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I. Executive Summary 
 

Introduction  

New Hanover County recognizes the key role its system of 
parks, recreation amenities, and open spaces serves in 
providing a high quality of life for residents. The Parks and 
Gardens Master Plan serves as a guiding document for the 
provision of public parks and recreation services to 
residents of the County. This Plan builds off previous 
efforts and provides updated information about the 
CountyΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
detailed evaluation of the existing system of the County 
parks and recreation amenities. This information, along 
with significant feedback from stakeholders and the public, 
served as the basis for the development of goals and recommendations for guiding investment in parks 
facilities and recreational services into the future.  
 

New Hanover County Overview 

New Hanover County covers approximately 192 square 
miles or 122,880 acres. The development in New Hanover 
County reflects a hub and spur pattern with residential 
development increasing around Wilmington, the central 
municipality in the area. The residential growth is 
predominately concentrated in the northern part of the 
County due to the availability of land both in area and in 
cost. The southern portions of New Hanover County are 
growing at a comparatively slower rate. 
 
As this growth continues, the demand for recreational 
resources in the northern part of the County will increase. 
The purpose of this study is to evaluate the distribution of 
the parks within the geographic limits of the County and 
provide an evaluation on the equality of these facilities in 
terms of access by the populations they aim to serve.  
 

Planning Process Summary  

A project team that included County staff has guided this project. This team provided input to the 
consultant team throughout the planning process. This collaborative effort creates a plan that fully 
ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊy that 
only community members can provide.  
 
 
 
 

New Hanover County 
Vision Statement 

άA vibrant, prosperous, diverse coastal 
community, committed to building a 
sustainable future for generations to 

come. ά 

New Hanover County 
Mission 

άNew Hanover County is committed to 
progressive public policy, superior 

service, courteous contact, judicious 
exercise of authority, and sound fiscal 
management to meet the needs and 
concerns of our citizens today and 

tomorrow. ά 
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The project consisted of the following tasks: 
 

Community/ Stakeholder Engagement and Statically-Valid Survey 

Comprehensive Facility Inventory and Level of Service Analysis 

Assessment and Analysis 

Needs Assessment 

Operational and Marketing Analysis 

Recommendations: Goals, Objectives, and Action Plan 

It is important to utilize various methods for gathering input and assessing community needs while 
developing a master plan. Each piece is vital to the process and should be looked at collectively. 
Communities that gather input via open forums and surveys, statistically-valid surveys, and national 
standards tend to get a more accurate depiction of needs. 
 

Key Issues and Recurring Themes Summary  

During the initial stages of the project, the following Key Issues were identified for focus around the 
following aspects of service provision: 
 

Organizational 

Programs and Service Delivery 

Facilities and Amenities 

Level of Service (LOS) 

Finance 

Inventory Assessment Summary 

Inventory Summary 
In general, the overall impression of the CountyΩǎ park system is as follows: 

¶ County has four large, well-used regional parks. 

¶ {ƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǇŀǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ άƭƻǎǘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎΦ 

¶ Athletic facilities are aging and are showing signs of overuse. 

¶ Basic park maintenance is performed at a high level of care. 

¶ Playground equipment and distribution is clustered. 

¶ Connectivity from parks to residential areas is primarily by car. 

¶ Pedestrian access is limited based on locations and existing infrastructure. 
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Recommendations  

After analyzing the Findings that resulted from this process (including the Key Issues Matrix, a summary 
of all research, the qualitative and quantitative data, inventory, LOS analyses, and input assembled for 
this study), a variety of recommendations have emerged to provide guidance in consideration of how to 
improve parks and recreation services and facilities in New Hanover County. Recommendations have 
been suggested to enhance the level of service and the quality of life with improvement through 
organizational efficiencies, financial opportunities, improved programming and service delivery, and 
maintenance and improvements to facilities and amenities. Details are provided in Section V. 
 

Goal 1: Continue to Improve Organizational Efficiencies 
 
Objective 1.1 ς Establish and maintain a level of service goal. 
In consideration of the overall park system, the prioritization of park improvements and expansion 
should be assessed against program requests. The maintenance and operation of sports-only facilities 
should be examined to determine if there are opportunities to enhance these single-use sites to provide 
additional recreational value to residents without requiring significant investments in additional land.  
 
The existing condition of the facilities within the park system should be reviewed in order to focus the 
next phase of Repair and Renovation funds to improve the uniform quality of all facilities that are 
currently at a άmeets expectationsέ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ or below.  
 
Objective 1.2 ς Enhance and improve communications regarding Department activities and services. 
The Parks and Gardens Department should develop a Marketing Plan that will guide its efforts in 
communicating and promoting activities and facilities. As part of the Marketing Plan, the Parks and 
Gardens Department should evaluate directional and Wayfinding signage to facilities on roadway, 
pathways, and within parks. The Department should develop signage standards for parks and update 
existing park signs as parks are renovated to meet the new standard. Additionally, the Marketing Plan 
should be updated every five years and should include marketing strategies that incorporate the efforts 
of partner departments and projects. 
 
Objective 1.3 ς Maintain existing quality standards for facilities and amenities. 
The Department should continue to improve and upgrade existing facilities and amenities as well as 
address low scoring components through the Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). Additionally, the 
Department should develop both a Fixed Asset Replacement and a Deferred Maintenance Plan. Facility 
maintenance performed by third party vendors should be assessed bi-annually to ensure that standards 
are being followed and park quality is being maintained economically. 
 
Objective 1.4 ς Increase appropriate partnerships within the community. 
The New Hanover County Parks and Gardens Department currently partners with a number of agencies 
to provide programs and activities to the community. The Department should continue to explore 
additional opportunities as well as build on its existing partnerships.  
 
