
San Jose’s Parks - Time For the Truth 
 
Let’s set the record straight. San Jose has a meager neighborhood 
park goal of only 1.5 acres per thousand residents. School grounds 
that are completely outside of City control comprise the majority 
acres of the 3.5-acre goal number tossed about in discussion. 
Consider the proposed Envision 2040 General Plan language: 
 
“Provide 3.5 acres / 1000 population of neighborhood-community 
serving parkland through a combination of 1.5 acres of public park 
and 2.0 acres of school grounds per 1000 San Jose residents.”

1  
 
San Jose misleads with claims of a 3.5-acre goal when 2.0 acres 
comes from the inclusion of middle and elementary school 
grounds. The school district governing boards decide whether the 
school grounds can be locked, built upon, leased or sold. These 
boards decide without any concern about the City’s parkland 
measures. School lands are included in the San Jose’s Greenprint 
inventory even if there are no contracts, no memoranda of 
understanding, or joint use agreements. In the past decade, fewer 
than a handful of joint use agreements have been signed. School 
districts want the freedom of choice regarding their properties 
because of substantial improvements made due to passed Bond 
measures. 
 
Gravely, San Jose envisions a community serving park system that 
depends of the kindness and generosity of multiple school districts-
-a risky strategy in tough economic times. 
 
Schools and Other Cities 
 
Let’s compare San Jose to other cities regarding school grounds. 
Many cities seek joint use agreements with schools as a strategy to 
broaden recreational choices, however they don’t report the school 
grounds within their park acreage. They don’t include school 
grounds as fulfilling their parkland goal. For example, Sunnyvale 
maintains 356 acres of school fields, but don’t include the fields 
within their park acreage. They know that school grounds can 
come and go. They tell the truth. 
 
Community Serving Parks Near Residents 
 
The parks included in the 1.5 acres per thousand goal are San 
Jose’s neighborhood and community serving parks, which are 
broken down into three categories. There are pocket or mini parks; 
small, with a tot lot, a bench, some shade. Neighborhood parks 
with a few more amenities; play structures, tables, open grass area, 
and a place to walk; and Community parks; larger with more 
features and attracting users from nearby neighborhoods. 
 
Accounting Tricks 
 
Within “neighborhood serving” park acreage, San Jose also 
includes the linear trail acreage and portions of regional parks that 
nearby residents may use as their neighborhood park. For example, 
the flat lands of Alum Rock Regional Park; the picnic tables and 
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 2020 General Plan: “3.5 acres of neighborhood and community serving 

recreational lands per 1000 population of which a minimum is 1.5 acres of 
neighborhood, community, or locally serving regional/City-wide parklands and up 
to 2 acres of school playgrounds.” 
 

parking lots are included as neighborhood serving, even though 
there is an admission fee.  
 
In contrast, other major cities separately report the acreage of trails, 
large urban and regional parks. A few cities include trailheads, if 
the trailhead has amenities that serve nearby residents. San Jose is 
using accounting gimmicks to inflate neighborhood serving 
parkland numbers. San Jose’s real neighborhood serving number 
has fallen to 1.4 acres per 1000, not the inflated 1.6 acres as 
reported in the Greenprint. 
 
Why Park Numbers Are Important 
 
Parkland is a critical component of any community’s quality of 
life. It is a defining element of a city, providing place for activity 
and engagement, for peace, enjoyment and relief from the 
demanding built world. Parkland serves as a critical component to 
the social and environmental health of residents. 
 
The Need To Recruit 
 
Parks are a key strategy to attract the talent critically needed to be a 
financially sustainable city. Think back to the demographic 
forecasts shared with the Task Force by Economist Stephen Levy. 
The critical income producing demographic will be in short supply 
and all cities will be competing for them. San Jose must attract 
these workers. 
 
