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Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

	 One hundred years ago, H.W.S. Cleveland, hired by the Parks Board to prepare Omaha’s first Parks Plan, 
wrote that no other investment “...contributes equally to impress strangers with the idea of civic grandeur as 
such liberal provision [of parks and boulevards] for the health, comfort and gratification of residents and visitors 
alike.” Many of the issues emphasized by Cleveland in 1889 are reaffirmed a century later in this 1995 Parks 
Master Plan. The concept of linking together small- and large-scale parks through a linear open space system, the 
need to design the parks system for pedestrian accessibility and use, the wisdom of advance acquisition of park 
land for cost-effective public investment, and the recognition of fiscal benefits provided by parks to the city’s 
image and to private land values are just a few of these issues.
	 Cleveland’s 1889 Plan initiated a period of extensive land acquisition for development of Omaha’s park and 
boulevard system. According to “A History of the Omaha Parks System”, by 1920 the City had an exceptional 
park system composed of nearly a dozen forty- to fifty-acre parks connected by wide landscaped boulevards. 
From about 1920 to 1940, large new parks were developed on what was then the suburban fringe, but boule-
vard connections effectively ceased. Many parks received physical improvements in the early 1930s due to the 
federally sponsored WPA program. In the 1950s, growing demand for active recreation resulted in conversion 
of passive open spaces in older parks into athletic fields and other recreational facilities. Rapid housing growth 
occurring nationwide created a void in new park development during that time. Subdivisions did not often set 
aside land for parks, and the City was unable to acquire park land in advance of subdivision activity. Smaller, less 
usable parcels of land, skipped over during initial housing activity because they were difficult to develop, were 
sometimes acquired later by the City for parks.

Introduction

The Grotto at Elmwood Park
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	 Park planning was re-established in the 1960s and 1970s with suburban areas able to use public financing 
to acquire and develop parkland. However, because of cost constraints, the parks were predominantly neighbor-
hood parks. Flood control programs sponsored by the Army Corps of Engineers initiated acquisition and devel-
opment of several sizable parks with lakes on the city’s fringe. Park development under the City’s Community 
Development program resulted in small infill parks in older areas of the city. However, many of the city’s older 
parks suffered from a lack of preventative maintenance and facility upgrading.
	 Omaha received a grant in 1980 under the Federal Urban Parks and Recreation Recovery (UPARR) pro-
gram, for the purpose of revitalizing inner-city parks and recreation facilities. A comprehensive condition survey, 
an evaluation of recreation programming, and development of a standardized system to evaluate recreation ser-
vice and identify facility needs were some of the elements funded under Omaha’s UPARR grant. The resulting 
document, “An Assessment of Omaha’s Parks and Recreation System” was adopted in 1981 and served as the 
City’s Parks Master Plan until the approval of this document.
	 Omaha’s park system today has over 7,450 acres, and parks owned by Sanitary and Improvement Districts 
(S&IDs) within the city’s jurisdiction total slightly more than 940 acres [(See Map 1-Existing Parks and Table  
4-Parks List (in the appendix)]. The City has purchased land to begin developing a metropolitan park northwest 
of Omaha, and the completion of Zorinsky Lake in southwest Omaha has provided a new regional park in that 
area. Recent additions of parkland have generally been for development of linear trails along creek corridors in 
the Papillion Creek watershed. Developing areas have set aside moderate “neighborhood” size parks where pos-
sible but tend to lack large enough parks for constructing many of the recreation facilities that are needed for 
surrounding neighborhoods.
	 Improvements at the Orpheum Theatre and expansion at Rosenblatt Stadium indicate the increasingly 
significant role of the City in ownership and management of special facilities, a function somewhat unique 
to Omaha among other cities. 
Recreation programs for youth are 
gaining attention as a focus of inter-
action and self-esteem, providing 
an alternative to the self-destruc-
tive choices of drug abuse or gang 
involvement.
	 The scope of this plan reflects 
local, regional and national issues 
that have emerged in the past decade 
and adds emphasis to issues that 
have become more critical. Overall 
needs include ongoing maintenance 
and new construction of park facili-
ties, providing recreation opportu-
nities close-to-home and accessible 
to all city residents, preventing dete- Playing with Fire

