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Preface
This report has been commissioned by the City of Johnston who are seeking to gain a better understanding
about the need for and the ways in which recreational amenities may be included in new apartment and
townhouse developments Johnston.
The report, which has been undertaken by the Neighborhood Development Corporation (NDC), has been
funded indirectly with funds provided by Polk County through a 28 E agreement between the County and
NDC. The report and its findings are the work of NDC and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the
City of Johnston or Polk County.
The report is organized into four sections and a series of appendices.


Section 1 reviews the changing nature of the multi-residential real estate markets in America.



Section 2 discusses the need for recreational amenities in multi-residential projects and includes
a literature review.



Section 3 summarizes the various ways that: developers have attempted to provide for
recreational amenities in their multi-residential projects; and municipalities have attempted to do
so in their planning policies and land use codes.



Section 4 discusses possible ways that development standards or guidelines could be used in the
Johnston, and what types of amenities might be considered for inclusion in a new policy direction.



The Appendices offer additional information about the changing multi-residential market in
America, the need for on-site recreational amenities in apartment and townhouse projects, and
municipal requirements in other cities.



Definitions to key terms, a bibliography and publishing information are also provided at the end
of the report.
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Executive Summary
In undertaking the assignment, the Neighborhood Development Corporation reviewed relevant literature
concerning: the changing nature of the multi-residential market in America, the need for recreational
amenity space in multi-residential projects, and private and public responses to the provision of
recreational amenity space in such projects.
The market research suggests that there is a trend in America for more people to live in multi-residential
accommodation for longer periods of their lives, and that this trend includes a larger number of families
with children living in multi-residential projects. The recreation research suggests that residents of multiresidential projects benefit from the inclusion of recreational amenities on site, most particularly young
children who spend much of their time in ‘play mode’ and adolescents and adults who are less able to
travel to public parks and recreational facilities.
A review of industry practices suggests that multi-residential developers have been responding to this
need for many years, and that the provision of recreational amenities is greatest in higher-end
developments and federally-financed lower income projects. Our review suggests, however, that in lower
income market projects, where price is the competitive factor, the provision of recreational amenities may
be shorted. This is also often the case for smaller projects which lack economies of scale in providing
recreational amenities.
A review of municipal regulations suggests that a wide range of approaches to the provision of
recreational amenities in multi-residential projects exists: ranging from no requirements at all to very
elaborately designed requirements. The recreational amenity requirements of Sultan, a small city near
Seattle, Washington, were selected as a best precedent for the City of Johnston. Sultan’s regulations were
reviewed from various perspectives and recommendations for consideration in Johnston were offered.
The recreational space recommendations for Johnston would establish a recreational amenity space
requirement of 75 SF per person, based upon the unit mix of a multi-residential project. Developments
containing less than 30 bedrooms would be exempted from the requirement altogether. In most projects
with more than 30 bedrooms, a children’s play area would be required with a minimum size of 2,000 SF.
Beyond that, the recommendations call for a great deal of developer choice in the selection of recreational
amenities to be provided with the overall objective of selecting recreational amenities that would best
suit the expected age profile of the project.
The report concludes by noting that any change in the Johnston regulations would be subject to public
consultation and City Council approval, and that the report’s recommendations are provided in part to
permit that dialogue to begin.
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The Consulting Assignment
The City of Johnston has contracted with the Neighborhood Development Corporation to review the need
for and, if deemed to be appropriate, recommend the best ways and means of implementing planning
policies that would increase the provision of recreational amenities in apartment and townhouse projects
in Johnston.
The context for this assignment can be summarized as follows:


The City of Johnston currently has no rules in its Municipal Code requiring the provision of on-site
recreational amenities for apartment and townhouse projects.



Many large apartment and townhouse projects are being developed in Johnston neighborhoods
that are not currently well served by public parks and recreation facilities;



Access to parks and recreation facilities outside of the neighborhoods in Johnston can be difficult
for some apartment and townhouse residents, because public transit opportunities are limited
and some of the residents may not own or have access to an automobile (e.g. children, youth,
some elderly, and residents of more limited economic means);



Some of the apartment and townhouse projects in Johnston have not provided recreational
amenities for their tenants or, of those that have, some of the spaces are poorly designed,
equipped, located, or maintained;



Much of the open space that is provided in apartment and townhouse projects being developed
in Johnston is located adjacent to major streets (e.g. in front yards) or, if it is used for water
retention, contains sloped surfaces that are not conducive for recreational use; and



This has led to a recreational amenity deficit in some apartment and townhouse projects in
Johnston and in some Johnston neighborhoods.

The assignment that NDC was asked to undertake can be summarized as follows:


To review the need for the provision of recreational amenity spaces in apartment and townhouse
projects in Johnston;



To suggest the best or most important types of recreational space for apartment and townhouse
projects in Johnston;



To investigate the best ways and means of encouraging or requiring the provision of such
recreational amenity spaces in Johnston apartment and townhouse projects; and



To suggest various ways of proceeding with implementation of such standards.
4

1. The Changing Multi-Residential Housing Market in America
The ‘traditional’ urban development model that became the norm after World War II envisioned an
America in which families with children would live in single family homes built in modern suburbs at the
edge of the city, and people without children, primarily young adults and seniors, would live in apartments
that were located either in the central city or along major roads in the suburbs.
In this model, the basic household types were:


Nuclear families with children,



Young adult singles and couples without children, and



The elderly.

The model also assumed that most everyone aspired to the ‘American Dream’ of owning their own home.
Essentially, it was thought that anyone who could afford a single family home would eventually choose to
own one, and that those who could not afford them would likely be housed in some form of subsidized
multi-family housing in the city.
In this model, the basic housing building blocks were:


The single family home,



The low-rise apartment building, and



The high-rise apartment building.

Other housing forms, such as semi-detached homes, townhouses, and mixed use apartments were
generally not considered to be significant housing types at the time; and alternate forms of tenancy such
as condominium or cooperative ownership were most often treated as exceptions to the rule – essentially,
anomalies that only occurred in big East Coast cities such as New York, Philadelphia, and Boston.
Over the last fifty years, this traditional urban development model has changed considerably, even though
the single family home remains a popular housing choice. Our collective view of household types has
broadened over the years to also include:


Single parent families;



‘Reconstituted families,’ with one or both parents divorced and remarried and with children
from prior marriages;



Middle aged singles (divorced or otherwise) and couples without children;
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Empty nesters (essentially, pre-seniors), and



Multi-generational families.

Settlement patterns are also changing as America’s population grows. For example:


Cities and their metropolitan areas are growing ever larger and denser; and



Multi-centered urban regions are being created as older, uni-centered metropolitan areas grow
together, and as new and denser mixed use suburban regional town centers emerge.

Housing choices have broadened as well, including:


Townhouses, which have once again become an important housing choice for many Americans
and are offered in fee-simple or condominium ownership formats, in addition to rental;



Denser stacked townhouses, with individual units having access to grade, which are being built in
larger cities and offered in condominium or rental tenancy formats;



Extensive multi-residential projects in the suburbs, which are getting larger, denser, with many
buildings and a mix of housing types (e.g. apartments and townhouses); and



Mixed-use commercial developments, with apartments on the upper floors being developed once
again, particularly in central cities, at new suburban town centers, and at public transportation
nodes.

There has also been, at least since 2007, a trend toward less home ownership. Millennials, in particular,
appear to be more reluctant to accept the American Dream of owning and living in a single family home
throughout their entire adult life. This may be temporal, i.e. merely the result of living through the Great
Recession, or it may be longer lasting. Only time will tell.
Increasing income disparity also suggests that there is and will continue to be a growing reliance on multiresidential rental accommodation for lower and perhaps even middle income households. Today, many
more households are less able to achieve the goal of home ownership than would have been the case
even twenty years ago.
What this means, of course, is that there are more people and many different types of households
choosing to live in a wider variety of multi-residential projects, in many different kinds of metropolitan
locations. In addition, many of these people intend to live in these projects for all, or at least a larger part,
of their lives. This increases the responsibility of both developers and city planners to ensure that the
multi-residential housing that is being built today is designed to meet their needs.
For a further review of the changing multi-residential housing market, please see Appendix 1.
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2. The Need for Recreational Amenities in Apartment and
Townhouse Projects
Various types of research have been conducted which suggest that both children and adults benefit from
close association with outdoor recreation space. Please refer to Appendix 2 for a summary of this
discussion.
Much of the research focuses on the need for outdoor spaces to accommodate children’s play. Active
play is seen as an important part of all phases of childhood development (i.e. from toddlers through
adolescence).