San Jose’s Chief Strategist Kim Walesh painted a profile of the 
highly qualified information worker San Jose must attract. These 
workers are mobile, flexible, and willing to work anywhere in the 
world. Every city will want them. They select a location on 
lifestyle and are not bound by the traditional workspace. They 
value vital centers for networking and the natural environment. San 
Jose’s economic health depends on attracting them. 
 
Christopher Cabrera, CEO of Xactly Corporation and Randall 
Knox, Director of Global Workplace Solutions for Adobe told the 
Diridon Good Neighbor Committee about their companies’ 
struggles to recruit workers to San Jose. They don’t want to live 
here. San Francisco works. The Peninsula is good. San Jose is not. 
 
Perception Is Everything 
 
Perception is critical to attracting workers and expanding 
companies. Attract the talent and businesses will follow. Parks, 
recreation and open space rank #1 among site decision factors 
among small businesses in a study by John Crompton of Texas 
A&M. When a start-up team looks for office space, what areas of 
green will they perceive? 
 
How does San Jose feel to the worker and family? Green workers 
are attracted to green, park filled cities. Kim Walesh’s mobile 
information worker responds to the extremes: activity in vital 
centers and reflective solitude in natural environments. Both 
naturally happen in public spaces.  
 
Vibrant urban parklands and public spaces in the neighborhoods 
and future Villages would function as community gathering and 
focal points, providing opportunities for active community events, 
passive recreation, networking, and health enhancing active 
recreation. 



Economic Benefits 
 
Parks and public spaces attract knowledgeable workers and they 
attract the key age demographic San Jose needs. More importantly, 
parks attract investment dollars and will improve property values. 
 
The Trust for Public Land’s The Economic Benefits of Parks 
describes how parks aid a city’s finances. In 2004, Detroit created a 
1.6-acre park out of a concrete island with $16 million of private 
grants. Retail and office space investment worth $450 million 
followed. A refurbished LA bus stop turned into a public plaza 
attracted local retail rebirth. A study in Washington showed lots 
adjacent to public parks are worth 33% more than others in the 
census tract.  
 
The most successful higher density neighborhoods--those most 
attractive to homebuyers--offer easy access to parks, playgrounds, 
trails, greenways and natural open space. Locally, residents of 
Cahill Park estimate town homes next to the park initially sold for 
$100,000 more than other similar homes in the development. 
 
Neighborhood parks throughout the city can play a key role: 
• Attracting key working demographic groups 
• Appealing to the talented information worker 
• Small businesses and start-ups 
• Companies recruitment of talent 
• Retail and office investments 
• Increasing property value and tax revenue of lands near parks 
 
How Does San Jose Compare? 
 
Comparing park numbers among cities requires reading strategic 
and general plans of individual cities to find numbers that are 
directly comparable. Cities analyzed were the ten most populous 
and densest, west coast cities, and some local cities, and 54 
national cities. Not every plan for every city was found on-line. 
Not all ratios could be calculated. Detailed tables with resources 
links and notes are available. What can we learn from the data? 
 
Schools Aren’t Parks 
 
Cities don’t consider schoolyards as parks, but rather as helpful 
ways to increase recreation opportunities. Only San Jose and 
Sacramento report their general plan neighborhood serving park 
goal with school acreage included. Sacramento’s goal is 5 acres per 
thousand with schools currently providing 1.4 acres per thousand. 
San Jose’s goal is 3.5 acres per thousand, with schools tasked to 
provide 2.0 acres per thousand. Neither agency requires joint 
agreements to include the acreage. 
 
Generally, other cities don’t include school grounds within their 
neighborhood serving parklands numbers and most don’t report 
any school acreage at all. Of the cities studied, only three included 
schools within their current park inventory ratios; analysis of park 
acres revealed the actual school ratios per thousand for San Jose 
(2.0), Sacramento (1.4) and Chicago (0.2).  
 
Some cities report as a separate inventory the school acres with 
agreements. Many cities report a strategy to sign agreements with 
schools to increase recreational opportunity and reduce duplication. 
Phoenix plans to “continue to use adjacent/park school facilities 

when they do not excessively limit park access to non-school 
attendees when school is in session.”  
 
