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1.0. Recreation is Essential 
Recreation is leisure, exercise, sports, and fun during free time and is an 

indispensable part of human health and well-being. Recreation facilities and 

programs directly improve human health and have added economic, social, and 

environmental benefits. Planning for public recreation has unmatched benefits 

for overall community sustainability and quality of life. A complete parks and 

recreation system designed to meet the needs of the people it serves is 

essential to the quality of life and community strength, providing attractive 

public resources for recreation, fitness, wellness, relaxation, and play for the 

community and visitors alike. 

In Santa Barbara County, approximately 2,200 acres are protected as public 

parkland and 655,000 acres are protected as public open space by a range of 

agencies, including 2,740 acres maintained by the County of Santa Barbara 

Community Services Department, Parks Division (County Parks; see Chapter 3.0, 

Existing Parks and Trails). Santa Barbara County’s recreation lands help 

conserve open land uses, which play a critical role in the region's environmental 

sustainability by providing a range of ecosystem services that enhance air 

quality, water quality, and energy conservation and support species habitat, 

among other benefits. Recreation facilities provide important economic benefits 

to Santa Barbara County residents from both local activities (e.g., sports 

tournaments) and tourism. Planning for parks, recreation, and trails in Santa 

Barbara County benefits everyone in permanent, wide-ranging ways. Investing 

in parks, recreation facilities, and trails means not only meeting current and 

future recreation needs but also forging economic vitality, community 

sustainability, and resilience. Strong connections exist between recreation assets and their impact on local and regional 

economies, public health, natural resource conservation, and community sustainability and resilience. Park projects preserve 

public land for outdoor recreation and play while conserving and restoring ecological function (Figure 1-1).  

County Parks provides, protects, and enhances parks, recreation, and trails in the unincorporated areas of Santa Barbara 

County. County Parks’ vision is to create and manage a sustainable, vibrant, and diverse system of parks, trails, and recreation 

facilities that offer all people the opportunity to explore, play, exercise, socialize, and connect with the County’s natural 

resources, consistent with responsible environmental stewardship and resilience. County Parks also partners with other 

agencies and organizations to support high-quality recreation for all in Santa Barbara County, including local cities, special 

districts, and the State of California. 

 
The Recreation Master Plan identifies needs 

for new and improved parks such as sports 

fields and courts to support youth sports. 
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Figure 1-1. Key Benefits of Recreation Planning in Santa Barbara County 

 

Community Health, Play, 
& Active Living

• Santa Barbara County's parks 
and trails support a wide range 
of active and passive recreation.

• Physical activity helps ensure 
community health and wellbeing.

• Community health is a key 
component in maintaining a high 
quality of life.

• High quality parks, recreation, 
and trails enhance community 
health for county residents now 
and in the future.

• Sports fields, courts, gyms, pools, 
and other active recreation 
facilities support youth and adult 
sports leagues and recreational 
play. 

• Trails are a low-impact way to 
keep people active and provide 
access to the natural world, 
which has innumerable benefits 
for physical and mental health. 

Tourism & Economic 
Vitality

• The county's coastline, 
mountains, parks, and trails 
attract residents and visitors.

• County recreation lands generate 
roughly $725 million to $1.5 
billion in annual economic 
activity from visitation, and 
roughly $41 million to $66 million 
annually in recreation benefits to 
residents (Appendix E).

• Demand for parks, recreation, 
and trails is projected to grow 
and diversify.

• Planned properly, the demand for 
recreation can be a strong 
foundation for the economic 
wellbeing of the county.

• High-quality facilities can 
generate revenue through user 
fees and local economic activity.

Natural Resources & 
Climate Resilience

• Parks preserve open space,  
natural vegetation, and local 
water quality.

• Santa Barbara County has parks, 
trails, rural lands, beaches, 
mountains, native California 
habitats, and pristine coastline 
that make the county a very 
special place.

• These resources support outdoor 
recreation while preserving  and 
enhancing the county's diverse 
natural resource values.

• Parks can include cooling and 
warming facilities during extreme 
weather days.