While the provision of active outdoor play spaces in multi-residential developments can be beneficial to
people of all ages, it is most important for toddlers and young children who:


Spend most of their time in ‘play mode;’



Require adult supervision while playing, and



Who are unable to travel to a neighborhood park on their own.

The availability of active child play spaces on-site, increases the amount of outdoor play time for toddlers
and young children significantly.
Older children and adolescents also benefit from outdoor space in multi-residential projects, especially in
areas when neighborhood parks are not readily available. In these instances, it may be difficult for older
children and adolescents to travel to a faraway park to play. For example:


The walking distance may too great;



Bicycling on major roads may be too dangerous;



Bus service may be intermittent or unavailable; and
7



Their parents may be unable to drive them to the nearest park.

Even when a neighborhood park is nearby, there may be merit in providing some active space on-site in
multi-residential developments, as older children and adolescents are more likely to engage in activities
if recreational spaces are readily available to them.

While adults have different recreational needs and generally have better access to off-site recreational
facilities than children do, they still can make use of on-site recreational spaces. Recreational needs and
preferences also change considerably as adults age, with young adults focusing more on active recreation
and older adults focusing more on passive recreation.
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The absence of recreational amenities in multi-residential projects can be problematic for adults as well.
Some residents may not drive or have access to an automobile; for them, travelling to a distant park for
recreation may not be an option. And, even when automobile access is available, the inconvenience of
that travel will likely reduce their desire to travel off-site for certain recreational amenities.

Both passive and active recreational spaces also provide a neutral space where residents in multiresidential developments can meet each other and socialize. Such spaces, in particular, allow children to
meet each other and develop relationships. Those relationships, in turn, provide opportunities for their
parents to meet and socialize. To the extent that on-site recreational spaces can assist in reducing
anonymity, resident satisfaction can be enhanced.
9

3.

Various Approaches to Recreational Amenity Provision in MultiResidential Projects

Private and public sector responses to the need for recreational space provision in multi-residential
developments are summarized as follows.

3.1

Private Sector Responses to the Need for Recreational Space

Developers have long recognized the need for recreational space in multi-residential developments and
often make provision for such space in their projects.

For example, Abel and Severud in their book, Apartment Houses, wrote as early as 1947:


Landscaping contributes a great deal to the aspect of a project and must be carefully laid
out to enhance the appearance of the buildings and grounds. Natural features of an
interesting character should be preserved whenever possible and should be integrated into
the general landscaping scheme… (Abel & Severud: p.125)



In those projects where space is available it is desirable to set aside an area for allotment
gardens, as some people are very interested in this sort of work and will appreciate the
provision of such facilities. . . (Ibid. P. 128-9)



Provisions should be made where possible for more or less sheltered places where adults
may relax or engage in sun bathing. All projects should provide small areas for informal
10

recreation, sitting areas for mothers with small children, small children’s play yards. (Ibid.
P. 129)


In larger projects, additional space may be provided for court games, fixed play equipment…
(Ibid.)

A more recent example is contained in the Urban Land Institute’s Multifamily Housing Development
Handbook, 2000, where the amenities question is more nuanced in relation to target markets:



Selection of a project’s amenities begins with the market analysis. A good market analysis
answers several questions: What are comparable properties in the market area offering?
Do projects with certain amenities have an edge in marketing, or do lower-priced projects
with fewer amenities attract more residents? And perhaps most important, will residents
pay for the amenities?



Amenities sell the project… Generally, if amenities are wanted and used, residents will pay
a reasonable price for them… In highly competitive rental markets, a project usually must
offer an amenity package comparable with other projects.



Usually a site plan contains both active and passive recreational facilities… Integrating
landscaped areas with active recreational facilities, such as pools and children’s play areas,
yields the most attractive site plan.



Creating play areas is essential if the project is targeted to families with children. Most
projects should give some space to play areas even if the development is geared largely to
a singles market, as some residents will likely be part time parents. (Schmitz: P. 108)
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In practice, most multi-family residential developments provide some type of recreational space; although
the amount, type, and quality of amenity space may vary considerably from project to project.

Higher-end rental projects tend to provide the greatest amount of recreational amenities as part of the
value added package that they offer. The amenities offered in these projects tend to be tailored to the
target market (e.g. children’s play areas and swimming pools for family-oriented projects; racquet courts
and other active-space amenities for projects targeted to younger adults; and more passive amenities for
seniors’ projects). In these cases, the amenity package is designed to appeal to a target market that is
most willing and able to pay for the inclusion of the amenities.
Low income affordable housing projects (e.g. LIHTC projects) also tend to provide on-site recreational
amenities. In this case, recreational amenities are a requirement of a project’s federally assisted financing
package. The amenities proposed for each project will vary depending upon the target market to some
degree, but with the exception of seniors’ projects, child play facilities are almost always included.
It is typically in the lower income market housing projects where the greatest variation in the provision of
amenities is found. In these projects, price is the primary competitive element. Some projects, particularly
those that are adult-oriented, may provide no meaningful recreational amenities – competing entirely on
price. Other projects, particularly those targeting families, may provide some minimal level of amenities
while still attempting to compete on price.
Other factors influence the provision of recreational amenities. For example, larger projects are generally
better able to provide recreational amenities than smaller projects, taking advantage of economies of
scale. It is, for example, generally easier to locate a tot lot with a minimum size of 2,000 SF within a 60
unit project than it is in a 20 unit project. In addition, the capital and operating costs of the tot lot would
generally be the same regardless of project size.
Site characteristics (e.g. topography and site configuration) can also affect the provision of recreational
amenities. Providing playfields, for example, is more difficult on sloping sites. It is also more difficult on
odd shaped lots (e.g. triangular shaped sites), where it is difficult to assemble the depth necessary for
certain recreational spaces. Water detention requirements also affect this equation, as larger open areas
that could have been used as playfields are now often sloped to achieve the detention requirements.
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It is clear from the survey of private development practices, the private sector does recognize the need
for recreational amenity spaces in multi-residential projects. The extent of that provision, however,
ranges widely from project to project; with older projects tending to have less amenity provisions. Even
today, some multi-residential projects are developed without recreational amenities in them.

3.2

Smart Growth Planning and the Provision of Recreational Amenities

Over the last twenty years, Smart Growth planning concepts have been endorsed by both municipalities
and the real estate development industry.

Douglas Porter, in the ULI publication Making Smart Growth Work Porter suggests that:


The developers of master planned communities, in particular, have a long record of
experience in developing projects that reflect many, if not most, smart growth principles.
(Ibid. P. 8)



In many communities, developers bear the brunt of providing basic facilities for new
development. Their responsibility is spelled out in subdivision requirements, impact fee
programs, and exactions negotiated as a condition of project approval. (Ibid: P. 76).



Developers who choose to focus on a particular niche market also can contribute to
diversity (of community) by relating their developments to surrounding development,
which means fighting the urge to create walled-off, gated communities. Developments
that establish connections to their larger community by pathways, streets, and green
spaces can benefit from the mix of housing types and community amenities and services
nearby. (Ibid: P. 85)



Building for long-term value is an essential component of the livability/sustainability
principle of smart growth…the design qualities that create long-term value include:
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compactness, green infrastructure woven through developed areas, lively civic spaces, a
mix of uses and community facilities that meets diverse community needs and creates
distinctive places, and connectivity with surrounding neighborhoods and regional openspace networks. (Ibid: P.86)


The incentive for developers to build long-term value into their projects can be weak,
especially for companies that develop relatively small projects one after another rather
than large scale projects that take many years to complete. Their customers seem often
disinclined to put a high value on durability and sustainability… (Ibid.)

Smart Growth planning and development principles are being accepted in America by both the
development industry and municipal planning officials. Imbedded within Smart Growth principles is the
need for multi-residential developments to: (1) provide adequate levels of open space and recreational
amenity; and (2) create connections between multi-residential projects and the surrounding
neighborhood, often through the use of pedestrian and open space connections between individual
projects and adjacent public spaces. And, while it is fair to say that not every project achieves these
objectives, the development industry as a whole has been moving in this direction for some time.

3.3

Public Sector Responses to the Need for Recreational Space

Recreational space requirements for multi-residential developments vary greatly across America. Public
sector responses to this issue can generally be characterized as follows:




No requirements;
Minimal requirements with or without guidelines; and
Significant requirements with more elaborate guidelines.

The following discussion provides examples of these very different approaches.