San Jose Is Not Competitive 
 
Among 54 U.S. cities, San Jose ranks 47th for city owned parkland 
(acres per thousand) with about one third of the median. When all 
County and Open Space Authority land is added into San Jose’s 
numbers and compared to other municipalities’ city owned park 
land, San Jose rises to 44th and the rate per thousand is about half 
of the median. 
 
Major U.S. Cities: Park Acres Per 1000 Residents. City owned lands only. Includes 
Major Parks. Source: Center for Park Excellence, Trust for Public Land, FY 2005 
 

City Acres/1000 City Acres/1000 

Albuquerque 63.0 Mesa, AZ 5.9 

Arlington TX 12.9 Miami 3.1 

Atlanta 8.8 Milwaukee 16.3 

Austin 25.4 Minneapolis 14.3 

Baltimore 7.6 Nashville 18.0 

Boston 4.0 New York 3.6 

Chicago 2.7 Oakland 5.2 

Cincinnati 20.5 Oklahoma City 27.8 

Cleveland 5.4 Omaha 26.2 

Colorado Springs 23.1 Philadelphia 7.3 

Columbus 14.5 Phoenix 26.2 

Dallas 17.9 Pittsburgh 8.7 

Denver 13.1 Portland, OR 19.6 

Detroit 6.5 Sacramento 8.0 

El Paso 3.1 San Antonio 13.8 

Fort Worth 17.8 San Diego 31.1 

Fresno 3.5 San Francisco 5.2 

Honolulu 5.9 San Jose 3.7 

Houston 9.9 Seattle 10.5 

Indianapolis 13.7 St. Louis 8.7 

Jacksonville 96.7 Tampa 9.4 

Kansas City, MO 26.5 Toledo 7.2 

Las Vegas 5.7 Tucson 5.5 

Long Beach 5.8 Tulsa 15.6 

Los Angeles 4.0 Virginia Beach 10.5 

Louisville 21.3 Washington DC 1.7 

Memphis 7.2 Wichita 12.2 

Median = 9.7 Average = 14.3 

 



Among the ten most populous cities, San Jose’s total city owned 
parkland ratio per thousand is ninth; only Chicago is lower. San 
Jose’s general plan goal of 1.5 acres per thousand of non-school 
yard neighborhood serving parkland is in the middle of the pack, 
and tied with New York City. Notably, New York City requires 
large projects to provide 2.5 acres of park per 1000 residents. 
 

 
Compared to the 14 densest U.S. cities, San Jose’s total parkland 
ratio, which includes city, County and Open Space Authority lands 
within City Limits, but not school grounds, is in the middle of the 
pack. San Jose Parks per thousand only beats New York, Chicago, 
Miami, and Newark. Notably, San Jose is not a dense city and 
more parkland would be expected. 
 

 
Among the 8 largest west coast cities, San Jose’s total city owned 
parkland per thousand is lowest. San Jose’s goal for non-school 
neighborhood serving parks is lowest. Only Los Angeles currently 
has a lower neighborhood serving acres per thousand ratio; San 
Jose is 7th out of 8 cities. Notably, Los Angeles’s recently released 
strategic plan outlines moves to increase neighborhood serving 
parks from 1.0 acre per thousand to 3.5 acres per thousand. 
Addressing issues of inequity among low income and minority 
communities is a major component.  
 
Relative to 18 San Mateo and Santa Clara cities, San Jose’s 
parkland dedication ordinance rate is a little below average at 3.0 
acres per thousand. Only San Mateo and San Carlos are lower at 
2.0 and 2.5 acre per thousand, respectively. Eight cities have higher 
rates. 
 

More Neighborhood Serving Parks Are Needed 
 
Every strategic and general plan examined highlighted the need for 
parks where people are located. All but one city’s customer survey 
showed parks within a walking distance were a high priority. Park 
proximity was associated with frequency of use and frequency of 
exercise.  
 
