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Parks, recreation, and open space protection are important to the contemporary culture of Northern 

Chester County residents. Hundreds of acres of parkland have been acquired, numerous recreation 

fields, courts, playgrounds, and other faciliti

services have been offered, and thousands of acres of open spaces have been protected. These 

accomplishments are appreciated by citizens, as reflected in their participation and use of recreation 

opportunities and support for conservation initiatives, reported in the 2010 citizen survey and other 

public outreach activities.   

However, citizens’ interests are also growing and changing. In addition to the overall population 

growth trend, the number of active participants in sports leagues, recreation programs

educational programs is growing. The survey found 

citizens. The leagues, programs, and other services are being offered more frequently throug

year, and new ones are being introduced, placing greater demand on existing fields, parks, and their 

support facilities.  In addition to this growing demand for places to play, sports field dimensions and 

accessibility regulations are changing, ma

There are clearly needs for more, improved

continuing open space protection efforts in this growing 

assessment of parklands, recreation facilities, sports fields, trails, open space protection, and programs 

and services (documented in Appendices 2 through 

addition, the analysis of providers and management entities (

entities to meet these needs individually is moderate to low

and collaborative efforts. Viewing needs region

leverage resources toward common goals. Additional opportunities to integrate themes of active, 

healthy living, conservation, and cultural heritage with community recreation are found as these 

elements are cross-referenced.  

Continued, Targeted Open Space Protection

Four major landscapes define the Region

French Creek, and Pickering Creek corridors. Most of 

cultural resources are located within or can be related to these 

also located within these landscapes, but the preserves, easements, and deed restrictions

rigorously, only protect some lands, not the entire landscapes

Region’s character are lost to or further fragmented by development, 
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and open space protection are important to the contemporary culture of Northern 

Chester County residents. Hundreds of acres of parkland have been acquired, numerous recreation 

and other facilities have been developed, a wide array of programs and 

services have been offered, and thousands of acres of open spaces have been protected. These 

accomplishments are appreciated by citizens, as reflected in their participation and use of recreation 

nities and support for conservation initiatives, reported in the 2010 citizen survey and other 

However, citizens’ interests are also growing and changing. In addition to the overall population 

e participants in sports leagues, recreation programs

educational programs is growing. The survey found latent interest in these opportunities

and other services are being offered more frequently throug

year, and new ones are being introduced, placing greater demand on existing fields, parks, and their 

support facilities.  In addition to this growing demand for places to play, sports field dimensions and 

accessibility regulations are changing, making many existing facilities out-of-date. 

There are clearly needs for more, improved, and enhanced facilities and programs and 

continuing open space protection efforts in this growing region. The comprehensive inventory and 

lands, recreation facilities, sports fields, trails, open space protection, and programs 

Appendices 2 through 6, and 8 and 10) demonstrates these needs. In 

addition, the analysis of providers and management entities (Appendix 7) concludes that the capacity of 

entities to meet these needs individually is moderate to low, but is much higher through cooperative 

and collaborative efforts. Viewing needs region-wide provides opportunities to join efforts and 

ommon goals. Additional opportunities to integrate themes of active, 

and cultural heritage with community recreation are found as these 

Continued, Targeted Open Space Protection 

the Region’s character—Hopewell Big Woods and the Schuylkill River

corridors. Most of the Region’s unique and defining natural and 

cultural resources are located within or can be related to these landscapes. Most of the protected land is 

also located within these landscapes, but the preserves, easements, and deed restrictions

only protect some lands, not the entire landscapes. If lands where resources that define 

’s character are lost to or further fragmented by development, the Region’s identity will suffer. 
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accomplishments are appreciated by citizens, as reflected in their participation and use of recreation 

nities and support for conservation initiatives, reported in the 2010 citizen survey and other 

However, citizens’ interests are also growing and changing. In addition to the overall population 

e participants in sports leagues, recreation programs, and community 

interest in these opportunities among 

and other services are being offered more frequently throughout the 

year, and new ones are being introduced, placing greater demand on existing fields, parks, and their 

support facilities.  In addition to this growing demand for places to play, sports field dimensions and 
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Land protection should continue to be focused within these landscapes. Where voluntary protection 
techniques are used, outreach efforts to landowners on the benefits of land protection need to be more 
focused on and within these landscapes. Where mandatory dedication of parkland ordinances and fee-
in-lieu of parkland alternatives are in place, standards and criteria need to be applied to provide 
appropriate land protection (or commensurate cash resources) at no cost to the municipality. 