3.3.1

No Requirements

Some municipalities have no recreational requirements for multi-residential projects. The absence of
such requirements, many reflect a number of things, including:




Past practices;
A limited sense of the need for recreational amenities in multi-residential projects; or
A belief that the marketplace knows best in terms of what should be provided.

Zoning is at best a blunt tool that can be used to influence development. If a municipality has not required
the provision of recreational amenities in the past and wishes to do so in the future, it must amend its
zoning code. Many municipalities are reluctant to change their existing zoning regulations and, if they do
so, tend to make revisions to the code following a comprehensive planning process. Since these
comprehensive reviews have time and monetary costs, they do not happen very often and, hence, past
practices often have an influence on current requirements.
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The second and third reasons for not having amenity requirements in multi-residential projects are often
hard to separate. If the municipality has limited multi-residential development, the need for on-site
recreational amenities may not be readily apparent, especially if the projects that they have are located
near existing neighborhood parks.
The belief that the marketplace knows best in terms of what level of recreational amenities should be
provided for in multi-residential projects, is also a factor here. Overall, the ‘invisible hand’ of the market
place does have an influence upon decisions regarding the level of amenities that are provided in multiresidential projects, with developers choosing to provide recreational amenities when they believe that it
will give them a competitive edge (and when they believe that their amenity investment can be recouped
through higher rents).
Recreational space and amenities are provided, or not, at the time of development. They rarely are added
into multi-residential projects after the fact. Projects that were developed with few amenities tend to
stay that way. Recreational amenities in older projects are not always maintained as the years go by.
The tenant mix for an existing apartment, however, may also change over time. Many of the older
apartment projects in America were designed assuming that they would be occupied by young adults and
did not offer much in the way of recreational amenities assuming that these tenants travel to parks and
recreational facilities. Today, many of these older projects are now occupied by families with children.
Without reinvestment in these projects, a recreational amenities gap may now exist, which did not exist
before.

3.3.2

Minimal Requirements with or without Guidelines

The most common municipal requirements for recreation space/amenities in multi-residential projects,
include:


A general open space requirement, expressed either as a percentage of site area to be provided
in landscaped area, or expressed in SF/dwelling unit; or



A requirement for a private amenity space that most often would involve a patio for at grade units
and a balcony for upper storey units.

In many cases, landscaped areas of any kind may count toward a minimum open space requirement.
These and similar municipal rules are usually put in place to ensure that, at a minimum, all multiresidential developments within a municipality provide some type of amenity space. Beyond that
minimum provision of amenity space, the assumption may be either: that the market will provide more
amenities if there is demand for them; or, that residents can make use of nearby parks and recreation
facilities.
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Some municipal authorities have approved guidelines for different types of recreation spaces or
amenities, even though their provision is optional. Good examples of such guidelines might include:
1. A minimum size for each type of space;1
2. A preferred location for certain types of spaces;2
3. A minimum investment in facilities for certain types of spaces;3 or
4. Controlled access to certain spaces.4
In these municipalities, the focus is more on ensuring that when recreation spaces or amenities are
provided certain minimum standards are maintained, rather than the extent to which they are provided.
Sometimes the provision of recreational amenities is discussed in the site plan review process and may
become one of a number of planning issues at play in the approval process. In the give and take between
developer and municipal authority, recreational amenities may be either offered or asked for by the
respective parties.

3.3.3 More Elaborate Guidelines: A Case Study – Montgomery County, Maryland
The most elaborate set of recreational guidelines for multi-residential developments in the nation,
appears to be found in Montgomery County, Maryland.
Their “Guidelines for Recreation Amenities in Residential Developments” were approved for use in 1992,
as a result of an involved participation process with resident groups and developers. Considerable market
research was undertaken to identify:

1



The various types of townhouse and apartment projects being built;



What types of people live in each housing type;



What their respective recreational needs might be, and

A minimum size for a tot lot or small children’s play area (e.g. 2,000 SF) would be a good example.

2

Separation of recreational spaces from adjacent roads and internal parking areas would be one example of a
location requirement. Locating tot lots near the dwelling units to encourage informal supervision by adults might
be another.
3

In a picnic area, guidelines might call for a hard surfaced area with a certain number of picnic tables, chairs and
awnings, and possibly a barbecue, for example.
4

Tot lots and children’s play areas are often required to be fenced and gated to assist with parental supervision.
Swimming pools and other water features often are required by law to be fenced with controlled access.
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What might be the best and most cost effective ways of meeting those needs.

The Guidelines are indeed elaborate. For example:


Six different housing types are identified – Large Lot Single Family, Small Lot Single Family,
Semi-Detached Housing, Townhouses and, Low-Rise Apartments, and High Rise Apartments;



A point system is used to define the expected population by age group (e.g. tots, children,
teens, adults, and seniors) for each type of housing project;



The point system, which was based upon market research at the time of its adoption, assigns
(for example) more points for seniors in high rise units than other age groups and more points
for young children in single family and townhouse units than in high rise units;



The tenant ‘point profile’ that results then is used to set the recreational amenity standards
for each project.



Developers are then given 29 different recreational amenities that they can choose from to
achieve the age-related point totals in each age group for their projects.



Each of those 29 recreational amenities have point profiles assigned to them which reflect
their level of use by each of the age groups, as well as the design guidelines associated with
them.



Developers then propose a mix of recreational amenities to achieve the necessary point totals
and this is reviewed by the planning authorities.

Some of the different types of amenities included in the Montgomery County point system are:








Tot lots, children’s play lots, and multi-age playgrounds;
Picnic or sitting areas
Volleyball, basketball, tennis, handball, and multi-purpose courts;
Soccer, baseball and football fields
Swimming and wading pools;
Indoor facilities including community, fitness, or sports facilities, and swimming pools; and
Bike and pedestrian systems, nature trails and natural areas.

Montgomery County, as might be expected given its proximity to the District of Columbia, has high land
and development costs, as well as high housing prices (both in terms of rents and sales prices). 5 It is fair
5

The median household income in Montgomery County is $98,704 and the average value of a home is $448,700. This
compares to a median HHI in Polk County of $59, 844 and an average home value of $155,400.
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to assume that the higher housing prices make it easier for developers to provide these levels of
recreational amenity.
The current point system used in Montgomery County has been in effect for nearly 25 years. It is now
being revised; essentially, the point system will be adapted to better reflect:



The current resident demographic profile for each housing type, as well as
Current recreational needs of residents.

Some recreation amenities, such as horseshoe pits, are no longer in demand and are expected to be
dropped from Montgomery County’s current list of amenities. Other amenities may be added. The
existing design guidelines are also likely to be amended to either improve the quality of the amenities
provided or to clarify design standards.

3.3.4 Federal LIHTC Requirements
Low Income Housing Tax Credits are awarded to multi-residential projects that best meet their guidelines
and requirements. Each project is required to formulate an allocation plan fulfilling general federal
requirements. Each state, which oversees the LIHTC application process within its jurisdiction, typically
allocates tax credits to projects through a competitive application process. Projects receive points for
satisfying criteria outlined in the State’s allocation plan.
The LIHTC program is used to promote a number of different, but related, urban development concepts,
which the various state review systems try to measure. Among these are:


Incorporating Smart Growth principles, that encourage more compact, mixed-use development
within existing urban areas,



Providing a range of affordable housing choices;



Including sustainable ‘green building’ design principles in new construction;



Accommodating special needs populations; and



Providing satisfactory provision of open space and recreational amenity.

Various LIHTC design guidelines refer to open space and recreational amenities, including: parking
facilities for bicycles, landscaping, as well as outdoor and indoor common use recreation areas. For
example:


For predominantly adult and elderly communities, recreational amenities are to be provided on
an accessible route (within the project) and should encourage physical activity and community
interaction; and
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For family communities, recreational amenities shall include accessible play areas for different
age groups and should encourage physical activities that are safe and secure.

Some standards or guidelines are articulated in the LIHTC requirements. For example:


Separate play areas for age groups under 5 years of age, between 5-12 years, and over 12 years
of age are required.



Each of these play areas must be located away from high automotive traffic and should have
maximum visibility from the dwelling units. A permanently mounted bench must also be provided
at each play area.



Other requirements for this spaces include: posted playground rules, warning signs concerning
at play risk, weather resistant ground surfaces, and minimum sizes for play areas with

Other federal assistance programs for low income housing projects exist including those that offer long
term, low interest loans. The recreational space requirements described above generally apply to those
programs as well.