Introduction
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rioration of natural resources, developing new kinds of public/private/non-profit partnerships and incorporating 
local grassroots organizations into park planning efforts.
	 According to surveys conducted for The President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors (1987), most 
people consider recreation an important part of their daily lives and cannot imagine a world in which they did 
not have access to the outdoors. Recreation helps to achieve personal, community and national goals by creating 
jobs and economic vitality in communities, improving our physical and mental health, enhancing environmental 
quality, adding to the quality of communities as habitat for people and leading to civic pride and social unity.
	 The City of Omaha faces significant challenges as it approaches the twenty-first century. Increased fiscal 
austerity on all levels of government requires that new ways be found to meet recreation and open space needs. 
This plan sets forth an approach to meet these challenges and to guide the city’s efforts into the 21st century.

Miller Park Pool

Introduction
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Vision
	 The Parks and Recreation Element is a companion document to the Concept Element and is intended to 
address the specific park and recreation goals outlined in the Concept Element. The following are parks and 
recreation-related visions and goals from the Concept Element:

Omaha must be a community committed 
to promoting and maintaining a high quality 

of life for all of its people.

* 	 The visual and performing arts need to be supported by and must be accessible to all residents. Special attrac-
tions such as the Gene Leahy Mall, Rosenblatt Stadium, Henry Doorly Zoo, Joslyn Art Museum, Boystown 
and the Heartland of America Park, which add to Omaha’s high quality of life and enhance the city image 
need to be maintained and should be augmented by other attractions.

 
*	 Residents, businesses, and government alike must make a commitment to Omaha’s natural environment and 

work to promote: clean air and water, conservation and preservation of open space and agricultural land, 
recycling and resource conservation, protection of unique and sensitive natural features, and extensive urban 
forestry programs.

 
*	 Public improvements and services must be provided in a way that promotes balanced growth and redevelop-

ment and distributes costs according to benefits received. Quality, efficiency, and equitable distribution need 
to be stressed in the provision of public facilities and services. In an effort to improve Omaha’s overall quality 
of life, fiscal, social and environmental costs and benefits must be considered in decisions regarding public 
services.

Vision and Goals from the Concept Element
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Goals
Develop and maintain a positive city image.
*	 Provide public amenities that enhance the city’s image.

Promote and maintain a high quality of urban design.
*	 Create an attractive physical environment.

Protect our natural systems and environmental quality.
*	 Protect the city’s natural systems.
*	 Ensure that development is sustainable and can be supported by 

the natural environment.
*	 Preserve and protect sensitive natural features.
*	 Incorporate natural features into the design of the city.

Heartland of America Park

Vision and Goals from the Concept Element

Slide at Gene Leahy Mall 
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Parks and Recreation System
	 Omaha’s population growth of 11% and household growth of 44% between 1960 and 1990 was exceeded 
by the 100% growth in the physical size of the city. As a result, although the city’s population increased, popula-
tion density decreased from 9.2 to 5.1 persons per acre during the period. Not surprisingly, the cost of providing 
basic park and recreation services over a much larger area rose at a rate that was disproportionate to the popula-
tion increase. Increased efficiencies and changes in service have offset much of this increased cost. Additional 
efficiencies need to be identified. If they are not, citizens will either be required to pay an increasing amount for 
park services or experience cutbacks in services provided.
	 Since 1970, areas outside the city limits but inside Omaha’s jurisdiction have experienced a 72% increase 
in population and now account for roughly 19% of the jurisdictional population. This suburban population 
increase has been accompanied by an increased need for all manner of park and recreation facilities both inside 
and outside of the city. While these non-residents do not contribute to city taxes, they do benefit from park and 
recreation facilities and programs provided by the City.
	 The State of Nebraska has provided the opportunity for financing public improvements development 
through the establishment of Sanitary and Improvement Districts (S&IDs). These S&IDs are empowered to own 
park property and develop recreation facilities; however, City approval is required. The City currently enforces 
park standards within these S&IDs. The intent of these standards is not only to provide reasonable service levels 
for public recreational facilities within developing areas, but also to ensure a consistent level of service throughout 
the Omaha area.
	 Several moderate-size parks have 
been recently negotiated through a 
combination of one or more S&IDs; 
however, there is still a shortage of 
parkland to meet the city’s iden-
tified needs. This system is also 
incapable of providing larger parks 
and major facilities like sports com-
plexes, which are necessary to meet 
the needs of expanding suburban 
Omaha. To a limited extent, City 
bond funds and long-term agree-
ments with private entities have 
been used for purchasing land and 
constructing facilities to serve these 
developing areas. 
	 As mentioned in the introduc-
tion, Omaha’s early park system was 
planned and property was acquired 