Land protection, especially along waterways, also conserves our waters. The exceptional value and 
high water quality designations for all the Region’s major interior waterways characterize the aquatic 
habitat as nearly pristine. These designations call attention to the waterways’ sensitivity to impacts but 
may not prohibit development, and its associated clearing, erosion, sedimentation, and other impacts, 
from occurring, nor do they provide public access for fishing, nature study, or scenic observation.  

Finally, land protection influences our skies and air quality. Protection techniques significantly reduce 
travel associated with intensive development (in Northern Chester County, travel is almost exclusively 
by motorized vehicle), which decreases noxious pollutants from vehicular emissions. Other impacts 
from development, such as outdoor lighting for nighttime security, are also minimized, enabling 
citizens to experience one of the few remaining areas in the Delaware Valley with dark, starry skies.  

Citizens support conservation efforts as a priority. Survey respondents rated the importance of nature 
reserves, trails, and greenways as important or extremely important. Written comments echoed and 
elaborated on this strong sentiment regarding the preservation of the Region’s scenic rural character. 

Over time, protection will be increasingly challenging. Each parcel subdivision creates more parcels 
and more parcel owners of smaller pieces of land, requiring more time, effort, and resources to protect 
and monitor these sites. Protection efforts need to be emphasized in the near-term, especially for the 
most critical resources.  

More Distinctive, Well-Designed Parks 
The location of existing parks relates reasonably well to the population distribution of the Region. 
Parks in the central and eastern municipalities provide close-to-home recreation sites for residents, and 
residents of East Nantmeal and Warwick have convenient access to Warwick County Park. Park 
locations are not well publicized and entrances are not well marked, especially where location, 
topography, or vegetation blocks views to recognizable park facilities. Signage, enhanced with 
landscaping, and publicity need to do a better job of communicating park locations in the community 
and in advance of park visits. 

The same or better can be said about the location of most parklands owned by the municipalities for 
future development. These sites are:  

• proximate to an elementary school with potential for joint development with the school district 
of ownership (e.g., the Reiff Tract behind East Vincent Elementary School),  

• along the River (e.g., the Heyser, Faulk, and Wade Tracts in East Coventry),  
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• along travel corridors (e.g., Hanover Meadows in North Coventry along Route 100), or  
• in underserved areas of residential concentration, (e.g., the Pennhurst Tract on the outskirts of 

Spring City in East Vincent Township).  
  

Other sites have unique features that would enable the development of a truly distinctive park 
experience, e.g., the historic Parker Ford Tavern. However, none of these sites is large enough, flat 
enough, or centrally located to multiple leagues for a multi-field sports complex. 

Park design is noticeably improving. Newer parks take advantage of site features and topography, 
include circulation paths and natural or naturalized plantings to unify the site and buffer its facilities 
from one another, include some accessible facilities, and clearly mark and landscape parking areas. 
Some older parks lack these design characteristics, though the size and canopy of their shade trees is 
unmatched in newer parks. None of the parks are universally accessible, which is a concern for persons 
with disabilities as well as families with children in strollers, and elderly people who move about with 
assistance (cane, walker, or scooter.) Suggestions on park improvements and enhancements have been 
made for all existing parks (see Table 5-1, page 30), but further evaluation and detail should be 
explored. 

Public outreach, specifically the survey, found that township park visitation is high (73 percent of 
residents use parks on at least an occasional basis) and that residents would use parks and recreation 
opportunities more if they had more information about them. In fact, lack of information—not lack of 
time or money as is more commonly reported in these types of surveys—was cited as the chief block to 
participation. Timely information compiled in one location is perhaps the single most important thing 
that Northern Chester County could do to foster participation in recreation and active healthy lifestyles 
among residents of all ages.  

The survey also found interest in special use facilities, such as a dog park, a skate park, outdoor 
swimming pool, or ice skating rink, but not in sufficient degree to warrant recommendation. These 
facilities could be integrated within a multi-purpose park, or developed independently by special 
interest groups with consideration for park dedication over time, if public sentiment changes.  