4. Possible Approaches to Recreational Amenity Provision in
Johnston

4.1

Matters to Consider in Setting Local Standards

Based upon the preceding discussion and additional supporting information contained in the Appendices,
it is reasonable for the City of Johnston to consider introducing some kind of recreational amenity
requirement for its multi-residential projects. In doing so, it is worth is noting that the private sector is
already providing many such amenities in multi-residential developments, including projects in Johnston.
Higher-end projects and LIHTC projects, in particular, can be expected to continue to provide recreational
amenities regardless of any proposed regulatory change.
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Where there are deficiencies in the provision of recreation amenities, they can most commonly be found
in projects where price competitiveness is the principal marketing factor. And, in many instances, the
projects most lacking in recreational amenities are older projects that originally targeted adult tenants,
but now have considerable numbers of families living in them.
This suggests that the City of Johnston should consider adopting standards which ensure that a minimum
level of recreational amenities are provided in all new multi-residential developments. It would also be
appropriate for the City of Johnston to encourage, through whatever means available, improvements in
recreational amenities at existing multi-residential developments which would not meet the proposed
minimum standards.
The Need for Simplicity and Clarity
In setting such a standard, the need for simplicity and clarity stand out. The new amenity standards should
be simple to understand and clear as to their intent. To achieve this, the overarching question that must
be answered is: “Who are the amenities to be provided for?” If the proposed amenity space is designed
to appeal to the expected tenant base, the choice of space should be considered acceptable.
Project Size and Economies of Scale
Project size is another major consideration. Small projects may unable to set aside sufficient land in an
appropriate location to provide for certain recreational amenities. Demand for recreational amenities in
smaller projects (e.g. 15 units or less) may also be too small to sustain the desired amenities. In these
instances, it may be more effective for a developer to provide a private amenity space (e.g. patio or
balcony) for each dwelling unit, in lieu of a public amenity space requirement.
Larger multi-residential projects, on the other hand, are much more capable of accommodating
recreational amenities on site; and in many respects, the need to provide these amenity spaces is greater.
For example, a 10-unit apartment with a mixture of 2 and 3 bedroom units, may have 30% family
occupancy (i.e. 3 units and perhaps 6 children), while a 100-unit apartment with the same mix of units
and 30% family occupancy may have 30 family units (and possibly 60 or more children).
In both cases, the minimum acceptable size of a small children’s play facility could be expected to be the
same (e.g. 2,000 SF). So, while it may be wholly reasonable in terms of economic efficiency to require a
children’s play area in the larger project, it may not be reasonable to do so in a small one.
The Question of Secondary Users
Secondary users may also be worthy of consideration in providing recreational amenities, especially in
larger projects. For example, while senior citizens do not directly utilize children’s play facilities, they
often are visited by their grandchildren who may. And, the children’s play facility may provide an
opportunity for grandparents and grandchildren to interact in rewarding way.
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Pet Ownership and Recreational Amenity Provision
Pet ownership is also much more common in multi-residential projects today, with more building owners
willing to allow them and with many more tenants willing to pay extra to accommodate their pets. Onsite mini-dog parks are, consequently, in great demand in many markets. Recognizing pet play facilities
as an optional recreational amenity for tenants may also be worthy of consideration.

Cost Considerations
Capital and operating costs are another important consideration when considering possible recreational
amenity requirements. The capital and operating costs for recreational amenities can vary considerably.
The differences in capital and operating costs, for example, between a swimming pool and a children’s
playground are vast even though they both provide active play areas for children.
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The economics of recreational amenity requirements will especially matter to developers who are
focusing on price competitiveness to sell their product. Allowing developers a choice in this regard is
worth considering when formulating an amenity requirement for Johnston.
The preceding examples are offered as reminders that demand for recreational amenities not only change
over time, but vary considerably among tenants. It also suggests that a need exists to allow developers
some flexibility in the type of recreational amenities that they may be required to provide and that they
will be obliged to maintain and operate during the life of the project.

4.2

Best Precedents for Johnston

Municipal standards in various cities throughout America and around the World were investigated in
search of best precedents for Johnston. Recreational amenity requirements in the State of Washington
were noteworthy; and within this group of municipalities, the City of Sultan was selected to provide a
good example for consideration in Johnston.
Sultan, Washington is a city of 4,700 people in Snohomish County, which is located approximately 30 miles
NW of Seattle. The City of Sultan has recreational amenity requirements included in its Unified
Development Code. Those requirements are provided in their entirety in Appendix 4 of this report.
Residential developments with less than 10 dwelling units are exempt from the requirement. For
residential development with 10 or more units, the City of Sultan calculates the minimum recreation area
requirement as follows:


Developers are required to provide recreational space in an amount equal to 75 SF per person
for those expected to reside in the development; and



The occupancy rates per unit used to estimate the number of residents in a project are based
upon the following ratios:
-2.5 people for a 1 bedroom unit,
-3.0 people for a 2 bedroom unit,
-4.0 people for a 3 bedroom unit, and
-5.0 people for a unit with four or more bedrooms;

The following examples show the amount of recreational space that would be required in Sultan in a 40
unit apartment project. In the first example, all 40 units are two-bedroom; in the second example half
of the units are 1-bedroom and half are two bedroom.

The minimum recreation area requirement for a 40 unit apartment project in Sultan in which all
of the units have 2-bedrooms, would be calculated as follows:
40 units x 3.0 people per unit x 75 SF per person = 9,000 SF
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The minimum are requirement for a 40 unit apartment project with 10 one-bedroom units and
10 two-bedroom units, would be slightly less:
((20 units x 2.5 people) + (20 units x 3.0 people)) x 75 SF per person = 8,250 SF

Developers in Sultan are also obliged to meet the following guidelines when providing recreational space:


Recreation facilities shall be a minimum of 2,000 SF;



Recreation areas shall be landscaped and provided with sufficient natural or manmade screening
or buffer areas to minimize any negative impacts upon adjacent residences;



Each recreation area shall be centrally located and easily accessible by walkways;



Each recreation area shall be constructed on land that is reasonably flat, dry, and capable of
serving the purpose that it was intended for;



Each development shall satisfy its recreation area requirements by installing the types of
recreation facilities that are most likely suited to and used by the age bracket of persons likely to
reside in that development;



Except for developments which are expected to contain adults almost exclusively, at least 15% of
the required recreation area must be satisfied by the construction of tot lots;



The number of recreational facilities required increase with the size of the project (see Appendix
5 for details);



Each new development, at a minimum, must provide recreational facilities from a required list
(see Table 1 in Appendix 5) which includes various playgrounds, playfields, courts, picnic areas,
etc. with associated design specifications.6

With 40 units, in each of the examples above, the Developer would also be required to provide two
different types of spaces – one of which would very like be a children’s play area (see Appendix 4).

6

The City of Sultan is currently reviewing its Recreational Space standards; it is expected that the guidelines for the various
types of spaces will change. For example, the design standard for a lighted soccer field, is the NCAA standard. It is likely, that
this standard will be relaxed to encourage developers to provide more soccer fields in their projects.
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4.3

Establishing a Minimum Recreational Amenity Space Requirement for
Johnston

The Sultan standards address many of the considerations previously discussed, in that they:


Are concise in their specifications;



Base the amount of recreational amenity space upon both the number of units, the number of
people living in them, and the anticipated age structure of people of the residents;



Allow developer choice in the manner in terms of which facilities are to be provided; and



Provide simple guidelines concerning the design, location, and make up of those facilities.

The Recreational Space Standard
While there is great variety in the way in which municipalities require recreational amenity space (e.g. a
minimum SF, percentage of site area, SF per unit, or SF person), the method used in Sultan (i.e. a minimum
SF per person) appears to be most reasonable because it reflects the anticipated number of people
expected to live in a project. In the Sultan system, developments with larger units are required to provide
more recreational amenity space than smaller units.
Similarly, the requirement for 75 SF per person in new developments also appears to be reasonable. As
will be shown in some examples which follow, this ratio would result in sufficient space to provide for
children’s play areas in smaller projects and a range of recreational space choices in larger projects.
Occupancy Estimates
It is worth noting, however, that the occupancy numbers used by the City of Sultan (and in many
Washington municipalities) are high in comparison to that likely to be found in the City of Johnston.7 For
example, the occupancy rate used by the City of Johnston to calculate park space dedication requirements
for multifamily units of any size in Johnston is 1.615 people per unit.
Given that local multi-residential occupancy rates per size of unit are not available, a more appropriate
occupancy rate for apartment and townhouse projects in Johnston might be as follows:
1-Bedroom Units
2-Bedroom Units
3-Bedroom or more Units

1.25 People
1.75 People
3.00 People

7

The recreational amenity standards in Sultan apply both to single and multi-family developments. Sultan,
therefore, uses the same estimate of residents per unit based on the bedroom count, regardless of whether the
units are single family, townhouse or apartment developments. This, plus the higher housing costs in Sultan, help
to explain the discrepancy in occupancy rates between Sultan and Johnston. The median price of a home in Sultan
is $260,000, for example, versus $155,000 in Polk County.
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Adjusted Sample Calculations
The two recreational space calculations from Sultan have been revised using lower occupancy rates more
appropriate for the City of Johnston.
With this adjustment, the estimated recreational amenity space for a 40 unit apartment project
in which all of the units had 2-bedrooms, would be calculated as follows:
40 units x 1.75 people per unit x 75 SF per person = 5,250 SF
In this example, the developer would be expected to provide a 2,000 SF (e.g. 40’ x 50’) children’s
play area and another 3,250 SF of other types of recreational spaces.