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Figure 1
Development Zone Reference Map
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in advance of land development. The result was a connected network of open spaces that functioned as a commu-
nity-wide resource. The rush of post-World War II residential development did not allow for advance acquisition 
of park ground. More recent suburban growth has produced a system of neighborhood parks, typically developed 
by Sanitary and Improvement Districts. Regional parks have also been developed in conjunction with major 
flood control reservoir projects on the Papillion Creek system. However, areas experiencing current development 
tend to lack those park types which are most functional and flexible, namely medium-sized parks.
	 This random method of park acquisition and development over time has led to a somewhat disproportionate 
distribution of park and recreation facilities within the city and its jurisdiction (See Figure 1 - Development Zone 
Reference Map and Table 1 - Park Area/1,000 People). The city is fairly well served in terms of overall park land 
per 1,000 people. Omaha’s figure of 8.04 ac/1,000 population, (excluding regional parks) is slightly less than 
the 10-acre established by the National Recreation and Parks Association (See Table 2). However, a closer look 
at the numbers reveals that some areas of the city have significantly more acres of parkland than others and that 
in some cases large regional size parks may mask the need for neighborhood and district parks (See Table 3a-d). 
Also, many of the neighborhood and district parks in the new suburban areas are primarily linear parks along 
creeks and drainageways, providing trails but very little additional recreation.

Park Area Per 1,000 People
(Excluding Regional Parks)

							    
	  	 total	 total 	 acres per
	 zone	 population	 acreage	 1,000 People	 rank	

A-North	 53,294	 243.7	 4.57	 8
A-South	 60,534	 660.5	 10.91	 3
B-North	 60,132	 524.6	 8.72	 4
B-South	 35,674	 521.0	 14.60	 2
C-North	 38,155	 154.5	 4.05	 9
C-South	 50,546	 385.7	 7.63	 5
ZPD-NE	 3,174	 208.1	 65.56	 1
ZPD-NW	 63,727	 350.3	 5.50	 7
ZPD-SW	 80,874	 539.4	 6.67	 6
Total	 446,110	 3,587.8	 8.04	

	    Note:  Parks which consist of common area benefiting adjacent lots are not included

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Table 1
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The information in Tables 1 through 3a-d indicates that:
*	 The area between 72nd Street and the interstate loop north of Dodge has the least park area per person in the 

city.
 
*	 Outside the interstate loop, the area north of Dodge lacks neighborhood parks, while the area south of Dodge 

lacks large urban parks.

*	 Inside the interstate loop, the areas south of Dodge generally rank higher in parkland per person than their 
counterparts north of Dodge, particularly for neighborhood parks and for larger urban parks.

National Recreation and Park Association Recreation Standards 
(Population Ratio Method by Classification and Population Ratio)

	 acres per
classification	 1,000 people	 size range

Playlots	 *	 2,500 sq. ft. to 1 acre	
Vest Pocket Parks	 *	 2,500 sq. ft. to 1 acre
Neighborhood Parks	 2.5	 Min. 5 acres up to 20 acres
District Parks	 2.5	 20-100 acres
Large Urban Parks	 5.0	 100+ acres
Regional Parks	 20.0	 250+ acres
Special areas and facilities	 *	 Includes parkways, beaches, plazas,
	 	                                                                            historical sites, floodplains, downtown
	 	 	 malls, and small parks, tree lawns, etc.	
	 	 	 No standard applicable.
* Not applicable

Source:  Recreation Planning and Design, Seymour M. Gold, McGraw-Hill, 1980

Table 2

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues
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Omaha’s District Parks
(Park Area Per 1,000 People)

		  total	 total	 acres per
	 zone	 population	 acreage	 1,000 people	 rank

A-North	 53,294	 140.0	 2.63	 4
A-South	 60,534	 362.9	 5.99	 1
B-North	 60,132	 122.0	 2.03	 6
B-South	 35,674	 50.0	 1.40	 8
C-North	 38,155	 65.0	 1.70	 7
C-South	 50,546	 127.9	 2.53	 5
ZPD-NE	 3,174	 0.0	 0.00	 9
ZPD-NW	 63,727	 279.3	 4.38	 3
ZPD-SW	 80,874	 355.1	 4.39	 2
Total	 446,110	 1,502.2	 3.37	

