study found that increased physical activity 
was associated with supervised activities and marketing offered in parks and suggested 
that these efforts could be used to overcome disparities in park use in high poverty 
areas.9 

In 2014, The Metropolitan Council conducted a qualitative study examining the 
use of regional parks in the Twin Cities area among communities of color.10 The study 
identified awareness, safety, and preferred activity and amenity mix as the three major 
determinants of park visitation. Although this study examined communities and park 
visitation for the entire metro region, several of the regional parks fall within the 
Minneapolis Park System.11 Additionally, these considerations may also be important 
factors for ensuring park equity for Minneapolis’ neighborhood parks. 
 



Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board Equity Efforts 
The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board has focused on efforts and 

initiatives to advance equity, inclusion, and diversity since 2011. These efforts have 
included the creation of the Community Outreach Department, joining the Government 
Alliance on Race and Equity leadership cohort, and the development of the Racial 
Equity Action Plan.12 This memo focuses on two specific equity efforts within the Parks 
Board that relate to the Minneapolis Parks Foundation’s work: the Criteria Matrix for 
MPRB Capital and Rehabilitation for Neighborhood Park Project and RecQuest. 
Criteria Matrix 

In 2016, City of Minneapolis approved  $300 million dollars in investment for 
parks and streets over ten years to address neighborhood parks maintenance backlog. 
The Park Board agreed to allocate funding for maintenance based on equity and 
developed and equity tool to rank equity need for neighborhood parks.13 The tool ranks 
MRPB’s 109 neighborhood parks on seven criteria: four neighborhood characteristics 
and three park characteristics.14 The four neighborhood characteristics include 
concentrated areas of poverty or racially concentrated area of poverty, population 
density, youth population, and safety. The three park characteristics include asset 
lifespan, asset condition, and historic investment. The tool will prioritize funding for 
neighborhood parks beginning with 2022 funding year.  

Currently, the matrix only prioritizes maintenance funding for neighborhood parks 
and does not account for outside funding such as park dedication fees, neighborhood 
association contributions, and grants. Outside funding, particularly funding specifically 
dedicated to the development of new assets in neighborhood parks, may not be 
equitably distributed across neighborhood parks. Additionally, the matrix does not 
account for health-related neighborhood characteristics. As a result, the matrix cannot 
account for health-related inequities and cannot track how matrix-prioritized funding 
influences health outcomes in Minneapolis neighborhoods. Finally, the matrix does not 
prioritize funding for regional parks, although the Park Board is currently developing a 
matrix for regional parks.15 
RecQuest 

The Park Board is currently developing RecQuest, a comprehensive plan for 
investing and assessing park board recreation facilities and programming to meet 
community needs. RecQuest will be used to “compile, analyze, and illustrate city-wide 
recreation center facility use and program data” and will guide capital investments in 
facilities over the next 25-30 years.16 RecQuest focuses on community engagement and 
equity and incorporates stakeholder interviews, focus groups,and community advisory 
meetings. In May of 2016, the Racial Equity Subcommittee developed to focus on racial 
and other equity efforts within RecQuest.17 



Currently, the Park Board uses ActiveNet to track data on rec center usage and 
program participation.18 The program tracks participation in Park Board programming, 
drop-in use of rec centers, and permit holders for use of park facilities. While this 
database can track the age and sex of participants it does not track additional 
demographic information such participant's’ race or zip code/neighborhood. Additionally, 
the program does not track participation in programming organized by outside 
organizations although it can track the organizations accessing permits for those 
activities. These programs may serve different communities than those accessing 
programming offered through the Park Board. Data on primary permit holders and 
participants could provide additional insight how the park system serves a diverse range 
of constituents.  
 
 
  



Equity Efforts Nation-Wide 
The Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board are among a number of pioneering 

cities in their efforts to systematically incorporate equity in park investment, 
programming, and agency policy. In a 2016 survey of park and recreation directors from 
large urban and suburban cities, only roughly one in four agencies had a racial or social 
equity policy in place.19 This memo focuses on four cities with equity efforts that align 
with the ongoing work of the Park Board or presents initiatives that the Parks 
Foundation may consider replicating. 
San Francisco 20 

In June of 2016, San Francisco Park and Recreation passed charter revision 
directing the organization to develop equity metrics and integrate metrics in its strategic 
and capital plan to increase equity in park services. The San Francisco matrix identifies 
disadvantaged communities within the city and compares agency resources allocated in 
these communities with those allocated city-wide. In this way, San Francisco’s matrix 
purpose differs from that of the Minneapolis criteria matrix which simply prioritizes parks 
within the city for maintenance funding.  