Owen J. Roberts School District’s Fit for Life program and local sponsorship of the Adult Evening 
School offer opportunities for program expansion and coordination, serving as an indoor community 
center. The feasibility of an independent indoor community center facility that would support year-
round community recreation and education, separate from the district’s middle school/high school 
campus, should also be explored. 

Variety in Type and Quality, Consistency in Safety among Recreation Facilities 
Existing public parks and recreation sites in the Region are biased toward active recreation facilities, 
namely traditional sports fields and playgrounds. Some sites include natural areas and elements of 
history but do little to engage the everyday park visitor in understanding their significance to the park, 
the community, or the environment. Social areas (benches, tables, etc.) are limited to a single pavilion 



 
Our Needs and Opportunities 

 

Parks, Recreation, and Open Space Plan for The Federation of Northern Chester County Communities, 2012  15 

or widely dispersed, not able to support multiple small groups and families at one time. They are also 
limited to either sun or shade locations; few parks offer both options. More and varied active, nature-
based, and local interest facilities, supported by educational signage, programs, or public art, would 
create more distinctive park experiences and support the Region’s upswing in fishing, hiking, and 
wildlife watching activities. 

The greatest need among park-based recreation facilities 
is public-use sports field capacity. For years, community 
sports leagues have asked for more fields but have fallen 
short in response when asked to justify how many, what 
kind, where, and when fields were needed. The sports 
field analysis for this plan explored these needs based on 
league service areas, participation rates, team 
composition, and seasonal schedules (see Appendix 9) 
and found that community sports leagues—the only 
providers of youth athletics outside of the schools—could not operate without the borrowed use of 
school, church, and private field space. They make extensive use of fields that are undersized, 
moderately well oriented, and otherwise lacking field design. Many sites have issues with parking 
capacity. The region needs more fields—19 diamond fields and 13 rectangular fields—just to sustain 
youth sports. Another 4 diamond fields and 4 rectangular fields are needed to provide “room” for 
adult sports leagues to emerge and for general recreational play. The evaluation and redesign of older 
parks could push this number slightly higher if one or more fields are eliminated from an existing park 
to make room for alternative facilities.  

Recreation opportunities for adults are lacking overall, not just in sports. Facilities, such as horseshoe 
pits, have been introduced into recent parks, but their numbers have been few and thus limit the 
number of persons who can play (and teach others) at any one time. Repeated facilities are needed to 
demonstrate real support for adult outdoor activity and build interest in adult recreation. 

While unmanaged outdoor lighting impacts the dark skies, lighting can be beneficial in extending the 
amount of play on a field, court, or other outdoor recreation facility on a given day. Field lighting is 
controversial as a result of the type and direction of current lighting fixtures. Replacement equipment 
that reduces impacts should be considered. Field and facility lighting should also be part of any park 
planning or evaluation studies to determine if lighting is desirable and how best to minimize impacts. 

Other important needs include: 

• Replacement of play equipment that is outdated, unattractive, and unsafe in terms of ground 
surface fall zones. 

• Addition of plantings at park entrances and social areas to enhance seasonality and offer a 
different experience each time. 
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Expanded, Networked Trails 
Pathways for safe walking and cycling emerged as the top facility that survey respondents identified as 
lacking in the Region. Walking was the top outdoor activity in which respondents participate (75 
percent participation); bicycle riding ranked fifth (51 percent participation). About three out of five 
respondents indicated that there are not enough of safe places to walk and bike.  The simplicity and 
low cost of walking and cycling as activities of an active, healthy lifestyle suggest that public 
investments in these areas would have great returns on public health. 

More than 100 miles of public-use land and water trails seems like a lot. For a region that is 15 miles by 
12 miles, 100 miles could traverse the entire region several times. But existing public-use trails are 
actually quite concentrated in a few locations and these clusters isolated from one another, thus they 
provide destinations for trail-goers but no real region-wide network.  