Omaha’s Neighborhood Parks
(Park Area per 1,000 People)

		  total	 total	 acres per
	 zone	 population	 acreage	 1,000 people	 rank

A-North	 53,294	 103.7	 1.95	 4
A-South	 60,534	 142.1	 2.35	 2
B-North	 60,132	 77.3	 1.29	 8
B-South	 35,674	 61.6	 1.73	 6
C-North	 38,155	 53.3	 1.40	 7
C-South	 50,546	 112.8	 2.23	 3
ZPD-NE	 3,174	 6.1	 1.92	 5
ZPD-NW	 63,727	 71.0	 1.11	 9
ZPD-SW	 80,874	 212.8	 2.63	 1
Total	 446,110	 840.7	 1.88	

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Table 3a

Table 3b



12

Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

Omaha’s Large Urban Parks
(Park Area Per 1,000 People)

		  total	 total	 acres per
	 zone	 population	 acreage	 1,000 people	 rank

A-North	 53,294	 0.0	 0.00	 8
A-South	 60,534	 55.5	 2.57	 6
B-North	 60,132	 325.3	 5.41	 3
B-South	 35,674	 413.4	 11.59	 2
C-North	 38,155	 0.0	 0.00	 7
C-South	 50,546	 145.0	 2.87	 5
ZPD-NE	 3,174	 202.0	 63.64	 1
ZPD-NW	 63,727	 249.9	 3.92	 4
ZPD-SW	 80,874	 0.0	 0.00	 9
Total	 446,110	 1,491.1	 3.34	

Omaha’s Regional Parks
(Park Area Per 1,000 People)

		  total	 total	 acres per
	 zone	 population	 acreage	 1,000 people	 rank

A-North	 53,294	 519.5	 9.75	 4
A-South	 60,534	 0.0	 0.00	
B-North	 60,132	 0.0	 0.00	
B-South	 35,674	 0.0	 0.00	
C-North	 38,155	 0.0	 0.00	
C-South	 50,546	 0.0	 0.00	
ZPD-NE	 3,174	 445.0	 140.20	 1
ZPD-NW	 63,727	 2,463.9	 38.66	 2
ZPD-SW	 80,874	 1,023.0	 12.65	 3
Total	 446,110	 4,451.4	 9.98	

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Table 3c

Table 3d
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Connectors and Trails
	 Developing linkages between parks extends the potential of the system to provide for the community’s recre-
ational needs. Individual parks and their facilities can more effectively provide an accessible network of activities 
when they are developed and utilized as part of a system. Physical connections between residential areas and 
regional- and community-oriented features also promotes use of those facilities and establishes an identity for 
those neighborhoods.
	 Corridors, trails and boulevards used to link the parks also provide recreational benefits. The popularity of 
linear trail activities, such as walking, bicycling, in-line skating, and running, has increased dramatically over the 
past decade. Cities across the country, as diverse as Seattle, Denver, Kansas City, Minneapolis, and Boston, have 
exploited the development of trail systems in open space corridors to enhance their image, and have experienced 
intense use of their trails.
	 Omaha has made significant progress developing a trail system in recent years. The City and P-MNRD 
have developed over 20 miles of trails along branches of the Papillion Creek system. These corridors provide the 
framework for a basic interconnected park system, with connections to other cultural and recreational facilities 
and commercial/office centers. However, certain areas of the city are still lacking the trails needed to provide for 
linear-oriented activities. More east-west connections, such as the trail under construction along Military Road 
and the trail planned for construction with the widening of Blondo Street, are needed in many areas.
	 Channel stabilization projects sponsored by the Army Corps of Engineers and the Papio-Missouri Natural 
Resources District have begun incorporating recreational trails. Smaller segments of the trail system have been 
required as new development occurs. Some of these trails have been provided with inadequate width outside of 
the floodway to provide a safe distance from the edge of the channel and a buffer for adjacent development.