• Parks can support clean energy 
infrastructure integrated with 
recreation facilities, including 
solar rooftops and carports, 
electric vehicle charging stations, 
and battery storage sites.
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A. Goals of the Recreation Master Plan for Santa Barbara County 

The Santa Barbara County Recreation Master Plan (Recreation Master 

Plan) is a strategic long-term planning document that assesses the 

need for parks, recreation, and trails in Santa Barbara County and 

guides County Parks’ capital planning, decisions, and actions for at 

least the next 20 years. In addition, it is a resource for other agencies 

to inform priorities and needs for parks, recreation, and trails 

countywide. While the Recreation Master Plan is a County plan, it also 

provides vision, direction, context, and recommendations for County 

Parks to substantially improve the countywide recreation system in 

partnership with other public agencies and private organizations. The 

potential for funding, interagency coordination, public-private 

partnerships, and increased efficiency for planned park, recreation, and 

trail projects is enhanced through the Recreation Master Plan’s programs. 

The goal of the Recreation Master Plan is to enhance the quality of life 

and leisure experience for Santa Barbara County residents of all ages. 

The Recreation Master Plan will guide recreation planning in the county 

toward the following outcomes:  

No. 1. Establish a long-range vision.  

The Recreation Master Plan provides an action plan, implementation 

strategy, and recommendations for near-term (5 to 10 years) and long-

term (10-20 years) recreation projects and funding strategies for 

capital improvements. 

No. 2. Assess current and future recreation needs of the community. 

As communities change and populations grow, so should parks and recreation systems. The County's recreation needs were 

last comprehensively assessed in 1980 as part of the Comprehensive Plan. The Recreation Master Plan updates this assessment 

to support long-term resource allocation. 

 
The Recreation Master Plan provides a long-range 

vision and planning tools for recreation improvements 

through 2050. Photo: United Boys & Girls Club 
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No. 3. Promote new ideas and partnerships.  

Through collaborative efforts with community partners, public agencies, and private proponents, the County can help realize 

new and innovative ideas to help meet diverse recreation needs.  

No. 4. Establish a strong foundation for funding pursuits.  

Often, grant applications and funding strategies require an approved plan, usually developed through a public engagement 

process. The Recreation Master Plan provides planning support, as well as environmental review in compliance with the 

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

No. 5. Create recreational value within existing public lands. 

Recreation facilities within underutilized public open spaces present a key opportunity to accommodate recreation needs in 

areas where projected population growth is anticipated. 

No. 6. Plan for sustainable recreation. 

The Recreation Master Plan considers equitable access to parks and trails, active transportation connectivity, low-impact 

facilities, and economically balanced public infrastructure investments.  

No. 7. Build community engagement, education, and support. 

A robust community outreach program to develop the Recreation Master Plan creates ongoing engagement and support for 

funding and implementation strategies on an ongoing basis.  

To achieve these goals, the Recreation Master Plan was developed through five major steps (Figure 1-2): 
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Figure 1-2. Recreation Planning Process Overview 
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B. Community Engagement & Outreach 

By their nature, public parks, recreation facilities, and trails are for 

everyone, regardless of age, income, race/ethnicity, language, or 

abilities. This philosophy ensures everyone has access to and feels 

welcome in public recreational spaces and places. Equitable access to 

recreation helps support sustainable communities, providing 

opportunities for play, leisure, exercise, and access to the outdoors to 

benefit community health and social well-being. 

The planning process for the Recreation Master Plan kicked off in July 

2019 with a Santa Barbara County Recreation Summit, where 

recreational stakeholders from across the county, as well as state and 

federal officials, convened to explore collaboration between groups 

and explain the Recreation Master Plan’s role in regional recreation 

planning. A Steering Committee was formed to provide early input 

about the purpose, intent, and opportunities for the Recreation 

Master Plan, including guidance on equitable and inclusive 

community engagement. Building from this energy and momentum, 

the County implemented an unprecedented outreach effort to directly 

connect with communities throughout Santa Barbara County. Equitable 

and inclusive community engagement that reaches a diversity of 

representative groups is central to recreation planning to meet the 

needs of all people. To create opportunities for as many people as 

possible to participate in the recreation planning process, the County 

fostered over two years of creative, adaptive, and diverse outreach 

techniques directly in communities throughout the county. Between 

2021 and 2022, County Parks conducted a robust public outreach 

program (POP) consisting of a diverse and innovative community 

engagement toolbox. The input and feedback received through nearly 

8,000 recreation surveys and 86 meetings and workshops directly 

informed the recreation needs assessment and planning for the 

Recreation Master Plan. The County maximized participation from all 

communities, as well as targeted input for underserved and 

underrepresented people, with five objectives (Figure 1-3): 

 
The Recreation Master Plan is informed by input from 

community members who needs outdoor play and 

sports the most! Photo: Santa Barbara County 

Promotores 

 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic couldn’t stop this Recreation 

Master Plan! The community engagement team took 

outreach outdoors, conducting in-person pop-up 

events at parks, trailheads, and community gathering 

places to gather direct input and promote 

participation in recreation planning. 
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Figure 1-3. Objectives of the Public Outreach Program 

No. 1. Hear as many voices as possible. 