The minimum are requirement for a 40 unit apartment project with 10 one-bedroom units and
10 two-bedroom units, would also be less:
((20 units x 1.25 people) + (20 units x 1.75 people)) x 75 SF per person = 4,500 SF
In this example, the developer would likely be expected to provide a 2,000 SF children’s play
area and another 2,500 SF in other types of recreational spaces.

A third example of a 40 unit townhouse project in which every unit has 3 bedrooms is also offered for
comparison.8
The minimum are requirement for a 40 unit townhouse project in which all of the units have 3
bedroom, would be significantly more:
40 units x 3 people per unit x 75 SF per person = 9,000 SF
In this example, the developer would be required to provide a 2,000 SF children’s play area and
another 7,000 SF of additional recreational space.

Other Guidelines
The majority of design regulations employed by Sultan could applied directly in Johnston. Requirements
to: centrally locate recreational spaces and provide access to them, ensure that they are reasonably flat,
dry, and capable of accommodating the activities intended for them are all quite reasonable. So, too
8

These requirements would need approximately 3-5% of the site area of a 40 unit project built to maximum
density in Johnston (i.e. 16 units per acre for apartments and 8 units per acre for townhouses).
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would be the general requirement for developers to provide recreational spaces that would most appeal
to the age profile of people expected to be living in the development.
A few of the requirements should, however, be reviewed before applying them locally. For example:


The requirement for a specific minimum number of different types of recreational facilities
(which increases in larger projects) may not be necessary. The intent of the requirement is to
ensure that a variety of spaces is provided in larger multifamily projects. The specific number of
recreational space types is less meaningful than the manner in which the proposed recreational
spaces respond to the needs of the anticipated residents of the project.9



Similarly, providing a specific list of permitted recreational spaces in the regulations may also not
be necessary. Particular recreational amenities become more or less popular over time. It may
be more important to select good locations for recreational spaces on site, design them well for
current use, and anticipate (in the design) the possibility of these spaces being used for various
other activities at some future point.10



Children’s play facilities in projects that are expected to house families is the most important
space requirement of all in the Sultan regulations and should be included in the Johnston
regulations. An obvious exception would be a mandatory children’s play area requirement in 55+
and seniors projects. However, children’s play areas could be an option for developers of these
projects.



Basketball or multipurpose courts would be of particular interest to older children and
adolescents. A requirement to provide them as a second mandatory space (after children’s play
areas) in larger projects and, especially, in projects with a higher proportion of 3 bedroom units
is definitely worthy of consideration.11



The exemption for projects with 10 units or less could be better defined operationally by counting
the number of bedrooms (or anticipated people) in the project. In this way, projects with a larger
number of one bedroom units (and, thus, more adult oriented) would be exempt from the
requirement, while a project with a smaller number of two and three bedroom units (where more
children would be expected to live) would not.

9

It is reasonable to expect that as the amount of recreational amenity space required increases, developers will choose to provide
a variety in the type of spaces offered. This would particularly be the case, if the first space chosen involves a children’s play
space. Tot lots and children’s play facilities tend to be in the 2,000 to 3,000 SF; so any required recreational space above that
amount would call for at least one other type of space.
10

It would be relatively simple to add guidelines for the various space types at some future date, if the lack of guidelines
appears to be a problem in implementation of the policy.
11

Basketball or multi-purpose courts would provide an active play space on site for older children and adolescents. These types
are facilities work best when they are fenced, so that they can be locked at night as court noises can disturb the adjacent tenants.
Substitution of a required court for a swimming pool must also be appropriate in context.
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4.4

Recommended Standards for Johnston

The following standards are offered for consideration in Johnston. They are based upon the City of
Sultan’s guidelines with adjustments for local occupancy rates and with some simplification in the
regulations to allow for greater developer choice:
1. Recreation areas shall provide a minimum of 75 SF per person for those expected to reside in
the development;
2. Occupancy rates per unit are estimated at: 1.25 people for a 1 bedroom unit or studio; 1.75
people for a 2 bedroom unit, and 3.0 people for a 3 bedroom unit or larger.
3. Projects with 30 bedrooms or less are exempted from this requirement;
4. Individual recreation areas shall be a minimum of 2,000 SF;
5. Recreation areas shall be landscaped and provided with sufficient natural or manmade screening
or buffer areas to minimize any negative impacts upon adjacent residences;
6. Each recreation area shall be centrally located and easily accessible by walkways;
7. Each recreation area shall be constructed on land that is reasonably flat, dry, and capable of
serving the purpose that it was intended for;
8. Each development shall satisfy its recreation area requirements by installing the types of
recreation facilities that are most likely suited to and used by the age bracket of persons likely to
reside in that development;
9. Except for developments which are expected to contain adults almost exclusively, a children’s
play area should be provided as a mandatory recreation space in the project.
10. Except for developments which are expected to contain adults almost exclusively, a basketball or
multi-use court with a minimum size of 3,600 SF should be provided as second mandatory space
in projects with more than 40 units. The minimum dimensions for the court active play area
should be 72 by 42 feet (i.e. the dimensions for a youth basketball league half court). Substitution
of the required court for a swimming pool would acceptable.

Conclusion
The introduction of a recreational amenity standard in Johnston would require the approval of City Council
following a period of community consultation. Affected stakeholders would include the following:
developers, property owners and managers, residents and neighbors of multi-residential projects, and
affected municipal departments (e.g. Parks, Police, etc.). The recommendations offered in this report are
intended to spark interest and debate as much as to point a way forward.
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Appendix 1 – Additional Information about the Changing MultiResidential Market in America
A.1.A Current Attitudes toward Home, Community, and Lifestyle
The Urban Land Institute recently published a survey of views on housing, transportation, and community
entitled, America in 2015. In describing the generations, ULI offers the following:
Millennials, ages 18 to 26 (also known as generation Y), are the most diverse generation and most
likely to live in cities, and also the most likely to be expecting to move in the next five years.
Generation Xers, ages 37 to 49, are predominantly owners of single family homes and are the least
likely to desire urban amenities, and many are expecting to more to larger quarters within the next
five year.
Baby Boomers, ages 50 to 68, are the most likely to live in the suburbs, and unlike generation X they
are more likely to be moving to smaller homes than larger ones in the next five years.
The Silent Generation and the War Babies, 69+, are most likely to live in rural areas and small towns.
If they move, it will be to a more convenient and accessible area. (ULI 2015: p. 2-3)
In terms of satisfaction with communities and housing, the ULI survey found that:


87% of Americans are somewhat or very satisfied with the quality of life in their community,
88% are satisfied with their current homes, and 81% are satisfied with the housing options
in their communities.



Renters are less satisfied with their homes and communities than owners, and 25% of
renters are dissatisfied with their housing options.



Millennials are the least-satisfied age group: 15% are dissatisfied with community’s quality
of life and their current homes, and 21% are dissatisfied with their housing options.



In general, low-income households are less satisfied than higher-income households, are
more likely to value transit options and walkability over owning a car, and are less confident
that they will be able to afford a home. (ULI 2015: p.2-4)

In terms of preferences involving car use, diversity and location, the ULI survey found that:


52% of All Americans and 63% of millennials would like to live in a place where they do not
need to use a car very often;
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78% of all Americans would rather live in a community where the residents are a mix of ages.



66% would prefer to live in a community with a mix of cultures and backgrounds. (ULI 2015:
p. 6)

In terms of access to outdoor recreation space, the ULI survey found that:


38% of Americans say that their neighborhood lacks outdoor spaces for exercise, a barrier
that varies significantly by demographics and location.