San Francisco identifies disadvantaged communities utilizing data from California 
Environmental Protection Agency’s CalEnviornScreen. This data scores census tracts 
based on population characteristics and pollution. San Francisco Park and Recreation 
utilized population characteristics from this data, focusing specifically on age, asthma, 
low birth weight, low education, linguistic isolation, poverty and unemployment. The 
agency weighs these factors equally and cumulatively to generate a score for each 
census tract within San Francisco city limits. Census tracts falling within the top 20% are 
designated “Equity Zones” and compared to city-wide resource allocation.  

The equity matrix compares agency resource allocation between Equity Zones 
and those allocated  city-wide along four metrics: access, maintenance, investment and 
recreation.The criteria utilized by the Minneapolis matrix aligns most closely with the 
maintenance and investment dimensions of San Francisco’s matrix. These two 
dimensions account for the quality of park features (maintenance) and capital 
investment (investment). However these two dimensions also include data on 
maintenance repair requests (maintenance) and number of volunteer service hours 
(investment). The access and recreation dimensions have no equivalent in the 
Minneapolis matrix. These dimensions account for park acreage per 1,000 people 
(access), hours of recreational resources and scholarships granted per 1,000 people 
(recreation). The matrix defines recreational resources as the number of hours of 
structured programming offered by agency staff or recreation partners at pools, rec 
centers, clubhouses, playfields, and mobile programs. 



New York City 21, 22 

In 2014, New York City Department of Parks and Recreation launched the New 
York City Parks Initiative, a comprehensive investment program focused on small parks 
located in targeted neighborhoods in the city. The initiative involves capital investment, 
partnerships, programming and maintenance to improve parks in densely-populated 
neighborhoods with a high concentration of poverty. The initiative involves 133 million 
dollar investment in 55 neighborhood parks. 

 The Community Park Initiative Zone, a primary program within the Parks 
Initiative, selected 35 neighborhood parks for a complete project rebuild. The city 
identified parks with less than $250,000 in capital investment in past 20 years (from 
1992-2013) for a capital project rebuild. Additionally, the city prioritized parks in 
neighborhoods with above average density, high population growth, and above average 
levels of poverty. Finally, the project targeted parks that were accessible to nearby 
neighborhoods, provided diverse recreational opportunities, had features for multiple 
age groups, accommodated different kinds of amenities, and primarily served a local 
population.  

In addition to the Initiative’s capital investment to community parks across the 
city, the program provides staff support, trainings, and grants to grow capacity of 
community members to support and advocate for parks after the Initiative’s capital 
project phase. The City Parks Foundation partnered with the Initiative to provide the 
Catalyst Program, a collaboration focused on long-term community development for 
neighborhoods with underserved neighborhood parks. The program partners with 
residents, educators, students, community leaders, non-profits, and the business 
community to sustain parks and facilitate neighborhood resilience. The Catalyst 
Program offers leadership training, community visioning and planning, grants for 
projects/capacity building, community outreach, project management, networking 
opportunities, fiscal sponsorship, technical assistance, facilitation, and group 
development. 
Seattle 23 

Seattle Parks and Recreation does not have any coordinated equity efforts but 
identifies three areas that focus on park equity: investing in youth of color, reducing 
barriers to access, and culturally relevant programming. Programming in these areas 
include a partnership with Seattle Goodwill to provide the Youth Green Corps, O2, an 
outdoor expedition program for youth of color, and the Food and Fitness program 
focused on providing culturally relevant programing for older adults. Seattle also 
provides funding for outside organizations to develop culturally relevant programming 
through the Get Moving Fund and Recreation for All programs. These funds provide 
reimbursable grants for nonprofits, businesses, or community organizations that offer 
culturally relevant, events, or projects that increase participation in physical fitness, 



community sports, and recreation or offer culturally relevant physical enrichment 
programming to underserved communities with health disparities such as immigrant 
populations, LGBT individuals, people with disabilities, for example.  
Portland 24, 25 

Portland’s Park and Recreation Department equity efforts have primarily focused 
on agency wide racial-equity policies. In 2016 the department initiated it’s Five Year 
Racial Equity Plan outlining six equity objectives: agency-wide  equity strategies, 
diversity of staff, culturally and linguistically appropriate outreach, culturally and 
linguistically competent policies and practices, equitable access and investments to 
reduce health disparities, and contracting goals for minority business enterprises. 
Portland’s Park and Recreation Department also publishes annual equity measures as 
part of its annual performance report.  
 