Objective 1.5 ς Staff to meet current demand and maintain established quality of service. 
It is important to evaluate staffing levels to maintain current performance standards. This may require 
new positions in the Department.  
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Goal 2: Increase Financial Opportunities 
 
Objective 2.1 ς Explore Additional Funding Options. 
The Department should continue to explore opportunities and develop strategies to seek alternative 
funding sources that include donations, grants, and sponsorships.  
 
Objective 2.2 ς Establish a Best Practice Cost Recovery and Pricing Philosophy and Practice. 
The Department currently has a fee schedule, but it varies based on the different service areas. The 
Parks and Gardens Department should consider a pricing methodology to determine a consistent 
method of pricing activities and services throughout the Department. The new resource allocation and 
cost recovery philosophy, model, and policy should be grounded in the values, vision, and mission of 
New Hanover County, while generating adequate revenues to sustain New Hanover County facilities, 
parks, programs, and services. It should be reviewed annually. 
 
Objective 2.3 ς Explore opportunities to increase sponsorships. 
The Department should continue to explore additional sponsorship opportunities and build on existing 
sponsorships.  
 
Objective 2.4 ς Determine if and when it may be appropriate to finance particular projects within the 
long-term Master Plan.  
Project financing would depend of project priority, cost, ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŘŜōǘ ŀǘ 
that given time.   
 
Objective 2.5 ς Pursue grant and philanthropic opportunities. 
The Parks and Gardens Department should continue to pursue any and all grant opportunities at the 
federal, state, regional, and local levels. 
 

Goal 3: Continue to Improve Programs and Service Delivery 
 
Objective 3.1 ς Explore opportunities to increase recreational opportunities based on demand and 
trends. 
The Department should continue to look for opportunities to expand recreational programs and 
activities based on community demand and current trends. As new programs and services are 
developed and implemented, continue to create a balance between passive and active recreation.  
 
Objective 3.2 ς Explore opportunities to increase the number of community events based on demand 
and trends. 
The Department should continue to look for opportunities to expand community special events.  
 
Objective 3.3 ς Work with other service providers to develop programs and service to meet demand 
and trends. 
Continue to look for opportunities to expand programs while working with Other Service Providers 
within the County, and formalize these agreements in writing. 
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Goal 4: Maintain and Improve Facilities and Amenities 
 
Objective 4.1 ς Maintain and improve existing facilities. 
The Department should continue to implement existing plans, the CIP, and the Master Plan. 
Additionally, through a Deferred Maintenance Plan, the Department needs to address the backlog of 
maintenance that will address low scoring components identified as part of the inventory.  
 
Objective 4.2 ς Expand greenways, bike paths, trails, and connectivity. 
The Department should continue to implement the existing Comprehensive Greenway Plan and update 
as needed based on annual reviews.  
 
Objective 4.3 ς Develop additional recreational facilities and amenities. 
The Department should continue to explore opportunities to add additional indoor recreation space 
through partnerships, purchase of an existing facility, or construction of a Community Center or 
Fieldhouse. Another area for expansion identified by the community was opportunities to provide non-
traditional recreation opportunities such as pickleball, stand-up paddle boarding, or expanded 
equestrian services.  
 
Objective 4.4 ς Develop new amenities at existing parks based on level of service analysis. 
The Department should look for opportunities to add parks and greenways, bike paths, and trails in new 
growth areas. In addition, based on the Level of Service analysis, the Department should look for 
opportunities to add new components at existing parks where the level of service is below threshold. 
 
Objective 4.5 ς Develop individual Park Master Plans. 
Based on the Inventory and Level of Service recommendations in the Master Plan, develop individual 
park master plans to address low scoring components and repurpose spaces for better usage. 
 
Objective 4.6 ς Improve parking at parks and popular venues. 
The Department should continue to monitor parking during peak usage times and explore the need to 
improve or develop parking plans to accommodate events.  
 
Objective 4.7 ς Continue to improve ADA accessibility at all facilities. 
Parks and Gardens does not currently have an ADA Accessibility Transition Plan, which identifies needed 
changes during a self-evaluation process. The Department needs to conduct a self-evaluation and 
develop a comprehensive transition plan.  
 
Objective 4.8 ς Upgrade convenience and customer service amenities to existing facilities. 
As the Department is making upgrades to and improving existing facilities, it should explore 
opportunities to add shade, storage, security lighting, synthetic turf, and other amenities appropriately 
at existing facility.  
 
Objective 4.9 ς Identify gaps that are in need of service. 
Based on population growth and loss of developable land, the Department needs to continue to assess 
opportunities for future park development.  
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Objective 4.10 ς Create plans that addresses development, acquisition, and use of vacant spaces. 
Develop a plan to identify the current inventory of available, developable parkland for future expansion. 
The plan should address the current inventory of available, unused, or under-used facilities for future 
redevelopment, expansion, repurpose, or sale for other uses. A plan should also be developed that 
inventories all the existing pathways, trails, greenways, and blueways to identify possible connections as 
well as gaps in connectivity.  
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II. The Master Planning Context  
 

A. Introduction 

New Hanover County recognizes the key role its system of parks, recreation amenities, and open spaces 
serves in providing a high quality of life for residents. The Parks and Gardens Master Plan serves as a 
guiding document for the provision of public parks and recreation services to residents of the County. 
This Plan builds off previous efforts and provides updated information about the CountyΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
current trends in recreation, and a detailed evaluation of the existing system of the County parks and 
recreation amenities. This information, along with significant feedback from stakeholders and the public, 
served as the basis for the development of goals and recommendations for guiding investment in parks, 
facilities, and recreational services into the future. 
 