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Trail User
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Quality of Life and Environment
	 The self-image that residents have about their community, along with the identity a city has beyond it’s bor-
ders, influences decisions made about the city and its future. Natural and cultural features in the community, the 
quality of public open spaces, urban forestry and floriculture programs, and the city’s park system are elements 
which affect both residents’ and outsiders’ perception of a community’s quality of life. In neighborhoods, as well 
as on a regional scale, those factors contribute to the well-being of residents, as well as providing a distinctive 
character and a source of civic pride.
	 Strategies to establish a positive civic image through parks and recreation, urban forestry, and improved 
aesthetic quality require coordinated efforts between the private sector, nonprofit organizations, interest groups, 
volunteers, and government agencies. Cooperation between different community sectors to accomplish positive 
improvements in the city enhances both Omaha’s self image and the image it projects to the outside world.
	 For urban residents, public parks provide the primary opportunity for contact with our natural environ-
ment. Experiences created through the presence of natural and cultural features add variety and richness to 
human life. Those experiences are accessible to more people when they are a part of the public park system, and 
the multi-use nature of parks exposes those features as a setting for other activities. Park designation also protects 
important features which might otherwise be destroyed by development.
	 The 1991 Center for Public Affairs Research (CPAR) survey of Omaha area residents, rated the quality of 
the environment as one of the community’s top three concerns. In that same survey, the quality of the environ-
ment was rated as the priority problem in the respondent’s neighborhood.
	 Urban development consumes significant amounts of land and results in both temporary and permanent 
damage to unique natural features. A University of Nebraska-Omaha survey of native prairie remnants identified 
the location and condition of prairie sites. Since 1979, four of the 16 remaining prairie remnants in Douglas 
County have been destroyed and seven of the sites are not in good condition. In 1994, only 96 acres of virgin 
prairie in five sites remain in good condition. Much of that 96 acres is incorporated into two parks; two of the 
sites totaling 32.5 acres are in Zorinsky Lake park and another 24-acre prairie remnant is planned to be a part of 
the new Northwest Park at 156th and Blondo.
	 Over 150 sites are known to have been used as various types of landfills in the Omaha jurisdiction over the 
past 30 years. Too often, scenic wooded ravines, intermittent streams, and floodplain areas are targeted for these 
landfills and dumps. The natural hills and valleys of the Ponca Hills area and the ravines of South Omaha have 
been especially attractive for dumps.

Missouri Riverfront

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues
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	 Outdoor recreation quality depends on environmental quality. Recreation resources for human use and 
enjoyment are degraded by environmental damage. The result is large and unnecessary reductions in our qual-
ity of life and increases in public spending for after-the-fact remedies. Often, the establishment, design, and 
management of parks and other open space in harmony with natural systems can provide functional solutions to 
environmental problems. Substantial cost savings are recognized when utilitarian benefits, such as flood storage, 
are considered along with the value of parks as amenities.
	 An appreciation of Omaha’s history can also be experienced through its park system. Recently, a historical 
analysis of many parks was completed by the Planning Department and improvements have been made to high-
light the historical importance of such facilities as Mt. Vernon, Elmwood, Fontenelle, Levi Carter and Hanscom 
Parks during their recent rehabilitations. This approach has met with significant citizen support. Omaha’s historic 
and unique boulevard system is especially well suited for historic interpretation and renovation activities sympa-
thetic to the systems original design intent.

Regional Parks and Special Attractions
	 Many of Omaha’s Park and Recreation facilities serve a more regional role in addition to providing excel-
lent citizen services. These facilities allow Omaha to host major events, tournaments and exhibitions, provid-
ing a substantial boost to the local economy. An additional benefit is that local users are provided with a high 
quality facility. For example, the Tranquility Soccer Complex has been rated by some as the United States’ best 
youth complex with a number of major events held at this facility each year. Still, the vast majority of use is 
by local teams. Such special events, parks, and facilities provide an opportunity to establish a positive regional 
and national image, and create a source of identity and pride for the city’s residents. Due to the positive effects 
of these regional facilities, a need exists to carefully evaluate Omaha’s potential role in providing these types of 
facilities.