51% of people with incomes below $25,000 say that they do not have access to outside
exercise space. Some 49% of African-Americans and 48% of Latinos responded similarly in
the survey. (ULI 2015: P.20-21)

And, for all of the recent concern about the risks of homeownership, the ULI survey found that:


73% of Americans say that buying a home is probably a good investment, with 25% saying
that it is probably not so.



Expected homeownership is lowest among War Babies and the Silent Generation (59%);
among lower income groups with HHIs of $50,000 or less (59%); and among existing renters
(64%). (ULI 2015: P. 27).

A.1.2 Current Attitudes among Millennials
Another Urban Land Institute report, entitled Gen Y and Housing: What They Want and Where They Want
it, focuses attention on Millennials. Some of the more relevant findings include:


50% of Millennials are renters; of those only 60% live in apartments and townhouses – the
remainder rent single family or mobile homes.



Two-thirds of the millennial renters are very satisfied or satisfied with being renters.



Only 13% of Millennials live in or near downtowns.



Virtually all Millennials expect at some time to own a home, even though they are not
necessarily convinced that housing is a good investment. (Lachman & Brett, p. 1)

The authors further emphasized that:
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In a generation of 78.6 million Millennials, any preference of even a small percentage
constitutes a lot of consumers; and



Millennials represent the largest source of new demand for rental housing and first-time
home purchases. (Lachman & Brett, p.1)

A.1.3 Current Attitudes among Baby Boomers
The other large demographic group in America, of course, are the Baby Boomers who are 74 Million strong
and moving from being middle-aged to senior citizens. Another Urban Land Institute report, entitled
Housing in America: The Baby Boomers turn 65, explores their attitudes toward housing and community.
Some of the salient findings include:


The 40 million Leading-Edge Boomers (those who are now between 56 and 66 years of age)
are a unique group, one that has disrupted past patterns and challenged past ideas and
ways of doing things. There are healthier and more energetic than any generation their age
in history and are expected to be active and productive for many years to come. Their views
on this stage of life are new and evolving – and are creating unexpected market
opportunities.



Much has been written about the empty-nester phenomenon, namely those Leading-Edge
Boomers who have sold their suburban homes after their children moved out and bought a
condominium or townhouse in the city. The trend is real though hard to quantify. Urban
living is no longer confined to the city; growing numbers of suburban town centers are
developing around the country to which people of all ages are moving, a trend not captured
by the census.



Today, the Silent Generation (those who are now been 67 and 84 years of age) and the
Leading-Edge Boomers are already exploring a variety of differing living situations, such as
cohousing, college towns, and multigenerational living. Some of these formats will survive
whereas others may be shorter lived. Given the large number of people in these two
generations, however, each new way of living can present a real and viable market for a
developer close enough to consumers to really understand their desires. (ULI 2012: p. 1-3)
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Appendix 2: Additional Information about the Need for Recreational
Amenities
A.2.1 The Need for Children’s Play Areas

In A Place for Play, edited by Elizabeth Goodenough, the authors focus on how children play, how they
have fun, why playgrounds matter, and how child-centered cities can be created.12 A number of points
worth noting are made in the publication, including the following:


We have to think about who will lead us into the future and the answer is our children. We
need them to be emotionally healthy. For that to happen, they have to have a childhood. We
have to invest in the kind of places where children can play and develop and figure are who
they are. Playgrounds. They matter. (Kenneth Ginsburg, M.D, in Goodenough: P. 159)

Nancy M. Wells writes about research evidence concerning children’s connection to the natural
environment in an article contained in A Place for Play, which is briefly summarized as follows:

12



Aside from children’s affinity for nature, considerable evidence suggests the beneficial effects
of nature on children’s social well-being…Together, these qualitative and quantitative studies
suggest that by facilitating connections to both other children and adults, time spent outdoors
in nature is critical to children’s social development and well-being.



A related area of research focuses on how the natural environment affects children’s cognitive
functioning and concentration. Is it possible that access to or views of nature could enhance

This publication is a companion to the Michigan Television film, Where Do the Children Play?
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children’s ability to focus their attention? The research evidence suggests that the answer is
‘Yes.’
In answering this question, Wells draws upon the findings from a study by R. & S. Kaplan in their 1983
journal article entitled “Cognition and Environment: Functioning in an Uncertain World,” Journal of
Environmental Psychology:


First, nature provides a sense of ‘being away.’



Second, the natural environment provides a sense of ‘fascination.’



Third, environments that provide ‘extent’ are conducive to cognitive recover because they
allow a person to become immersed in a setting without necessitating a ‘shift of gears.’ Last,
a setting that is ‘compatible’ with a person’s inclinations will allow directed attention to rest
and recover.



These four characteristics are commonly found in the natural environment and, thus, nature
appears to one of the best contexts for cognitive restoration – for adults as well as children.

Wells then relies upon her own research to conclude that exposure to nearby nature may enhance
children’s psychological well-being or mental health. Wells and her associate, Gary Evans, found that:


Access to nearby natured buffered the impact of stressful life events such as being pick on at
school, having a grandparent die, moving, being subject to peer pressure, and fighting with
siblings.

Wells also addresses the connection between the natural environment and children’s well-being relating
to physical health. In this regard, she writes:


The number of overweight children has approximately doubled in the last two to three
decades. Alarmingly, childhood obesity is a predictor of adult obesity as well as a wide range
of poor health outcomes…



While a variety of reasons have been suggested for the obesity trend, it is clear that both
physical activity and diet play a role.



The growing tendency for children to spend their time indoors engaged in computer games,
web-surfing, or watching television is a clear factor contributing to the obesity and inactivity
problem.



Time spent outdoors has been found to be related positively and consistently to children’s
physical activity and is more vigorous than indoor play.



Active play such as jumping, running, climbing and crawling were predominant during play
in natural areas characterized by mixed vegetation and varied topography.
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Time spent in nature is likely to bolster levels of physical activity and reduce the likelihood of
becoming overweight.

Wells concludes her report by stating that:


A growing body of evidence suggests that access to nature and time spent outdoors enhance
the social, cognitive, psychological and physical well-being of children.(Goodenough: P. 45-49)

A.2.2 The Evolution of Children’s Play Areas

Sand Garden Playground in Brooklyn

Anna Halverson and her co-authors trace the history of playground design in article contained in A Place
for Play; a brief summary of which is provided as follows:


The first organized were the German-inspired ‘sand gardens’ created in Boston in the late
1880s. These playgrounds were funded by progressive civic organizations that were
concerned about the lack of safe play space in the tenements of the increasing over-crowded
cities.



Hundreds of playgrounds were created in the early 1900s at schools, churches, and in city
parks. These playgrounds consisted of manufactured steel play equipment such as swings,
see-saws, jungle gyms, and slides situated in paved and fenced lots.



In the 1950s, playgrounds began to undergo a redesign when artists and architects began to
design them. Playgrounds during this ‘Novelty Era’ were filled with concreate ‘play structure’
that had futuristic abstract shapes and were brightly colored.



In the early 1970s, designers became responsible to contemporary child-development
theories. They created more complex play environments that fostered a variety of different
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play experiences. Modular playground equipment was linked together in massive structures
that contained slides, climbing apparatuses, and bridges.

Adventure Playground - Irvine, California



Currently, a movement is afoot among innovative playground designers, early childhood
educators, and children’s environment experts to create playgrounds that use vegetation and
the natural environment as the foundation of playground design. (Goodenough: P. 163-4)

A.2.3 Children’s Play Areas in Multi-Residential Projects
Claire Cooper Marcus discusses the importance of shared outdoor space and children’s play in an article
contained in A Place to Play, a brief summary of which follows:


When dwellings are clustered around an area of shared outdoor space to which only a
specific group of residents has access, an environment is created where children have
ready access to the outdoors without having to be driven to soccer practice or walked to
a neighborhood park. Parents can see and monitor their children from the home,
alleviating their fears of traffic and stranger-danger.