B. New Hanover County Overview 

New Hanover County covers approximately 192 square miles 
or 122,880 acres. The development in New Hanover County 
reflects a hub and spur pattern with residential development 
increasing around Wilmington, the central municipality in the 
area. The residential growth is predominately concentrated in 
the northern part of the County due to the availability of land 
both in area and in cost. The southern portions of New 
Hanover County are growing at a comparatively slower rate. 
 
As this growth continues, the demand for recreational 
resources in the northern part of the County will increase. The 
purpose of this study is to evaluate the distribution of the 
parks within the geographic limits of the County and provide 
an evaluation on the equality of these facilities in terms of 
access by the populations it aims to serve.  

 
 
 

  

New Hanover County 
Vision Statement 

άA vibrant, prosperous, diverse 
coastal community, committed to 
building a sustainable future for 

generations to come. ά 

New Hanover County 
Mission 

άNew Hanover County is committed 
to progressive public policy, superior 
service, courteous contact, judicious 

exercise of authority, and sound 
fiscal management to meet the 

needs and concerns of our citizens 
today and tomorrow.έ 
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C. Timeline for Completing the Master Plan 

Start-up October 2015 
Community Input Process November 2015 
Inventory and Assessment of Existing Facilities November 2015 
Demographic and Trends Analysis and Projections January-February 2016 
Community Needs Assessment Survey February-April 2016 
Findings Compilation Report and Presentation March 2016 
Draft Master Plan Recommendations May 2016 
Draft Master Plan September 2016 
Adoption by the Board of County Commissioners November 2016 
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III. Our Community and Identified Needs 
New Hanover County Demographic Profile 

 
Understanding community demographics and needs is an important component of master planning for 
the New Hanover County Parks and Gardens Master Plan Update. The population data used in this 
demographic profile comes from Esri Business Information Solutions, and U.S. Census data. A summary 
of demographic highlights is followed by more detailed demographic analysis. 
 
Table 1: Summary Demographics for New Hanover County, North Carolina ς 2015 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Key demographic trends to reference for future park and recreation planning efforts in New Hanover 
County are summarized below. 

¶ According to Esri, the estimated median household income for New Hanover County residents in 
2015 was $50,504.  

¶ The median age for New Hanover County in 2015 was 38.4, higher than the median age (37.9) 
for the United States. 

¶ Gender distribution for New Hanover County is 48.7 percent male and 51.3 percent female.  

¶ The annual growth rate for New Hanover County between 2015 and 2020 is projected at 1.38 
percent compared to 1.10 percent for the State of North Carolina. 

 

A. New Hanover County Population and Demographic Trends 

Population Projections 
Although future population growth cannot be predicted with certainty, it is helpful to make growth 
projections for planning purposes. Table 2 contains 2000 and 2010 U.S. Census population figures for 
New Hanover County, Esri population estimate for 2015, and projected population in 2020. Based on 
ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ǊŀǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ 2000 through 2010 was 0.82 percent. Esri 
projected growth rate for 2015 through 2020 is 1.38 percent for New Hanover County. This is higher 
than the projected 2015 through 2020 annual growth rate of 1.1 percent for the State of North Carolina, 
and 0.75 percent for the United States as a whole. Based on this projected rate of growth for the 
County, by 2025, the population is anticipated to be approximately 244,663. The population growth 
trend is represented in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Summary Demographics 

Population 214,261 

Number of Households 91,398 

Avg. Household Size 2.27 

Median Age 38.4 

Median Household Income $50,504 
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Table 2: New Hanover County Population Projections, 2000--2025  

Population Projections 

2000 Census 160,307 

2010 Census 202,667 

2015 Estimate 214,261 

2020 Projection 229,462 

2025 Projection 244,663 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau and Esri Business Analyst 
 

Figure 1: New Hanover County Population Growth Trend 

 
Source: Esri Business Information Solutions  

 

Population Age Distribution 
A comparison of the estimated population break down by age for New Hanover County from 2010 to 
2020 is shown in Figure 2. The gender distribution in 2015 was 48.7 percent male to 51.8 percent 
female. The median age projected for the County by Esri in 2015 was 38.4. 
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Figure 2: New Hanover County Population Age Distribution for the Years 2010, 2015, and 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 2010 U.S. Census; 2015 estimates and 2020 forecasts provided by ESRI Business Information Solutions. 

  
The age demographics from age 0ς14 are projected to remain at about 16 percent of the population 
during the 10-year period from 2010 to 2020, while the percentage of residents in the 15ς24 age range 
is expected to decline by about two percent during this period to represent 13.6 percent of the 
population in 2020. The cohort with the largest population percentage in New Hanover County is 25ς34, 
which peaked at 15 percent of the population in 2015 and is expected to represent 14.1 percent of the 
population in 2020.  
 
New Hanover County seniors (age 65ς85+) are expected to experience a significant percentage growth 
of 4.3 percent over this time period to represent 18.2 percent of the population in 2020, with the 65ς74 
age cohort (9.5 percent in 2015) experiencing the greatest percentage growth in this time frame, from 
7.7 percent in 2010 to 10.7 percent in 2020.  
 

Race/Ethnicity 
Figure 3 reflects the racial/ethnic population distribution for New Hanover County, North Carolina. Esri 
estimates that 78.8 percent of the population in 2015 was Caucasian, with an African American 
population at 14.2 percent and an Asian population at 1.5 percent.  
 