Community starts at the park, and that's why the County set out to engage directly with the community about the 

Recreation Master Plan. Through 86 outreach events and ongoing advertising, the County collected nearly 8,000 recreation 

surveys and recorded direct input from hundreds, if not thousands, of county residents of all ages. 

No. 2. Adapt to changing conditions 

The County adapted to new information, effective technologies, and emerging opportunities, including the COVID-19 

public health restrictions, to transition from a traditional outreach model of large in-person workshops at a community 

gathering location to a hybrid model with small, distributed pop-ups in outdoor settings. In-person pop-ups and 

workshops allowed the recreation planning team to engage the community face-to-face. This approach fostered 

unprecedented participation and input. The input was recorded via recreation surveys. The County extensively advertised 

the surveys and community events with digital and print materials. 

No. 3. Ensure all community members can participate 

The County sought input from communities that are underserved by parks, recreation, and trails and/or underrepresented 

in local planning processes due to barriers to participation (e.g., language, technology, location) by providing inclusive 

environments and equitable opportunities for participation. Multi-lingual outreach events were strategically located in 

parks, at trailheads, and at community events, such as farmers' markets, to ensure the recreation planning team was 

meeting people in their own communities. By engaging directly with community members in local parks and popular 

events, the recreation planning team removed barriers to access and supported equitable and widespread participation. 

No. 4. Involve recreation leaders 

The County engaged a steering committee of local recreation planners and community advocates to guide the planning 

process, make interagency connections, and promote participation. The steering committee includes representatives from 

all cities and recreation special districts, plus recreation advocates. The steering committee convened as needed 

throughout the planning process to review and advise the County on recreation needs. 

No. 5. Engage community partners 

The County partnered with local recreation providers and community partners to spread the word, particularly to non-

English speaking and lower-income residents who are harder to engage. Five community partners, including El Centro, 

MICOP, People's Self-Help Housing, the Promotores, and the Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Center, worked together to collect 

input from disadvantaged communities across the county, collecting 1,118 survey responses. Their work was essential to 

engaging communities who might have otherwise never known about the Recreation Master Plan or been able to 

contribute their opinions. 
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A detailed description of the County’s outreach program for the Recreation Master Plan and the results of the recreation 

surveys are available in Appendix A. 

C. Organization of the Recreation Master Plan 

The Recreation Master Plan is organized into seven chapters and a set of appendices: 

• Chapter 1: Recreation is Essential describes the purpose, key issues, goals, approach to outreach and engagement, and 

organization of the Recreation Master Plan and provides context for its development. 

• Chapter 2: County Overview describes the physical and demographic setting in Santa Barbara County as a basis for 

recreation planning. 

• Chapter 3: Existing Parks & Trails in Santa Barbara County provides details on all existing parks, trails, recreation facilities, 

and programs within the county. 

• Chapter 5: Recreation Needs Assessment uses public input, demographic data, and the parks inventory to describe the 

existing level of service experienced in each recreation planning area and understand the gaps in recreation amenities 

throughout Santa Barbara County. 

• Chapter 6: A Plan for Parks, Recreation, and Trails builds on the Recreation Needs Assessment to prioritize conceptual 

projects and programs, including potential improvements to existing facilities and recommended new facilities and 

programs.  

• Chapter 7: Pathways to Implementation identifies program-level costs for recommended improvements and options for 

funding, including existing and potential local funding options, state and federal grant program opportunities, and the 

roadmap for implementing the Recreation Master Plan. 

• Appendices include technical and regulatory information used in the creation and implementation of the Recreation Master 

Plan. 

 

“An inclusive and meaningful engagement process ensures that our parks and public spaces are created by the 
people they are intended to serve.” 

National Recreation & Parks Association (NRPA), Community Engagement Resource Guide 