Tranquility Park Soccer Field

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues
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	 Omaha’s public events facilities play a particularly important regional function. Visitors in 1994 at 
Rosenblatt, the Orpheum and the Civic Auditorium total over 1.4 million, including a significant number of 
attendees from outside metropolitan Omaha. Certainly, these facilities host events which attract primarily local 
interest, and such events as the local dance studio presentations at the Orpheum will continue to be important. 
However, in 1994 this same theater hosted the world premier of Requiem Variations by Sir Andrew Lloyd Weber, 
a production which attracted national exposure and attracted theater enthusiasts from around the nation.
	 For national attention, few events can challenge the College World Series and Rosenblatt Stadium. Through 
this event’s exposure, Rosenblatt has gained national acclaim as a quality facility. Although in need of renova-
tion, the Civic Auditorium attracts major events and activities. In 1994, the Auditorium hosted approximately 
650 event days of activities within its facilities and attracted over 700,000 visitors. The renovation of the Civic 
Auditorium, in conjunction with construction of a parking garage directly connected to the Auditorium, will 
enhance its position in the market place and may also bring additional events to Omaha.

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation
	 Basic park and recreation facility maintenance is a fundamental concern of the city’s residents. The central 
purpose of park maintenance is to ensure that the functions and quality of the park system are maintained. As 
needs vary with different kinds of parks and facilities, maintenance practices should reflect those variations. Also, 
because the quality of the recreational experience is dependent on the quality of the environment, the public is 
concerned that maintenance practices provide protection for the natural environment.
	 Also important is the need to stretch limited maintenance funds and to seek efficiencies in the city’s mainte-
nance program. Related concerns include: improving the management and efficiency of maintenance operations, 
designing new facilities to meet standards which ensure lower long-term maintenance costs, utilizing preventative 
maintenance programs, and providing funding mechanisms for neighborhoods which desire a higher level of 
maintenance.

Restored Elmwood Springs 2006

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues
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	 Balancing the maintenance and rehabilitation of older parks with the construction of new facilities is of 
particular concern to Omaha’s central city residents. The city’s older parks often serve neighborhoods that are 
the most dependent on public recreation. Rehabilitation of older parks can complement other community devel-
opment efforts by providing an aesthetic setting for those neighborhoods as well as an amenity for attracting 
families to the area.
	 Ongoing rehabilitation programs are necessary to ensure that parks and facilities are in a safe and usable 
condition. The City’s Capital Improvement Program currently includes rehabilitation projects for specific major 
and neighborhood parks each year, along with programs for upgrading certain types of facilities, such as park 
roads, throughout the park system.

Recreation Programming
	 The Parks, Recreation and Public Property Department provides recreational programs in several distinct 
fashions. Basic neighborhood programming is organized through the Department’s thirteen (13) community 
centers. (A new near-south Columbus Park Recreation Center was recently dedicated and opened.) The pro-
gram offerings within these facilities are primarily directed toward traditional recreation activities and reflect 
staff capabilities and participant interest. The continued operation of these facilities represents a major budget 
expenditure.
	 City-wide recreation programming is provided by a combination of departmental offerings and cooperative 
efforts between the City and community organizations. The City’s cooperative efforts with the Omaha Tennis 
Association, Omaha Softball Association and Nebraska State Soccer Association are models of efficient public 
recreation offerings. Utilizing the volunteer efforts of special interest organizations has proven to be an economi-
cal method to provide recreational opportunities.
	 Recreation programming needs are constantly 
changing and the department needs to monitor 
these changes and adapt. New programming ideas 
are necessary to maintain a healthy, progressive 
department. For example, the Mayor-supported 
recreation outreach program was reinstated in 1995 
for the first time since 1978.
	 New efforts to integrate positive recreational 
programming into a systematized approach to 
addressing youth issues is critical. Youth sport 
organizations, neighborhood groups, community 
support organizations and the Recreation Division 
need to be active participants in this process.

Current Conditions, Trends and Issues

Tranquility Park Koch Tennis Center
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The Concept Element states:
*	 The City of Omaha will utilize a combination of incentives, policies, and design review procedures to attain 

a high degree of design quality in Omaha.
 
*	 Omaha should have high quality public spaces, landscaping, parks, civic buildings, monuments, bridges, 

boulevards and street furnishings.
 
*	 Emphasis will be placed on the modification of development proposals to accommodate and protect natural 

features rather than modification of natural features to accommodate development.
 
*	 Conservation of natural resources and concern for the long term effects of actions on natural systems must be 

a primary consideration in City decisions.
 
*	 Effective measures must be taken to ensure that lakes, rivers, wildlife habitat, wooded hills, ravines and water-

ways, natural springs, loess bluffs, prairies, rock outcrops, and steep slopes are protected from destruction.
 