The population of Hispanic origin provides a separate look at the population, irrespective of race. 
Hispanic origin can be viewed as the heritage, nationality, lineage, or country of birth of the person or 
ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ in the United States. In the U.S. Census, people who 
identify as Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish may be any race and are included in all of the race categories.  
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Figure 3 illustrates the population of Hispanic Origin for New Hanover County, as recorded in the U.S. 
Census. This population was estimated at 5.6 percent of the population in 2015. 

¶ The Caucasian population percentage is trending slightly downward from 79.1 percent in 2010 
to a predicted 78.3 percent in 2020.  

¶ African American percentages are expected to decline from 14.8 percent in 2010 to 13.7 
percent in 2020; Asian population percentages are increasing very slightly from 2010 to 2020 
(from 1.2 percent to 1.9 percent). 

¶ The population of Hispanic origin (irrespective of race), at 5.3 percent in 2010, is expected to 
represent 5.9 percent of the population by 2020. 

 
Figure 3: New Hanover County Race/Ethnicity Statistics (2010, 2015, 2020) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: 2010 U.S. Census; 2015 estimates and 2020 forecasts provided by ESRI Business Information Solutions. 
 
Educational Attainment 
As shown in Table 3, the highest ranking educational cohorts in New Hanover County are those with a 
BŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ όнпΦу҈ύΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ ƴƻ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ όннΦл҈ύΣ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ 
(17.5%), followed by those with a graduate or professional degree (13.7%). According to a census 
study, education levels had more effect on earnings over a 40-year span in the workforce than any 
other demographic factor, such as gender, race, and ethnic origin.1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 ¢ƛŦŦŀƴȅ Wǳƭƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘ YƻƳƛƴǎƪƛΣ ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ ²ƻǊƪ-Life EarniƴƎǎ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎέ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ǳǊǾŜȅ 
Reports, US Census Bureau, http://www.census.gov/prod/2011pubs/acs-14.pdf, September 2011. 
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Table 3: New Hanover County Educational Attainment, 2015 

Education Attainment Service Area Percentage 

Less than 9th grade  2.8% 

9th to 12th grade, no diploma  5.8% 

High school graduate  17.5% 

GED/Alternative Credential  3.6% 

Some college, no degree  22.0% 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ  9.9% 

.ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ  24.8% 

Graduate or professional degree  13.7% 
Source: ESRI Business Information Solutions 2015 estimate based on the 2010 U.S. Census. 
 

Employment 
Figure 4 provides a snapshot of the unemployment rate from December 2006 through December 
2014 for New Hanover County and for the State of North Carolina as a whole. The unemployment 
rate for North Carolina was 5.6 percent, and for New Hanover County, it was 5.2 percent in December 
2015.  
 
Figure 4: Snapshot of unemployment rates for New Hanover County and North Carolina from  
2006 - 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics  
 

Household Information 
As reflected in Table 4, in 2015, New Hanover County had 107,675 housing units with a 48.6 percent 
owner-occupied housing rate, compared to a 36.3 percent renter-occupied rate. The owner-occupied 
and renter occupied housing rates have remained relatively steady since 2010, with a somewhat higher 
owner-occupied occupancy rate of 55.4 percent in 2000. The average household size in 2015 was 2.27. 
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Table 4: New Hanover County Housing Statistics 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: 2010 U.S. Census; 2015 estimates and 2020 forecasts provided by ESRI Business Information Solutions. 

 

Household Income 
The estimated 2015 median household income for residents of New Hanover County was $50,504, and it 
is expected to grow to $56,010 by 2020. Figure 5 illustrates the full income distribution estimated for 
New Hanover County in 2015 and projected for 2020. 

¶ In 2015, the largest income cohort was in the $50,000 ς $74,999 income range (19.1%); 
followed by the $35,000 ς $49,999 income range (14.6%). 

¶ Income distribution in the $50,000 through $200,000+ income range is expected to grow by a 
total of 6.4 percent from 2015 to 2020. 

 
Figure 5: Annual Household Income Distribution Comparison (2015 - 2020) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ESRI Business Information Solutions, 2015. 

 
Health Ranking  
The United Health Foundation has ranked North Carolina 31st in its άState Health Rankingsέ in 2015, up 
from 37th in 2014. ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ  

¶ Low prevalence of excessive drinking 

¶ High immunization among adolescent females for HPV 

¶ High immunization coverage among children 
 
 
 

 2000 2010 2015 2020 

Total housing units 79,616 101,436 107,675 115,110 

Percent owner occupied 55.4% 50.7% 48.6% 48.6% 

Percent renter occupied 30.2% 34.1% 36.3% 36.6% 

Percent vacant 14.4% 15.2% 15.1% 14.8% 
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Some of the challenges the State faces include: 

¶ Large disparity in health status by education level 

¶ Low per capita public health funding 

¶ High infant mortality rate 
 
Obesity levels in North Carolina vary by age. According to the United Health Foundation, 26.2 percent of 
those in the 18ς44 age range are obese, with this percentage rising to 35.5 percent for the 45ς64 age 
range, and dropping again to 25.7 percent for the 65+ age range. ! ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ hōŜǎƛǘȅ 
in North Carolina,έ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ нлмм ǘƘŜ ƻōŜǎƛǘȅ ǊŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ нς4-year-olds from low-income families was 
15.4 percent, while the rate was 16.1 percent for 10ς17-year-olds and 12.5 percent for high school 
students.2 
 
In the 2015 North Carolina County Health Rankings (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 
countyhealthrankings.org), New Hanover County ranked 8th out of 100 counties for health outcomes and 
12th for health factors. As explained in the Health Ranking Report, health outcomes represent how 
healthy a county is based on, άƘƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƭƛǾŜ,έ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
health factors represent what influences the health of the County. The Health Factor ranks are based on 
four measures, άƘŜŀƭǘƘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΣ ŎƭƛƴƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǊŜΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ.έ3 
 

B. Current Trends 

It is a challenge and an opportunity for parks and recreation providing agencies to continue to 
understand and respond to the changing recreation interests of serviced populations. In this fast-paced 
society, it is important to stay on top of current trends. The following information highlights relevant 
regional and national outdoor recreation trends from various sources that may influence New Hanover 
County parks, recreation, and gardens planning for the next several years. The full trends report relevant 
to New Hanover County has been provided as a staff resource document. 
 