 
  



Equity Opportunities 
The efforts by other cities to advance park equity present insight for future 

opportunities for the Minneapolis Park Foundation to leverage the Park Board’s current 
equity strategies and direct additional investment toward equity goals. Each of these 
cities approach equity from slightly different perspectives and present alternative 
approaches to advancing park equity efforts. Replication or modification of these 
strategies in Minneapolis depends on the needs and leverage points collaboratively 
identified by Minneapolis Park Foundation and the Park Board.  
Engage Underserved Communities 

Marginalized communities in Minneapolis who have faced systematic barriers to 
accessing resources in the Minneapolis Park System may feel disenfranchised and 
disengaged from the opportunities offered by Park Board. Programming offered 
specifically by the Park Board may not reach these communities and these individuals 
may be better served through programming offered by an organization within their 
community. While the Minneapolis Parks Board partners with community organizations 
to provide programming within the Park System, these organizations are responsible for 
accessing the funding to run these programs. The funding required to develop 
programming may be cost-prohibitive to certain organizations or communities. Seattle’s 
Get Moving Fund and Recreation For All programs could be replicated by the 
Minneapolis Park Foundation to assist communities or organizations overcome these 
funding barriers to developing and delivering programming. The Park Foundation could 
establish funds that provide financial assistance to organizations or communities that 
develop programming specifically to assist underserved communities or communities 
experiencing health disparities. This fund could be an access point for communities who 
may have otherwise been hesitant to engage with the Minneapolis Park Board. 
Increase Neighborhood Capacity 

 Neighborhood parks can play a crucial role in neighborhood resiliency. However, 
certain neighborhoods may not have the capacity to engage in the decision 
making-processes that impact the parks in their neighborhood. The Catalyst Program, 
offered in partnership between the New York City Parks and Recreation Department 
and the City Parks Foundation, could be utilized in Minneapolis to increase the capacity 
of neighborhoods to become  leaders and advocates for the future of their parks. 
Although this program was developed in New York to assist communities whose parks 
were rebuilt through the Community Park Initiative, this program could be used to build 
the capacity of any neighborhood to engage in processes shaping the future of their 
parks. 
Expand Equity Metrics 

Several cities incorporate equity metrics that could be replicated by the 
Minneapolis Park Board. Although this work does not necessarily fall within Minneapolis 



Park Foundation’s scope of work, these metrics can assist the Park Board better identify 
areas for improvement and possible partnership opportunities with the Park Foundation.  

Currently, the Park Board does not incorporate health-related characteristics into 
its criteria matrix, an important metric for identifying neighborhood health-disparities. 
The Park Board could incorporate health-related data into its matrix using data from 
sources such as the 500 Cities Project. This project provides census-tract level data on 
27 health measures for 500 cities in the U.S., including Minneapolis.26 The incorporation 
of this data, or data available through the Minneapolis Health Department, can play a 
crucial role in identifying neighborhoods experiencing health-related disparities. 
Additionally, the Park Board does not utilize a criteria or equity metric to identify the 
allocation of programming resources across neighborhoods. The metrics utilized by San 
Francisco, such as the measurement of volunteer and programming hours and the 
dispersion of scholarship dollars by neighborhood, could inform the ongoing 
development of RecQuest and its facility and programming equity efforts. 

 
Conclusion 

Minneapolis remains at the forefront of park equity efforts across the country. 
However, several efforts in other large cities provide opportunities for partnerships 
between Minneapolis Park Foundation and the Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board 
to further equitable access to the Minneapolis Park System. These cities offer blueprints 
for opportunities to engage underserved communities, increase neighborhood capacity, 
and expand park equity metrics in Minneapolis.  
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https://www.portlandoregon.gov/oehr/article/620147
http://sfrecpark.org/wp-content/uploads/PROSAC-memo-Equity-Aug-2016-1.pdf
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/_asset/zvw35c/Equity-Based-Criteria-for-Neighborhood-CIP_050416-highlight.pdf
https://www.portlandoregon.gov/parks/article/538615
https://www.nrpa.org/uploadedFiles/nrpaorg/Professional_Development/Innovation_Labs/Racial%20Equity%20Survey--Key%20Highlights.pdf
http://www.cityparksfoundation.org/partnerships-for-parks/catalyst-program/
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/_asset/kl6l07/recquest_fact_sheet.pdf

	Nelson_SP17_MPF_Cover
	2017 Nelson Program Copyright
	Partnering for Park Equity