Since the outdoors is so close to home and neighbor children have equal access, children
who might be watching TV or playing video games out of boredom or loneliness are more
likely to run out to join friends for spontaneous play…



Also, since the area is so close to home, children are likely to use it for play in the odd halfhour before they are called in to dinner or between homework and bed. These are
precious fragments of time in perhaps an over-scheduled day, periods when tired, overworked parents are not likely to walk their children to a nearby park. (Goodenough: P.
236)
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Appendix 3 – Additional Information about Municipal Requirements
for Recreational Amenities in Multi-Residential Projects
Examples of municipal requirements are summarized as follows:
New Castle, Washington
New Castle, Washington, is a city of approximately 10,000 people located east of Seattle. The City of New
Castle has development standards that require a certain amount of recreation space for each multiresidential unit. The amount required varies with the size of the unit; e.g. 50 SF of recreational space is
required for a studio or one bedroom unit; 65 SF for a two-bedroom unit; and 80 SF for a three or more
bedroom unit. Guidelines also require the recreation space to be located on-site, with a suitable grade
for recreation purposes, to have a minimum size of 5,000 SF, and have minimum dimensions of 30 feet.
Seattle, Washington
Seattle has approximately 650,000 residents. Seattle has a 25% of site area open space requirement in
multi-residential developments. The required open space is to be provided at grade, except that up to
50% of it may be provided in the form of balconies and decks in certain zones. The newest zoning code
has generally reduced the open space required, but has a placed greater emphasis on the design and
usability of the space. There has also been a significant increase in municipal requirements related to
sustainable development. (Bengford)
Tacoma, Washington
Tacoma has approximately 200,000 residents. Tacoma has a 10% of site area open space requirement in
multi-residential developments. Other than dimensional standards (a minimum of 15 feet for any on-site
open space), there are no standards or guidelines for the provision of open space in multi-residential
projects. (Bengford)
Bellevue, Washington
Bellevue is located immediately east of Seattle and has approximately 120,000 residents. Bellevue
requires 800 SF of open space for multi-residential projects with 10 units, plus 50 SF per unit above 10
units. There is a minimum size of 800 SF for on-site open space and a minimum dimension of 25 feet, as
well as standards concerning accessibility, separation from auto areas, etc. The focus in the Bellevue
regulations is on the provision of children’s play areas. There are no requirements for private amenity
spaces or other usable open spaces. (Bengford)
Redmond, Washington
Redmond is also located east of Seattle and has approximately 54,000 residents. Redmond has a 25% of
site area requirement for large developments, with guidelines for common open space and landscaping
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design. All yards, decks, and porches may count as open space provided they have a minimum 15 foot
dimension. All multi-family developments are subject to a design review process. (Bengford)

Calgary, Alberta, Canada
Calgary is a modern city of approximately 1.1 million people located on the eastern slopes of the Rocky
Mountains. Calgary requires in multi-residential developments that landscaped areas “be provided in
accordance with a landscape plan approved by the Development Authority.” Landscaped area
requirements for a multi-residential site are typically in the order of 40% of total site area. Landscaped
areas can include: required yards and building setbacks that are treated with natural or decorative hard
landscaping.
In addition to the landscape requirement, the Land Use Bylaw has a minimum amenity space requirement
in multi-residential districts of 5 square meters per unit (54 SF). The space requirement may be met by
providing either private or common amenity space, or some combination of the two. The minimum size
for a common amenity space is 50 square meters (538 SF).
Birmingham, England
Birmingham is located in the English Midlands and has a population 1.1 Million. The Birmingham Plan,
adopted in 2007, includes requirements to provide of publically accessible open space at a rate 2 hectares
per 1000 people (or 190 SF per person).13 It also requires that residential projects in excess of 20 dwelling
units provide open space at this ratio. Children’s play facilities are included in this requirement and are
expected to be provided where there is no existing facility within easy walking distance of the new
development.
Ireland
The Government of Ireland’s Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government (DEHL),
published in 2007, a set of national Design Standards for Apartments. Included within these standards
are requirements for private open space on the ground floor of each unit and balconies for upper storey
units. Balconies are required to be of a minimum size (e.g. 1.5 meters or 5 feet in depth in one storey
units; and 1.8 meters or 6 feet in depth for two bedroom units). Balconies are to extend the full length of
the external living room wall.
DEHL also has standards for children’s play areas. The standards refer to both the location of such spaces
and the need for safety in their design. Small play spaces are defined as being about 85-100 square meters
in size (914 – 1,076 SF); these spaces are intended for toddlers and children up to 6 years of age. Play
areas for older children and young teenagers, in a project of 150 or more apartments, are define as being
200 – 400 meters in size (2,152 to 4,306 SF).

13

This amounts to 190 SF per person.
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Christchurch, New Zealand
Christchurch is a city of approximately 366,000 on the South Island of New Zealand. City Council has
endorsed a set of urban design guidelines, entitled Building Multi-Unit Housing, for use in developments
in Christchurch. The guidelines address qualitative issues associated with providing both private and
public amenity areas. The guidelines are fairly simple and straightforward.
For private outdoor living spaces (whether at grade or in the form of balconies), they suggest that they
should be:



Located to optimize useable space and provide a pleasant outlook for unit occupants; and
Should link directly to the main living areas within the residential units. (Christchurch: P. 19)

These general guidelines also refer such matters as sunlight exposure, sheltering from cold winds,
preserving the privacy of residents, ensuring that they are of an appropriate size, linking these spaces to
main living areas indoors, etc.
With respect to communal outdoor spaces, the Christchurch guidelines call for these spaces should be:







Of an appropriate size for the number of people they serve;
Attractive and providing a pleasant outlook for neighbouring properties;
Equally accessible and convenient to use by all units in a development;
Multi-purpose – including facilities or features that appeal to all ages and that make it
suitable for a range of different activities;
Safe to use; and
Easy to maintain. (Ibid. P. 20)

State of Victoria, Australia
The State of Victoria, Australia has development guidelines for multi-residential projects that focus on
the quality of those spaces. The guidelines call for developments that “contribute to the creation of
private and public open spaces that are accessible, attractive, safe and comfortable for their users.”
Some of the more relevant guidelines include:





Ensuring access to adequate open space for all residents;
Ensuring that private open spaces are useable and provide reasonable levels of amenity;
Clearly distinguishing between public and private spaces;
Ensuring that common or shared spaces are functional and attractive for their intended
users;
 Allowing solar access to the private and shared open spaces of new high density residential
units;
 Integrating the design of shared and private open spaces into the overall building design and
façade composition; and
 Providing for greenery within open spaces (Victoria: P. 50-52).
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Appendix 4 – Excerpts from the City of Sultan, Washington Unified
Development Code
Chapter 16.72
RECREATIONAL AND OPEN SPACE STANDARDS
16.72.010 Applicability.
All types of residential subdivisions shall be required to provide recreation. In addition to the recreation
requirements, residential developments shall meet the open space requirements of this title. The
requirements of this chapter are in addition to park impact fee requirements of Chapter 16.112 SMC.
Residential developments include condominium, multifamily, manufactured home parks and
subdivisions. (Ord. 993-08 § 3; Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630 § 2[16.10.060(A)], 1995)
16.72.020 Exemption.
Residential developments of less than 10 dwelling units are exempt from the requirements of these
standards. (Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630 § 2[16.10.060 (B)], 1995)
16.72.030 Recreation standards – Purpose.
The city has determined that it is important that each development provide recreational facilities to serve
the residents of such developments. This includes all residential developments over 10 dwelling units. If
recreation areas are to be dedicated to the public and transferred to the city of Sultan, the city shall have
the right to impose further specifications relating to such dedication, approvals, and/or inspections to the
park or open space. (Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630 § 2[16.10.060(C)], 1995)
16.72.040 Recreation design requirements.
A. Recreation areas shall be calculated in an amount equal to 75 square feet per person expected to reside
in that development.
B. For purposes of these standards, one-bedroom dwelling units shall be deemed to house an average of
2.5 persons, two-bedroom units 3.0 persons, three-bedroom units 4.0 persons, and units with four and
more bedrooms 5.0 persons. In residential subdivisions that are not approved as architecturally integrated
developments (i.e., attached housing or multifamily apartment developments), each lot that is large
enough for only a single-family or two-family dwelling unit shall be deemed to house an average of 4.0
persons.
C. Recreation facilities shall be a minimum of 2,000 square feet.
D. Recreation areas shall be landscaped and shall be provided with sufficient natural or manmade
screening or buffer areas to minimize any negative impacts upon adjacent residences. At a minimum, all
recreation areas except those designated by the city council not to be necessary, shall have continuous
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landscaped buffers around their perimeters at least 10 feet wide and shall also provide protective fencing
if deemed necessary by the city. The plant material selected to be planted within these buffer areas shall
be such that they will provide a continuous vegetative screen mix of deciduous and evergreen shrubs and
trees that shall reach a minimum height of six feet at maturity. All new vegetative material shall be
guaranteed for a period of at least two years after installation and approved by the department of public
works.
E. Each recreation area shall be centrally located and easily accessible by walkways so that it can be
conveniently and safely reached and used by those persons in the surrounding neighborhoods it is
designed to serve. Therefore, no recreation area shall be located more than 2,000 feet from the dwelling
unit it is intended to serve. This distance shall be measured along the walkways and streets within the
development, using the shortest route possible.
F. Each recreation area shall be constructed on land that is reasonably flat, dry, and capable of serving the
purpose intended by these standards; provided, that steeply sloped areas and/or floodplains may be used
in the development of these recreation areas if flat areas are not available. Steeply sloped lands (in excess
of 20 percent) may be appropriate for natural recreation areas. Floodplains are appropriate to be used
for baseball, softball, or football fields. However, permanent structures shall be kept to a minimum in
floodplains. Recreation facilities shall not be placed within environmentally sensitive area buffers.
G. Each development shall satisfy its recreation area requirements by installing the types of recreational
facilities that are most likely suited to an used by the age bracket of persons likely to reside in that
development. However, unless it appears through a study prepared by an authorized representative of
the developer that less than five percent of the residents of any development are likely to be children
under 12, or can be demonstrated that the proposed project will be marketed to age groups unlikely to
include children, than at least 15 percent of the required recreation area must be satisfied by the
construction of “tot lots” (i.e., areas equipped with imaginative play apparatus oriented to younger
children as well as seating accommodations for adult supervision).
H. Table 1 indicates the number of required recreational facilities relative to the size of the residential
project.
I. Where recreation facilities are provided, 25 percent of the facilities will be ADA accessible, pursuant to
UBC Chapter 11, 1103.1.9.1, as adopted and amended by the city.
J. All recreational areas and facilities and equipment provided and constructed shall meet the minimum
requirements of the Consumer Product Safety Guidelines for Public Playgrounds and the American Society
for Testing and Materials F1487. (Ord. 786-02 § 1; Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630 § 2[16.10.060(C)(1)], 1995)
16.72.050 Types of recreation facilities to be provided.
A. Each new development shall provide, at a minimum, facilities from the required list in Table 1 and a
selection from the following list as stated from Table 1. The number of facilities that must be provided
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from this list shall be based on the number of dwelling units that are to be built in the development. Table
1 specifies the minimum number of facilities which must be provided.