Demographic Trends 
¶ Millennials lead structured lives filled with rules and regulations. Less accustomed to 

unstructured play than previous generations and apprehensive of the outdoors, they spend 
most of their time indoors, leaving home primarily to socialize with friends and families. With an 
upbeat and with a can-do attitude, this generation is more optimistic and tech-savvy than its 
elders. 

¶ With varied life experiences, values, and expectations, Baby Boomers are predicted to redefine 
the meaning of recreation and leisure programming for mature adults. Boomers are second only 
to Gen Y/Millennials (born between 1980 and 1999) in participation in fitness and outdoor 
sports. Boomers will reinvent what being a 65-year-old means. 

¶ As Baby Boomers enter retirement, they will be looking for opportunities in fitness, sports, 
outdoors, arts and cultural events, and other activities that suit their lifestyles.  

                                                           
2 wƻōŜǊǘ ²ƻƻŘ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ŦƻǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ IŜŀƭǘƘΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ hōŜǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀέΣ 
http://stateofobesity.org/states/nc/,accessed August, 2015. 
3 wƻōŜǊǘ ²ƻƻŘ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ά/ƻǳƴǘȅ IŜŀƭǘƘ wŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ wƻŀŘƳŀǇǎΥ нлмр wŀƴƪƛƴƎǎ ς bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀέΣ 
http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/north-carolina/2015/rankings/new-hanover/county/outcomes/ 
overall/snapshot, accessed on March 9, 2016. 



16 New Hanover County, North Carolina  

 

¶ In our country, Hispanic participants and nonparticipants alike cite a lack of access to nearby 
places to participate in outdoor activities as a barrier to participation more often than other 
ethnicities. 

¶ The most popular outdoor activities among African-Americans are running and jogging; fishing; 
and road, mountain, and BMX biking. 

¶ Technology use for finding outdoor recreation opportunities is highest among Asian/Pacific 
Islander populations. The most popular outdoor activities among Asian/Pacific Islanders are 
running and jogging; road, mountain, and BMX biking; hiking; and camping (car, backyard, and 
RV). 

¶ Young adults engage in mobile data applications at much higher rates than adults in age 
brackets 30 and older. It is also a fact that minority Americans lead the way when it comes to 
mobile internet access. 
 

Facility Trends 
¶ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ς where 

environments are built with bicyclists and pedestrians in mind, more people bike and walk. 
Higher levels of bicycling and walking also coincide with increased bicycle and pedestrian safety 
and higher levels of physical activity. Increasing bicycling and walking make a big impact on 
improving public health and life expectancy. 

¶ In 2014, dog parks were the top planned addition to parks and recreational facilities in the 
country for the third consecutive year. Dog parks can be as simple as a gated area, or more 
ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ-for-ŘƻƎǎέ ŀƳŜƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŦƻǳƴǘŀƛƴǎΣ ŀƎƛƭƛǘȅ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǘ 
wash stations, to name a few.  

¶ Communities around the country are considering adding shade structures as well as shade trees 
to their parks, playgrounds, and pools, in response to raising concerns of skin cancer. 

¶ A connected system of trails increases the level of physical activity in a community has been 
scientifically demonstrated through the Trails for Health initiative of the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC). Trails can provide a wide variety of opportunities for being physically active. 

¶ tŀǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜƎǳƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭƛƴƎ άƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ƎȅƳǎΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ 
comparable to what would be found in an indoor workout facility, such as leg and chest presses, 
elliptical trainers, pull down trainers, etc. Such equipment can increase the usage of parks, trails, 
and other outdoor amenities, while helping to fight the obesity epidemic and increase the 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ 

¶ There is an increasing trend toward indoor leisure and therapeutic pools. Additional amenities 
such as spray pads or interactive fountains are becoming increasingly popular as well. These 
amenities are defined as an artificially constructed depression or basin for use by children, into 
which potable water is sprayed but not allowed to accumulate in the bottom. 
 

Programming Trends 
¶ Figures from the Association for Interpretative Naturalists demonstrate that nature-based 

programs are on the rise. The growth of these programs is thought to come from replacing 
grandparents as the teacher ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άƎǊŜŀǘ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎΦέ It is also speculated that a return to 
ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǎǇǳǊǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ 
September 11, 2001. 

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potable_water
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¶ Participation in walking for pleasure and family gatherings outdoors were the two of the most 
popular activities for the U.S. population as a whole as reported in a 2012 report. These outdoor 
activities were followed closely in popularity by viewing/photographing wildlife, boating, fishing, 
and swimming. There has been a growing momentum in participation in sightseeing, birding, 
and wildlife watching in recent years.  

¶ In the context of urban development, from the early 1980s, there has been a process that can 
ōŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ άŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ 
towns and cities, and the drive to develop communities as large-scale platforms for the creation 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦέ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊΣ ƳƻǊŜ 
local, community-based festivals and events in communities, most often supported by local 
councils that have been spawned partly as a reaction to larger festivals that have become prime 
economic-drivers. These community-based festivals will often re-claim cultural ground based on 
their social, educational, and participative value. For more information on the values of festivals 
and events, see the CRC Sustainable Tourism research guide4 on this topic. 