Each plan indicated a need for more neighborhood serving parks. 
Strategies included: land acquisition, joint use agreements and 
credits for permanently recorded easements. Only Sacramento and 
San Jose included school grounds without joint use agreements. Of 
the cities with hard neighborhood serving park acreage numbers 
available, San Jose was with a cluster of other cities at the low end. 
 
The Numbers and Perception 
 
 The knowledge worker, the worker in the key age demographics, 
the small business owner, and the executive responsible for site 
selection and considering a move to San Jose will not have access 
to this detailed park analysis. However, as they explore San Jose’s 
neighborhoods they will compare to their own home cities and will 
perceive: 
 
San Jose’s park ratio is  
• less than the ten most populous cities,  
• lower than most of the 14 most dense cities, 
• the bottom of the 8 largest west coast cities and 
• a little below average for the neighboring small cities of  

Silicon Valley. 
 
These critically needed workers will perceive that San Jose is not 
green and not full of the vibrant spaces and natural environments 
needed to attract them. They won’t need the numerical data to 
justify their decision. 
 
Part-time Parks - A Risk To San Jose’s Future 
 
Another truth must be told. Schools are part-time parks. They are 
not equal to a neighborhood serving park. With limited access, they 
do not meet the needs of the key demographics that San Jose must 
attract. 
 
Part-time school ground parks are not available to adult men 
without children during the school week. If they come on-site 
while the office is open, they are under suspicion. Knowledge 
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workers have varying hours and work out of their homes. They 
want and need parks nearby  
 
San Jose is risking its economic future by depending on school 
playgrounds for more than half of its neighborhood serving parks. 
These critically needed workers will choose to live elsewhere. 
Businesses will follow. 
 
Large Park, Small Park--Is Distance What Matters? 
 
San Jose is using 1/3 mile and 3 mile measurements to determine 
which neighborhoods are underserved. What if the park has just a 
bench? Or just a tot lot? Surely, it is better than nothing, but is it 
enough? Is that neighborhood now “served” once a tot lot is built? 
Does the neighborhood now go back to the bottom of the priority 
list no matter how many people live there? What does it mean to 
have the nearest community center 3 miles away when a family 
living in high-density housing has only one car? Is that different for 
those who live in a single family home with a three car garage? 
 
Other cities facing large growth are moving to other measures. For 
example, Houston’s strategic plan, “The Soul of Houston” uses a 
density circle. The circle size depends on the actual population 
density and the amenities at the park. A tot lot/mini park has a 
small circle in dense neighborhoods, but a larger circle in less 
dense neighborhoods. Houston’s priority “Big Move” is to “Create 
Equity and Balance.”  
 
In Los Angeles, three measures of park equity were used by USC 
researchers: 1) The container-the city was divided into equal sized 
grid squares and ratios were computed to identify underserved 
neighborhoods; 2) The catchment- every resident was assigned to 
their nearest park, no matter how far or how small, and resulting 
population pressure was computed; 3) the radius-an equal distance 
surrounding the park. Researchers asked, “Do black and brown 
have less green?” LA’s new park plan utilizes these results to 
address social inequities. 
 
Long Beach’s new plan prioritized balancing out unequal 
distribution of park resources after considering socio-economic 
issues. San Francisco’s plan builds off of five key pillars, one of 
which is to use open space to address environmental justice across 
the community, no matter what income level. The neighborhood 
park goal is that every person shall be within a 10-minute walk of a 
park and every tot will be within 5 minutes of a tot lot. Distances 
vary by terrain. 
 
What About San Jose? 
 
Do Black and Brown mean less green in San Jose? Or is it, “you 
have less green so you get less green?”  
 
We are dancing around the social inequities in San Jose’s park 
system. San Jose’s affordable housing is built with minimal open 
space and no park fees. Nearby, there’s market rate housing with 
larger private and community open space and credits for private 
recreation buried deeply within the development. We are creating a 
population of haves and have-nots.  
 
