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This questionnaire was commissioned by Embrace Open Space, a collaborative serving
as a catalyst for greater citizen and elected leadership to conserve and steward
natural areas and parks, lakes and rivers in the eleven-county Twin Cities area.

The questionnaire was conducted by the Growing by Design Technical Resource
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ization, data collection and analysis.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Why this study?

Embrace Open Space (EOS) is a collaborative that works to catalyze citizen and
elected leadership to conserve and steward natural areas and parks, lakes and rivers
in the 11-county Twin Cities area. Formed in 2001, EOS provides a framework for its
partner organizations to work together on issues related to preserving open space in
the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area.

This report is based on results of a questionnaire that examined local government
capacity (“community capacity”) to conserve parks and natural areas in the
11-county Twin Cities metro area. Community capacity is defined as the resources,
regulations, relationships and operations that enable a community to conserve
open space. Sponsored by Embrace Open Space and conducted by 1000 Friends
of Minnesota, the study reflects Embrace Open Space’s goal of seeking a deeper
understanding of the multiple factors in place within local communities that could
influence their ability and capacity to balance development and conservation.

Understanding these factors can shape assistance for longer-range local planning
and policies. Periodic replication of this questionnaire over time can reveal trends
that may help identify which activities act as critical precursors to park and natural
area protection and restoration efforts. This study will also provide valuable
information to inform the efforts of Embrace Open Space and others to help
communities establish parks and open space.

Administering the questionnaire

The geographic scope of the questionnaire included what is known as the “greater
Twin Cities metropolitan area.” This 4,700-square-mile area includes seven Twin
Cities “metropolitan” counties (Anoka, Carver, Dakota, Hennepin, Ramsey, Scott and
Washington), as well as four surrounding northern “collar” counties (Chisago, Isanti,
Sherburne and Wright).

1000 Friends of Minnesota, with guidance from Embrace Open Space, The Trust for
Public Land, and an advisory committee, developed a questionnaire to be completed
by local government staff. 1000 Friends of Minnesota made direct telephone contact
with 279 government agencies, inviting local government staff to complete an online
questionnaire.

A total of 211 communities responded to the initial contacts made to 279 local
units of government, representing an initial response rate of 76%. Of the 211 initial
respondents, 194 completed the questionnaire, for a final response rate of 70%.

KEY FINDINGS

Key findings from the results of the questionnaire focus on seven identified areas
of community capacity to conserve parks and natural areas in the 11-county
Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area.

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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Planning and zoning

* A wide variety of ordinances are used to protect open space and natural areas.
The majority of responding communities have ordinances related to park dedication
(80%), planned unit development (71%) and stormwater management (62%).

e For protection of specific natural resources, a majority of responding communities
have ordinances related to floodplains (69%), shoreland protection (67%) and
wetland buffer zones (53%).

e Of those responding communities with planned unit development (PUD) ordinances,
68% report that PUDs are actively used to protect natural resources and features.

e A large percentage of responding communities (63%) do not rely on or partner
with another governmental unit for planning and zoning functions.

Parks and open space planning

* 73% of responding communities have an adopted park and/or open space plan.
97% of these plans include parks, 84% include trails, 58% include open space
conservation and 50% include natural area conservation.

* 62% of these approved plans include proposed acquisition of parks, open space
and/or natural areas.

Implementation of plans

* In implementing the plans, purchase of land is cited more often (43% report it
as a tool) than conservation easements (36% report it as a tool).

* 86% of responding communities say that total staff time spent on natural resource
planning is less than one full-time-equivalent (FTE) position.

* 68% of responding communities report that development topics appear on council
or board meeting agendas often or regularly, while 38% report that open space or
natural area protection topics are on their agendas often or regularly.

Congervation funding

* In reporting the tools used to implement parks/open space plans, park dedication
is the most widely used tool (used by 84% of responding communities), followed by
park fees (63%) and annual budget allocations (51%).

* 16% of responding communities have held a voter referendum to fund park, open
space and/or natural area conservation. At the same time, 23% of those who haven't
held a referendum report that it is possible to very likely that they would consider
one in the future.

Citizen interest and urgency

* Responding communities see higher citizen interest in protecting open space and
natural areas (81% report moderate interest, increasing interest or lots of interest), but
lower citizen urgency (58% report moderate urgency, increasing urgency or lots of urgency).

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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* 49% of responding communities report that citizens attend development-related
hearings frequently, and 20% report increasing attendance over the past two years.

* 33% of responding communities report that they have an active citizen group (or
groups) focused on community growth, natural area and park protection, or other
land use-related topics; 30% report that they have an active nonprofit organization
working on land conservation and/or water quality issues.