¶ Some of the top ten athletic activities ranked by total participation in the U.S. include exercise 
walking, swimming, exercising with equipment, camping, and bicycle riding.  

¶ Nationally, the top five outdoor activities with an increase in participation percentage in the 
past three years (2014 Topline Report) include adventure racing, triathlon (off-road), stand-up 
paddle boarding, kayak fishing, and recreational kayaking. 

¶ A national trend in the delivery of parks and recreation systems reflects more partnerships and 
contractual agreements reaching out to the edges of the community to support specialized 
services. 

¶ The majority of Americans agree that preserving undeveloped land for outdoor recreation is 
important. A large percentage of outdoor participants also believe that developing local parks 
and hiking and walking trails is important and that there should be more outdoor education and 
activities during the school day. 
 

Funding Trends 
¶ According to Recreation Management mŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΩǎ нлмр {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Industry Report, survey 

respondents from parks and recreation departments/districts reporting about their revenues 
from 2012 through 2014 indicated a continued recovery from the impact of the Recession of 
2008. From 2013 to 2014, 44.1 percent of respondents reported that their revenues had 
increased, and another 44.1 percent reported revenues staying steady. About 48.7 percent of 
respondents said they expected revenues to continue to increase in 2015, while 44 percent 
expected no change. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 .Ŝƴ WŀƴŜŎȊƪƻΣ ¢ǊŜǾƻǊ aǳƭŜǎΣ .ǊŜƴǘ wƛǘŎƘƛŜΣ ά9ǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ CŜǎǘƛǾŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜƴǘǎΥ ! wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ DǳƛŘŜΣέ 
Cooperative Research Centre for Sustainable Tourism, 2002, 
http://www.sustainabletourismonline.com/1005/events/estimating-the-economic-impacts-of-festivals-and-events-a-research-
guide, accessed October 2012. 
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Marketing Trends 
¶ Mobile marketing is a growing trend. Social websites and apps are among the most used 

features on mobile phones. Popular social media marketing tools include Facebook, 
SocialWhirled, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, Tagged, and LinkedIn. Private messaging apps such 
as Snapchat and WhatsApp are being used more and more for live media coverage.5 
 

C. Community and Stakeholder Input 

Public input was held in November of 2015 at various locations within New Hanover County. There were 
a total of nine meetings with focus groups, staff, and teens, in which 75 individuals that participated to 
give their input.  
 
The meetings entailed focus groups, staff meetings, meetings with stakeholders, and an open public 
forum. Focus groups were by invitation extended via the Parks and Gardens staff with the idea of mixing 
area residents and stakeholders with differing points of view to solicit broad-based perspectives. Each 
meeting was approximately 90 minutes long. A series of questions were facilitated by GreenPlay to 
ensure that adequate input was received from all attendees.  
 

Strengths and Opportunities for Improvement 
The residents of New Hanover County enjoy great diversity of parks and associated amenities. They are 
generally well distributed geographically and have a variety of amenities at each location, with a small 
portion of underserved areas. A significant strength of the park system is Airlie Gardens. Many focus 
group participants remarked on how fortunate the County is to have such a wonderful facility. 
Moreover, those same participants were very complimentary of the Parks and Gardens staff. The 
citizens feel that the staff is very accommodating, schedules the facilities well, and communicates well. 
Conversely, there is some displeasure with the condition of some park amenities, specifically athletic 
fields. This should not be confused with the quality, though. Many of the athletic fields have reached the 
end of their life cycle and are in need of significant renovations. Given the CountyΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ƭƻŎŀtion, 
athletic field drainage is a major source of consternation. General items such as lack of parking, 
restrooms, connectivity, and safety were all identified as opportunities for improvement. Along with 
physical improvements, improvement of communication and availability of information is also important 
to users. 
 

Programming and locations 
New Hanover County Parks and Gardens offers a very limited number of programs on its own, though 
they are very well received by the citizens. Programs like Wellness Walks, Food Truck Rodeo, and the 
various environmental education programs at Airlie are extremely popular. The Department works 
cooperatively with many nonprofit associations to administer a comprehensive youth sports program, 
serving primarily as a facility scheduler. Traditional recreational offerings such as group fitness, swim 
lessons, and after-school enrichment programming are facilitated by private organizations or 
neighboring localities. Although they are generally satisfied, they do have an apparent demand for more 
program offerings. Included among the additional programs are more events like the Food Truck Rodeo, 
pickleball, exercise/fitness classes, and a County-run introductory youth sports program. As new 
programs are developed, participants wanted to create a balance between passive and active 
recreation.  

                                                           
5 WŀŎǉǳŜƭƛƴŜ ²ƻŜǊƴŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ т {ƻŎƛŀƭ aŜŘƛŀ ¢ǊŜƴŘǎ 5ƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ нлмрΣέ 9ƳŀǊǎȅǎ .ƭƻƎΣ 
http://www.emarsys.com/en/resources/blog/the-7-social-media-trends-dominating-2015/, accessed February 26, 2015. 
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New facilities 
²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ άŘǊŜŀƳ ōƛƎέ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ǇŀǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ the 
County: 

¶ Renovate existing parks and amenities first 

¶ Additional multiuse paths and trails that link parks  

¶ WiFi access in parks 

¶ More public access to the water (river, ocean) 

¶ Synthetic athletic fields 

¶ Athletic field lights 

¶ Additional playgrounds 
 

Values 
New Hanover County residents value their parks system and feel like they get very good service from 
staff. Users would like to see an increased focus on safety within the parks as well as greater parking and 
accessibility, both in terms of the Americans with Disabilities Act and the general connectivity of parks. 
Citizens value a healthy, active lifestyle and wish for the Department to continue to be forward thinking, 
ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
outdoors and sustainability is also greatly valued by the community. 
 