Table 1
– Types of Facilities/Minimum Recreational
Provision Requirements in Residential
Developments
Types of Facilities:
A. Baseball field
requirements.

per

Senior

League

B. Softball field per Amateur Softball
Association of America requirements.
C. Multipurpose court per city of Sultan
requirements.
D. Playground area, consisting of four pieces of
playground equipment including swings,
slide, and climber.
E. Picnic area, consisting of at least five picnic
tables with benches, five barbecues, and five
secure in-place trash containers. This picnic
area shall have shade trees, one per table (in
addition to required landscaping).
F. A minimum of two lighted tennis courts per
United States Lawn Tennis Association
requirements.
G. A swimming pool area with a minimum of an
800-square-foot pool, a 3,200-square-foot
deck, and as a minimum a perimeter fence
as required by other codes.
H. A one-quarter mile running track per
National Collegiate Athletic Association
requirements.
I.

Two lighted volleyball courts per United
States Volleyball Association requirements.

J.

A lighted soccer field per National Collegiate
Athletic Association requirements.
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K. Two lighted handball courts per United
States Handball Association requirements.
L.

Hiking, jogging, and/or biking trails, at least
one mile in length per city of Sultan
requirements.

M. Exercise course
requirements.

per

city

of

Sultan

Number of Dwelling
Units

Minimum # of
Required Facilities

10 – 20

1

21 – 50

2

51 – 70

3

71 – 150

4

151 – 200

5

201 – 250

6

251 – 300

7

301 – 350

8

351 – 400

9

401 – 450+

10

B. Any dedication off-site, improvements off-site, or financial contribution previously made shall be held,
used, administered and/or returned in accordance with the terms of the developer agreement or terms
of approval for the development under which the dedication, improvement or payment occurred. (Ord.
886-05 §§ 1, 2; Ord. 854-04 §§ 1, 2, 3; Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630 § 2[16.10.060(C)(2)], 1995)
16.72.060 Open space standards.
In addition to the recreation facilities requirement, at least 15 percent of the total land area of any
residential subdivision shall be dedicated as open space. Open space shall be conveyed to homeowners’
association by written instrument, or dedicated to the city under conditions subject to city approval.
Each tract must be under single ownership with area and dimensions not less than those prescribed by
the appropriate dimensional and density requirements for the LMD and MD zoning districts. The tract
may be divided by an existing public street that may be retained as a part of the plan for the development.
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The minimum yard requirements of the dimensional and density requirements for the appropriate zoning
district shall apply only to the periphery of the tract.
A. Open Space Permitted Uses. Floodways and environmentally sensitive areas, lands with slopes of 25
percent or more, utility easements and lands not included within lots to be developed and sold or utilized
for required public improvements shall be recorded as open space. Environmentally sensitive areas shall
be marked with native growth protection signs. At least 75 percent of the gross required open space area
shall be open space free of structures or other improvements, whether public or private. In the event that
it is deemed necessary to set aside any portion of the site for public buildings, an agreement shall be
entered into between the applicant and the city of Sultan. (Ord. 738-00; Ord. 716-00; Ord. 630
§ 2[16.10.060(C)(3)], 1995)
The Sultan Municipal Code is current through Ordinance 1216, passed May 14, 2015.
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Definitions
The following definitions are provided to assist in having a clearer understanding of the subject matter of
this report:
Amenity Space is defined as a portion of the site, located either inside or outside of the building, whose
primary purpose is provide space for recreational use by the project’s residents. Amenity spaces may be
generally defined as follows:
o

Public Amenity Space is defined as being a recreational amenity space that is intended
for use by the all project residents. Public amenity spaces are generally defined as being
either:
 Passive Recreational Areas, which are designed for sitting, resting, and
contemplation.
 Active Recreational Areas, which are designed for organized play or exercise and
can include playgrounds, playfields, recreational courts, dog parks, community
gardens, splash and swimming pools, etc.

o

Private Amenity Space is defined as being a recreational amenity space that is reserved
for use of the residents of a particular dwelling unit. Private Amenity spaces may include
the following:
 Patios, which are the most common form of private amenity space used in multiresidential units located at grade. A patio includes a hard surfaced area, which
may or may not be enclosed by a wall or fence, with access from an at-grade door.
 Porches, which are another form of near at grade private amenity space used in
multi-residential units at grade, which is raised above grade and usually at least
partially covered and enclosed, with access from a near at-grade door.
 Decks, which are raised above grade, but not covered or enclosed, with access
from a nearby at grade unit entrance.
 Balconies, which are the most common form of private amenity space used in
multi-residential units located above grade. They essentially are a platform
enclosed by a wall or balustrade on the outside of a building, with access from an
upper-floor door.
 Balconies, French, which are another form of balcony, that may or may not
include a more limited platform on the outside of the building, and which are
enclosed with a wall or balustrade with access from an upper floor window.

43

Multi-Residential Housing types are defined as follows:
-

Townhouse – a multi-residential building with attached units, each with a separate and direct
access to grade, and none of which has any portion of another unit located above or below it.

-

Stacked Townhouse – a multi-residential building, in which each unit with a separate and direct
access to grade, and in which at least some of the units may be located above or below other
units in the building.

-

Low Rise Apartment – a multi-residential building not exceeding four storeys in height, within
which each unit has shared access, and in which at least some of the units may be located above
or below other units in the building.

-

High Rise Apartment – a multi-residential building in excess of four storeys in height, within which
each unit has shared access, and in which at least some of the units may be located above or
below other units in the building.

Open Space is defined as being a portion of a site that is treated with natural or hard-surface landscaping
and may consist of required yards, other separation spaces provided on-site, or outdoor recreational
amenity spaces.
Play Areas are an area dedicated for active use by the residents of a project. Play Areas are usually defined
by the intended user groups and designed accordingly. Play Areas include the following:
-

Tot Lots which are designed for use by children between 1 and 4 years of age.

-

Children’s Play Areas which are designed for use by children between 5 and 11 years of age.

-

Multi-Age Play Areas which are designed for use by people 12 years and older.

Yards are defined as being a space required by the Municipal Code to provide separation between
buildings and the site’s property lines. Types of yards include: front, side and rear yards. While required
yards may be landscaped, they often are not designed to accommodate active recreational uses. This is
particularly the case of front (which are adjacent to the street) and side yards (which are typically narrow).
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