* 75% of responding communities report that local newspapers provide full coverage
or moderate coverage of issues related to development topics in their communities,
compared to 44% providing full coverage or moderate coverage of land protection
topics. 52% of responding communities report that local newspapers provide little
coverage (rarely, if ever) of integrating land protection into the community as it grows.

Natural resource information for decision-making

* Maps are available to local policymakers in multiple ways: hard-copy maps
at government center (64%), electronic maps in PDF format (43%) and online
interactive mapping (17%).

* 56% of responding communities indicate that natural resource information is
regularly taken into consideration by policymakers when making development
decisions. 34% indicate that natural resource information is sometimes taken into
consideration.

* 48% of responding communities have used natural resource inventory information
or other methods to prioritize natural resource protection efforts. 46% have used
natural resource inventory information or other methods to prioritize water quality
protection efforts.

Local staff expertise and experience

* 49% of respondents have worked for their communities for 5 years or less; 20%
have worked for their communities for 5-10 years; and 31% have worked for their
communities for more than 10 years.

* 22% of respondents have worked in the planning field for 5 years or less; 15%
have worked in the planning field for 5-10 years; and 31% have worked in the
planning field for more than 10 years. (The remaining 32% of respondents are not
planners.)

* More than half of responding communities report having at least one full-time-
equivalent (FTE) planner, either in-house or through contracted services. The
remaining 48% indicate having less than 1 FTE, having no dedicated planning staff,
or not applicable.

ADDITIONAL FINDINGS

Areas of agsistance

e Fducation for elected officials is the area of assistance requested the most
by responding communities (74%), followed by workshops (55%) and increasing
awareness through local media (40%).

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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Comparing metro county and northern collar county results

Questionnaire results were analyzed to identify any significant differences between
communities in the seven Twin Cities metropolitan counties (Anoka, Carver, Dakota,
Hennepin, Ramsey, Scott and Washington) and communities in the four northern
“collar” counties (Chisago, Isanti, Sherburne and Wright). The results gathered from
responding communities did demonstrate differences in a few areas. The findings
themselves were not surprising, but differences in the indicated areas were less

than might have been expected.

Comparing results by community classification types

Results of the questionnaire were also analyzed based on different types of com-
munities. Questionnaire results were separated and reviewed to assess whether
any differences can be observed between developing communities (both developing
job centers and developing bedroom communities) and developed communities
(central cities and stressed municipalities, developed job centers and affluent
residential areas).

Based on a hypothesis that developing communities face greater challenges

related to development and conservation, it was expected that a comparison of
developing communities and developed communities would demonstrate differences

in results. The comparative analysis, however, did not reflect any notable differences
as measured by the results of this questionnaire, suggesting that many communities
representing different classification types experience similar challenges related

to development and conservation.

INITIAL CONGLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

e This initial look at current conditions in Twin Cities metropolitan area commun-
ities provides an understanding—based on the perspectives of the communities
themselves—of the multiple factors that can influence a community’s capacity

to balance development and conservation. The results also suggest that, at least

to some degree, all communities face challenges related to a community’s capacity
to balance development and conservation.

e A clear understanding of the factors that can affect open space conservation
performance may provide important insights of value to the communities themselves,
as well as to Embrace Open Space and others seeking to provide support to these
communities.

e Embrace Open Space recommends repeating this questionnaire over time to reveal
trends that may help identify which activities are critical precursors to natural area
conservation and protection.

* As a follow-up to this report, Embrace Open Space expects to publish a guide
for local governments. The guide will be based on a more comprehensive analysis
of these questionnaire results, as well as perspectives on what the results mean for
communities seeking to assess and enhance their community capacity to conserve
and protect parks and natural areas into the future.

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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Questions Asked of Gommunity Respondents

The 62 questions that were asked of respondents are listed below and on page 6. Tabulated results
for each question are included in the full 80-page report of the results of this study. For more information
about the full report, or to obtain copies, see “For additional information” box on page ii.

Introduction and Definitions

1. Embrace Open Space is interested in learning more about
how local communities define these terms as well. Please feel
free to use the white space below to tell us how YOU define
open space and/or natural areas.

Community ldentification
2. Which type of community are you completing this survey

for?

3. Please add the name of the community you are completing
this survey for.

Planning and Zoning
4. Please indicate ordinances your community utilizes to

protect open spaces and/or natural areas.

5. Please indicate ordinances in place in your community
that are more restrictive than what is required by federal, state
or local standards.

6. Please explain in what way they (ordinances) are more
restrictive.

7. If you have a PUD ordinance (planned unit development),
is it actively used to protect natural resources or features?

8. Does your community rely on, or partner with, another
governmental unit for any part of your planning or zoning
functions?

9. If yes, please describe.

10. Does your community have an adopted park and/or open
space plan?

Parks and Open Space Planning

11. When was your parks and/or open space plan approved?
If unsure, just enter “unsure.” If more than one plan, please
enter the date for each plan, if known; if not, simply enter
“more than one plan—dates unknown.”