D. Summary of Community Survey 

Introduction & Methodology 
The purpose of this study was to gather public feedback on 
New Hanover County parks and recreation facilities, 
services, and programs. This survey research effort and 
subsequent analysis were designed to assist New Hanover 
/ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ tŀǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ DŀǊŘŜƴǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǳǇŘŀǘƛƴƎ the 
Parks and Gardens Master Plan for future enhancements to 
existing and new facilities and services. 
 
The survey was conducted using three primary methods: 1) 
a mail-back survey, 2) an online, invitation-only web survey 
to further encourage response from those residents already within the defined invitation sample, and 3) 
an open-link online survey for members of the public who were not part of the invitation sample. The 
analysis herein primarily focuses on responses from the invitation sample. However, open link responses 
are additionally analyzed and discussed in a separate section of the report, highlighting differences from 
the invitation sample. It is important to understand how the characteristics of these two sample groups 
differ, because their response patterns contrast on various questions. It should be noted that generally 
speaking, the open link respondents are more involved in parks and recreation and may have special 
interests, whereas the invitation respondents may not be familiar with conditions within the parks and 
may be making judgments based on their assumptions.   
 
 
 
 
 

This community survey section is a 
summary of the survey results. 
Many survey result charts and 
statements are utilized throughout 
this document. The complete survey 
results including the open-ended 
comments were provided as a 
separate staff resource document 
due to the large number of pages. 
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A total of 3,750 surveys were mailed to a random sample of New Hanover County residents in February 
2016. After accounting for undeliverable addresses (28 total), 3,722 survey mailings were delivered and 
511 responses were received, resulting in a relatively high response rate of 13.8 percent. The margin of 
error for the 511 statistically-valid responses is approximately +/- 4.3 percentage points calculated for 
questions at 50 percent response.6 Additionally, the open link survey received 1,034 completed 
responses. 
 

Summary of Selected Findings 
A brief overview of key findings in the survey. The summary focuses primarily on the statistically-valid 
invitation sample. 
  

¶ Familiarity with parks and recreation offerings is relatively strong. A majority of invitation 
respondents reported that they are at least somewhat familiar with New Hanover County parks 
and recreation offerings. 
 

¶ Top priorities include pathway and trail connectivity, maintaining and improving existing 
amenities, and public water access. Throughout the survey results, both quantitative and 
qualitative, a few priorities emerged as the most important areas of focus for New Hanover 
County Parks and Gardens. Respondents frequently identified pathways and trails, maintaining 
and improving existing amenities, and public water access/boat ramps as important amenities 
to their households, but amenities that require attention in order to more adequately meet 
community needs. The prioritization of these three areas was reinforced through the open-
ended comments. Generally, respondents who live in a family household allocated a larger sum 
of money toward expanding aquatics, an indoor sports complex, and adding outdoor athletic 
fields and courts than those without children at home. In contrast, respondents without children 
were more likely to allocate funds toward making improvements/renovating existing park 
facilities and adding more pathways and trails. Ogden residents allocated the most money on 
average toward pathways and trails and expanding aquatics, while those in unincorporated 
north county put funding toward renovating and maintaining existing park facilities.   
 

¶ Safety and security is a concern. Safety came up as an issue multiple times when respondents 
considered the most important areas that New Hanover County should address going forward. 
Lighting for trails and outdoor facilities was also rated to be highly important. Many respondents 
took the opportunity in the comment sections to mention that safety and security should be a 
priority. 
 

¶ Local media, the Internet, and email are the most effective forms of communication. Roughly 
half of invitation respondents indicated that more communication from parks and recreation 
would help encourage them to use the CountyΩǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ. Local media, the 
Internet/New Hanover County Parks and Gardens website, and email were identified as the best 
forms of communication for this purpose. 
 

                                                           
6For the total invitation sample size of 511, margin of error is +/- 4.3 percent calculated for questions at 50% response (if the response for a 

particular ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ άрл҈έτthe standard way to generalize margin of error is to state the larger margin, which occurs for responses at 50%). 
Note that the margin of error is different for every single question response on the survey depending on the resultant sample sizes, proportion 
of responses, and number of answer categories for each question. Comparison of differences in the data between various segments, therefore, 
should take into consideration these factors. As a general comment, it is sometimes more appropriate to focus attention on the general trends 
and patterns in the data rather than on the individual percentages. 
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¶ Respondents are relatively supportive of additional user fees or bond referendum, but less 
supportive of taxes. Invitation respondents showed moderate support for increased user fees or 
a bond referendum. However, conversely, respondents lack support for new or updated taxes 
and some respondents voiced their concern about additional taxes in their open-ended 
comments, which conflicts with the notion of a bond referendum, which would require an 
increase in taxes for the payment of the debt.   
 

¶ Open link respondents are more involved in parks and recreation, have special interests, and are 
more willing financially to support the services. Open link respondents were more familiar with 
parks and recreation offerings in the County. Due to the dominant presence of family 
households in the sample, they showed particularly strong support for athletic fields and youth 
sports. Open link respondents were also more likely than invitation respondents to support all 
funding mechanisms. 