*	 The City will make every effort to protect and improve the overall quality of our environment. 
 
*	 The proportion of land used as parks should not be reduced as the city grows.
 
*	 Additional tree cover, wildlife habitat and open space corridors should be established throughout the Omaha 

area.

Heron Haven at 120th and West Maple Road

Quality of Life and Environment
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	 Omaha’s quality of life and identity is dependent on the community’s natural and cultural features and the 
scenic urban setting which they create. In neighborhoods, as well as regionally, this self-image influences deci-
sions made about the city and its future.
	 Outdoor recreation provided by the public park system brings people in contact with nature and gives us an 
appreciation for the natural environment as habitat for people, as well as for plants and animals. Environmental, 
historic, and cultural features in parks can also serve as important educational resources.
	 Environmental quality is necessary to ensure the quality of outdoor recreation. Natural resources which have 
been damaged result in a reduction in our quality of life and in costly repairs for the public. An approach that 
takes natural systems into account in planning and maintaining parks often creates utilitarian benefits of the 
open space along with the amenity value.

Civic Image
Enhance the city’s visual character and “sense of place” by incorporating the city’s natural setting, history, and culture 
into our parks system. Develop, protect, and enhance views and scenic features of the city, and design parks and public 
property to continually improve Omaha’s aesthetic qualities.
	
	 Scenic urban settings are often formed by topographic and water features. Wooded ravines and bluffs in the 
Ponca Hills area, the Papillion Creek branches and their wooded drainageways, the Missouri River and Carter 
Lake, and the lakes in the Papillion Creek system all contribute to the city’s aesthetic setting. Preserving and 
protecting significant natural and cultural features is a basic function of public open space systems. Features that 
bring nature into the city, such as lagoons or ponds, naturalized waterways and hillsides, and landscaping for 
wildlife habitat can be incorporated into city parks. 
	 Too often, the opportunity to preserve these features is lost as development is proposed on sites which 
contain these features, and public funds to acquire land for parks is very limited. A more pro-active approach is 
needed, such as creation of a special acquisition fund. Many of the structures in Levi Carter Park, Hanscom Park, 
and Elmwood Park, and pavilions in several other parks, have been identified as historically significant. When 
these features have been incorporated into our public open space system, public exposure to Omaha’s distinctive 
natural and/or cultural features is increased, and the overall image and attractiveness of the city is strengthened.
	 Omaha’s urban parkway system also contributes to the city’s positive image by incorporating scenic land-
scapes, natural features, and historical and cultural sites into the overall circulation system. Current plans to revi-
talize Omaha’s original boulevard system and the development of bikeways and landscaping along 144th Street 
begin to establish a framework of parkways in Omaha. The historical and cultural significance of the original 
park and boulevard system has unique potential to become a special attraction in Omaha. Nomination of the 
original park and boulevard system to the National Register and the local Landmarks Register should be pursued 
to document the systems importance. Recreational and aesthetic benefits of boulevards, as described one hundred 
years ago by H.W.S. Cleveland, designer of Omaha’s initial park and boulevard system, are the intent behind the 
modern concept of parkways.

Quality of Life and Environment
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Community Livability
Utilize parks and natural features to enhance the living environment of the city’s neighborhoods and make Omaha a 
desirable place to live, work and invest. Increase neighborhood identity, culturally and physically, and connect neighbor-
hoods together to create a sense of community through the parks and open space system. Incorporate facilities for cultural 
and arts activities in the park system.

	 Parks often become a focal point for neighborhood activities, and contain cultural and natural features 
which provide a strong sense of neighborhood identity. Park renovation complements housing rehabilitation and 
other community development efforts in older areas by upgrading the neighborhood’s appearance and giving a 
positive signal to investors. Parks can become the subject of interaction and accomplishment for residents of a 
neighborhood when the residents are involved in plans to provide for their recreational needs and to conserve 
natural and cultural features that they value. 
	 Park linkages between neighborhoods can help to create a sense of community. Development of linear con-
nectors such as boulevards and parkways, trails or paths for bicycling and walking, and other ‘greenways’ fit this 
concept well. Recreation-oriented access between neighborhoods provides safe, pleasant conditions to circulate 
within and between neighborhoods. Greenways connect parks and their recreation resources, physically linking 
neighborhoods and increasing recreation opportunities for everyone.