Municipalities have independently conceived and planned trail networks, but few segments outside 
the parks and passive open spaces have been completed. Many of the proposed trails fall short of 
feasibility, even without detailed study, yet remain part of the “plan.” Municipal trail plans need to be 
reviewed, evaluated, and refined into a single coordinated or region-wide trail network plan to ensure 
that trails that connect parks, schools, and other community destinations meet at municipal boundaries. 
From this network, trails can then be prioritized for advanced study and planning to address: 

• Detailed trail alignment and design, maintenance, and publicity.  
• Infrastructure appropriate to each trail’s permitted use(s), such as:  

o access (trailheads, signage) 
o parking (vehicles and horse trailers)  
o starting and resting points (benches, mounting blocks for equestrians)  

• Interpretive information on the corridor’s resources and history 
• Restrooms and water fountains 

 
The regional trails—Schuylkill River Trail, the French Creek Trail (including the Boars Back Trail), the 
Pickering Creek Trail, the Brandywine Trail, and the proposed Hopewell Big Woods connector trail—
offer great potential for tying the Region together and establishing a region-wide trail network. Efforts 
to complete these regional trails need continued support for land acquisition or easement, trail design 
and development, and provisions for owner or volunteer trail maintenance. 

Until public-use trails are in wide use across the Region and a track record of safety is established, the 
social trail network should remain privately-owned and personally-acknowledged through traditional 
gestures from individuals and small groups to owners. Those who have permission to use trails on 
private lands should use these opportunities to speak with landowners to share benefits and encourage 
right-of-way protection, fully respecting owners’ desires. Over time, owners may warm up to the idea 
of public access, or properties may change hands. A region-wide trail network plan should carefully 
consider select privately-owned “social” trails for long-term network integration.  
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Diversified, Coordinated, and Publicized Activities and Events 
The range of public recreation services is infinite, but the focus of parks, recreation, and open space in 
this region is active, healthy living and conservation and stewardship of natural and cultural heritage. 
These should be the focus of additional services that offer activities and events for residents of all ages 
to connect with, celebrate, and appreciate. Adults and families are the underserved populations in 
recreation. Partners also have a keen interest in connecting children to the outdoors for spontaneous 
physical activity and exploration of the physical world, not just the virtual world.  

The multitude of sports organizations and their extensive demand for field and facility use indicates 
that ongoing dialogue with these organizations is needed as additional facilities are planned and 
developed. Discussions among league representatives provided valuable information for this plan and 
should continue to inform and detail the need and desires for sports fields, surfaces and lighting, 
spectator areas, support facilities, and shared use and maintenance for all of the above.  

As stated above, citizens need timely information about recreation activities and events. The challenge 
here is that each provider has its own method of publishing and distributing information. Some use 
newsletters, others flyers and signs. Some have websites, others do not. Some have bulletin boards, 
others prefer word-of-mouth. Knowing “what’s going on” is as difficult for the public as it is for 
scheduled program and event sponsors, occasionally resulting in conflicting activities being scheduled 
on the same day. Knowing from the survey that residents view Northern Chester County as their home 
community, not just their municipality, residents and program providers would benefit from one 
calendar of events, coordinated by providers behind the scenes and published in multiple outlets. Such 
coordination would also enable cost-sharing for advertising and other purchases. 

Organized, Managed Partnerships 
The analysis of providers and management entities found that the capacity to meet these needs 
individually is moderate to low. Municipal staffs are small, budgets are lean, and local 
accomplishments to-date are credited largely to the efforts of dedicated volunteers. Recreation, health 
and wellness, and conservation partners each have a more focused mission, yet their human and 
financial resources are also slim. School district partners have larger staffs and growing community 
outreach programs but increasing curricular and administrative demands on their budgets.  

Many of these needs presented here will require capital investment: human capital and financial 
capital. Volunteers will certainly continue to lead many efforts, but professional staff (one or more 
positions over time) is needed to support broad multi-municipal or region-wide coordination of 
publicity, program expansion, park improvement planning, partnership development, fundraising, etc. 
An initial position should require recreational programming and management experience and could be 
part-time, and possibly combined with other municipal or multi-municipal functions. 

Again, residents identify with the Region rather than only their municipality, and have expressed 
support for regional cooperation that removes redundancy and expands and improves services. The 
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real opportunity to advance parks, recreation, and open space in Northern Chester County lies in 
future cooperative and collaborative efforts. Through such efforts, partners can share their people’s 
time, knowledge, and skills and their financial resources to research and share best practices, and 
consolidate purchases and contracts. They can also leverage this cooperation in pursuing external 
funding from state, federal, and private sources, enabling them to expand and improve services. 
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