 

Current Programs and Facilities 
Respondents to the statistically-valid survey were asked to indicate the importance of the availability of 
local parks and recreation opportunities to thŜƛǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ м ǘƻ рΣ ǿƛǘƘ м ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƴƻǘ ŀǘ 
ŀƭƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ ŀƴŘ р ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦέ As indicated in Figure 6, invitation respondents 
generally noted that local parks and recreation is highly important to their household, with most 
resǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ όур ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ άпέ ƻǊ άрέ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ пΦпΦ 
 
Figure 6: Importance of Local Recreation Opportunities 

 
Source: New Hanover County Parks & Gardens Master Plan Survey Final Results, March 2016 
 
Respondents were also asked to rate their level of familiarity with current New Hanover County Parks 
ŀƴŘ DŀǊŘŜƴǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƻŦ м ǘƻ рΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ м ƳŜŀƴǎ άƴƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊέ 
ŀƴŘ р ƳŜŀƴǎ άǾŜǊȅ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊΦέ Familiarity ratings were somewhat lower than importance ratings, with 64 
percent of invitation sample respondents indicating that they are familiar with NHCPG offerings 
όǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ άпέ ƻǊ άрέ ǊŀǘƛƴƎύ ŀƴŘ ŀ оΦу ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ.  
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Facilities and Amenities  
Responses to the statistically-ǾŀƭƛŘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘly 
met by the current County inventory of athletic fields, ball fields, community parks, playgrounds, and 
picnic shelters. Conversely, respondents indicated that their needs were generally not well met for 
aquatics and BMX facilities.  
 
As illustrated in Figure 7, amenities rated as most important by survey respondents included:  

¶ Community parks 

¶ Pathways/Trails 

¶ Beach Parks 

¶ Performance/Festival Space 

¶ Playgrounds 

¶ Community Gardens 

¶ Picnic Shelters 

¶ Athletic Fields 

¶ Boat Ramps 
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Figure 7: Importance of Facilities Operated by New Hanover Parks and Gardens Department 

 
Source: New Hanover County Parks & Gardens Master Plan Survey Final Results, March 2016 
 
Plotting and comparing the facility ratings for level of importance and degree to which community 
ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŜǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ άLƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǾǎΦ bŜŜŘǎ-aŜǘέ ƳŀǘǊƛȄ ƛǎ ŀ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ. Ratings are 
displayed in the matrix in Figure 8. Using the midpoints for both questions to divide into four quadrants. 
The Importance scale midpoint was 3.5 (the median importance rating across all facilities); the Needs-
Met midpoint was 3.4. 
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Figure 8: Importance vs. Needs Met Matrix for Existing Parks and Recreation Amenities  
 

 
Source: New Hanover County Parks & Gardens Master Plan Survey Final Results, March 2016 
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The upper right quadrant depicts facilities that have high importance to households in New Hanover 
County and also adequately meet community needs. As these facilities are important to most 
respondents, they should be monitored and maintained in coming years, but the average resident feels 
their needs are currently being met: 

¶ Community parks 

¶ Beach parks 

¶ Playgrounds 

¶ Picnic shelters 

¶ Athletic Fields 

¶ Community gardens (on the cusp of low needs met) 
 
Facilities located in the upper left quadrant have a high level of importance but a relatively lower level of 
needs being met, indicating that these are potential areas for enhancements. Improving these facilities 
would likely positively affect the degree to which community needs are met overall: 

¶ Pathways/trails 

¶ Boat ramps 

¶ Performance/festival space (on the cusp of high needs met) 
 
Shown in the lower right quadrant are facilities that are less important to most households, yet are 
meeting the needs of the community well. Future discussions evaluating whether the resources 
supporting these facilities outweigh the benefits may be constructive: 

¶ Ball fields 

¶ Tennis courts 

¶ Dog parks (on the cusp of low needs met) 
 
Finally, facilities found in the lower left quadrant do not meet community needs well but are also 
important to a smaller part of the community. 5ŜŜƳŜŘ άƴƛŎƘŜέ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƳŜƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ 
but passionate following, so measurements of participation in discussions of future improvements may 
prove to be valuable: 

¶ Aquatics 

¶ Outdoor basketball courts 

¶ Volleyball courts 

¶ Skate parks 

¶ Disc golf  

¶ BMX facilities 
 
As displayed in Figure 9, the top priorities for adding or expanding recreation amenities noted by survey 
respondents included pathways and trails, improved boat ramps, botanical/community gardens, 
improved park amenities, lights for trails, and an indoor aquatics facility. Two facilities were rated 
considerably lower as priorities for enhancement. These facilities were pickleball courts and horse/ 
equestrian facility/trails.  
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Figure 9: Top Recreation Components that should be Added or Expanded  

 
Source: New Hanover County Parks & Gardens Master Plan Survey Final Results, March 2016 
 
Programs 
When evaluating the degree to which community needs are currently being met by programs, 
respondents provided moderate ratings, with only a slim range between the top-rated and bottom-
rated programs. The programs that were identified as best meeting needs include youth sports, senior 
programs, and special events.  
 
Respondents provided fairly moderate importance ratings for all of the listed programs, with 
educational programs, and special events topping the list. Youth sports, cultural programs, and youth 
programs also received relatively high importance ratings. The lowest-rated programs in terms of 
relative importance were senior programs, adult sports, and adult programs, though again, the ratings 
were very similar for all of the programs. 
 
¢ƘŜ άLƳǇƻǊǘŀƴce vs. Needs-aŜǘέ ƳŀǘǊƛȄ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ Figure 10 provides a comparison of programs 
based on level of importance and degree to which community needs are being met.  
 
 
























































