12. Which of the following are included in your plan?

13. Does the plan include proposed acquisition of parks,
open space and/or natural areas?

14. What implementation tools are included in the plan?

15. Which departments are involved in implementing the
plan(s) in your community?

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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Local Government Activities
16. What percentage of total staff time within your organ-
ization (FTE) is spent on natural resource planning?

17. In your estimation, how often is the topic of development
included on the agenda of city council or town/county board
meetings?

18. In your estimation, how often in the past year has the city
council or town/county board addressed the topic of open
space and/or natural area protection?

19. Has your city council or town/county board directed an
official group to address issues related to planning for and
protecting open space/natural areas?

Land Protection Funding
20. Has your community held any voter referendums to fund
park, open space and/or natural area conservation?

21. If yes, have you had a successful referendum to fund park,
open space and/or natural area conservation?

22. If your community has not held a referendum or previous
efforts have been unsuccessful, what is the likelihood that
your community might consider a referendum to fund park,
open space and/or natural area conservation?

23. Have funds been budgeted for any of the following
activities related specifically to land protection efforts?

24. Are funds for open space and/or natural area protection
planning included in your community’s current budget?

25. If yes, what activities are these funds intended to support?

26. Approximately what percentage of the budget does this
represent?

Citizen Interest and Urgency

27. How often has your community surveyed its residents in the
past 5 years?

28. Please tell us if any of the following topics were included
on a recent (past couple of years) survey.

29. What is your estimate of the sense of interest in your
community to protect open space/natural areas?

30. How do you gauge that level of interest?

31. What is your estimate of the sense of urgency in your
community to protect open space/natural areas?

32. How do you gauge that level of urgency?



Questions Asked (continued)

33. Please describe attendance at development-related
hearings over the past two years. How often do citizens attend?

34. Has citizen attendance changed over the past two
years?

Media/Public Interest

35. Are you aware of any active citizen group(s) in your com-
munity that focus locally on community growth, natural area
and park protection, or other land use-related topics?

36. If possible, please provide the name of any active

group(s).

37. Are you aware of any nonprofit organization(s) working on
land conservation and/or water quality issues that are active in
your community?

38. If possible, please name any nonprofit organization(s)
working on land conservation and/or water quality issues that
are active in your community.

39. Have local newspaper(s) included articles about open
space or natural area protection in your community in the past
two years?

40. In your estimation, how thoroughly have local newspaper(s)
covered issues related to development in your community in
the past two years?

41. In your estimation, how thoroughly have local newspaper(s)
covered integrating land protection into the community as it
grows in the past two years?

Natural Areas Assessment

42. Do staff have access to maps of land cover and/or natural
areas for your community?

43. Do staff have access to digital data for land cover and/or
natural areas in your community?

44. If yes, is your community able to analyze digital data either
with in-house staff or through outside contracted services?

45. If you are in the 7-county metro, your community should
have received a mapping and data tool called The Natural
Resource Digital Atlas from the Metropolitan Council. Do staff
currently use or intend to use this tool to support land use
decisions?

46. If NOT, is there a particular reason?
47. Which of the following methods are used to provide local

policy makers access to information about land cover and/or
natural areas in your community?

48. Is natural resource information regularly taken into
consideration by policy makers as part of development
decision-making?

49. Which of the following methods are used to provide local
citizens access to information about land cover and/or natural
areas in your community?

50. What 1-3 key maps or data layers related to natural
resource planning would you find useful that you do not
currently have?

51. Has your community conducted a natural resources
inventory (NRI)?

52. Is your community using a natural resources inventory (NRI)
compiled by another agency, like a watershed organization or
soil and water conservation district?

53. Has your community used an NRI developed in-house
or by another agency to prioritize natural resource protection
efforts?

54. Has your community used an NRI developed in-house or
by another agency to prioritize water quality protection efforts?

Embrace Open Space Assistance

55. Subject to certain criteria, Embrace Open Space (EOS)

may provide communities with technical, communications

or other targeted assistance. Of the activities below, please
indicate which might be of greatest interest or assistance to
your community. Please select any of the following types
of communications assistance that would be helpful to your
natural resource planning efforts.

56. Please describe below any technical assistance EOS
could provide that would be helpful to your natural resource
planning efforts (such as visualization of growth options, data
development or mapping).

Community Information
57. What is your title?

58. How long have you worked for this community?
59. How long have you worked in the planning field?

60. What percentage of your job is devoted to planning for this
community?

61. How many staff does your community’s planning
department have, either in-house or contracted services (in FTE
hours)?

62. How many staff does your parks department have, either
in-house or contracted services (in FTE hours)?

An Embrace Open Space Report:
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