We depend on PDO/PIO2 money to buy parkland, but this 
ordinance’s purpose is to provide new parks for new developments  
2 Parkland Dedication Ordinance/Park Impact Ordinance 

and their new residents, not to address the inequities among our 
current residents. 
 
 
Is It Really That Bad? 
 
Take a look at San Jose city owned neighborhood serving park 
ratios by planning area. Only two areas meet the 3.5 acres/1000 
goal: Alviso and Almaden. The citywide average is 1.6 acres per 
1000, but 7 areas fall below that. Five planning areas have more 
schoolyard acreage than parkland.  
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Importantly, the City contains large areas within these Planning 
Areas with no public parks and only school grounds, properties that 
have part-time access, limited amenities, and are controlled by 
other agencies.  
 
Create Equity and Balance 
 
San Jose must learn from other cities that are addressing past 
inequities with aggressive programs to correct deficiencies. 
Analysis should be undertaken without school grounds included. 
All three measures of park need should be analyzed for 
environmental justice and used to decide on among competing 
priorities.  
 
The Bottom Line 
 
Naysayers say, “It can’t be done. We don’t have enough land. We 
don’t have enough money.” Some claim the PDO/PIO is an  
 



unreasonable burden to builders. Yet, cities throughout the country 
use some variation of the formula: 
 
Number of units X Person per thousand x Park Requirement = 
Acres Dedicated 
 
Texas requires 1 acre for every 70 single-family homes, while San 
Jose only requires 0.7 acres. 
 
Financing is about the political will. Other cities are doing it. San 
Antonio passed two bond issues in the past decade to double their 
acreage. Newark saw they were at the bottom of most dense cities 
and chose to aggressively attack the problem and opened a new 
park this July. Twelve agencies and foundations cooperated. 
Dedication speaker David Agnew declared, “Access to clean, 
healthy parks is a right, not a privilege, and an absolutely critical 
component to building livable communities.” 
 
Financing is about the vision. The vision attracts the key 
partnerships including the voting members of the community. The 
solution is about borrowing ideas from other cities and customizing 
to San Jose. Borrow from Vancouver, place a restaurant on the 
edge of the park, collect rent and have the restaurant maintain the 
park. Use the top of parking garages and make the land do double 
duty. Adapt New York City’s Plaza Program: partner with not-for-
profits to create, program, and maintain plazas from over-wide 
streets. 
 
General Plan 
 
The general plan goals should include that Parks are a key strategic 
tool for the economic development of the city, the health of the 
city, and the collective soul of the city.  
 
The General Plan task force should establish a clear vision for 
neighborhood serving parkland that serves as the window into San 
Jose’s spirit.  
 
Specifically: 
 
• Establish a neighborhood serving parkland goal of 3.5 acres per 

1000,without reference to school lands. Use schools with joint 
use agreements as useful adjuncts to the city’s recreational 
needs. 

 
• Create equity and balance through prioritizing and identifying 

needs with unit grids (containers), radius (distance), and 
population pressure (catchment), awareness of neighborhoods 
unlikely to benefit from new development park fees, and 
sensitivity to the economic disparities in our community. 

 
• Make public space in the new villages a priority. Develop design 

guidelines that reflect the very best of placemaking. 
 
• Eliminate private recreation credits that perpetuate haves and 

have-nots. Make determination by evaluating recreation access 
with three environmental justice equity measures: within 3 miles 
(radius method), park pressure (catchment), and ratios with a 
grid (container). 

 
• Require permanent public easements on private open space 

requesting credits. 

Envision 2040 
 
Over the timeline of Envision 2040, the post World War II ranch 
homes that were quickly built and poorly constructed will near the 
century mark. The upcoming demographic profile will not favor 
these thousands of detached single-family homes. Hundreds of 
acres will be ready to be revitalized and redesigned. Our 
opportunity is now to create the policies that encourage the vibrant 
place making public plazas and parks. 
 
The land can be made to work for the city, attracting talent, 
providing housing, incorporating businesses, refreshing spirits, and 
improving health. 
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