Environmental Quality
Improve and protect the quality of our natural environment. Utilize parks to help provide solutions to environmental 
needs or problems. Preserve, protect, and promote important features, such as historically significant structures, streams 
and rivers, woodlands, hillsides, and prairies through the parks system. Develop and enhance wildlife habitat through 
park site design, urban forestry programs, and open space corridors.

	 Clean air and water, pleasing land-
scapes, and abundant and diverse wild-
life all contribute to the experience that 
people expect in outdoor recreation. 
Overuse or inappropriate use of natural 
sites will degrade both environmental 
and recreational quality. Omaha must 
assess the “carrying capacity” of natural 
sites to identify the types and intensi-
ties of recreational uses which can be 
allowed.
	 Often, solutions to avoid natural 
hazards or to resolve environmental 
problems can, at the same time, create 

Northwest Park Prairie Seed Harvest
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a benefit to city residents. Development of lakes for fishing and boating along Omaha’s Papillion Creek system 
creates an amenity out of the need for downstream flood protection. A need to dispose of sludge from wastewater 
treatment and to reduce yard waste in landfills is being used to enrich the soil in parks by substituting compos-
ted sludge, grass and leaves for expensive fertilizers. Use of indigenous plants and natural design configurations 
reduce the need for irrigation, fertilizers, or pesticides, resulting in minimal maintenance costs.
	 As new developments and public park and open space systems are created, they should be designed in a 
manner which provides for the movement of wildlife from one natural area to the other.
	 To fully realize the benefits of conserving important features, the integrity of those resources must be pro-
tected. Prairie remnants become endangered as a stable ecosystem, and their educational value is reduced, if 
management practices allow “foreign” vegetation to encroach. Inappropriate modifications to historic structures 
can damage their historic character. Proper management of important features, through the use of appropriate 
maintenance and repair practices, is imperative.

Cunningham Lake Marina
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Urban Forestry
Maintain and enhance Omaha’s environment through tree-planting programs. Design and manage Omaha’s urban forest 
to enhance the city’s appearance and ensure the health of trees and other plantings.

	 Urban forestry and floriculture 
programs provide one of the simplest 
and most cost-effective ways of estab-
lishing an attractive civic image. Urban 
forestry beautifies the city and enhanc-
es its image, along with improving 
the value of private property. Urban 
trees provide cooling shade and modify 
wind extremes, increasing comfort and 
resulting in energy conservation ben-
efits. As roadways enter and traverse 
a city, views from them create a visual 
impression of the city. Trees and other 
landscaping in street right-of-ways and 
other public places can enframe scenes, 
create focal points to direct the eye, and screen objectionable features from view. The degree of economic and 
aesthetic benefit indicates that urban forests should be a high priority of the city.
	 An emphasis on the use of native plantings in their natural associations and settings contributes to the city’s 
“sense of place” and reinforces the natural environment. Street trees establish a sense of scale and coherence 
throughout the city, and contribute aesthetic quality and identity to neighborhoods and other special urban 
places. Street trees should be incorporated into street construction and major improvement projects, as stated in 
the Transportation Element. Omaha’s “Releaf” program has been successful in encouraging street tree planting 
by offering trees to home owners at a reduced cost and planting the trees. Replanting storm-damaged trees in 
parks has also been a necessary role of Omaha’s urban forestry program.
	 Site conditions in locations that are already developed or are undergoing construction often make survival 
difficult for trees. Compacted soil and poor drainage, as well as concrete expanses that store heat and limit water 
supply, severely limit the life expectancy of urban street trees. Policies to modify conventional construction prac-
tices and planting design could greatly increase the health and vigor of street trees.
	 Planting a variety of street trees--avoiding species overplanting and the resulting susceptibility to insect 
or disease pestilence--must be one objective of the city’s urban forestry program. Programs for planting and 
maintaining landscaping in public places help to ensure that plants are healthy, lush and attractive, and that 
the costs of both production and long-term maintenance will be minimal. City regulations regarding planting 
requirements and street tree trimming standards are adopted in a landscaping ordinance and in sight obstruction 
regulations.

Tree Planting
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Outdoor Education and Ethics
Promote educational use of the parks system to increase our understanding and appreciation of nature and our heritage.

	 Individual awareness and a personal sense of responsibility for our natural environment must be instilled to 
maintain outdoor recreation opportunities for the future. Opportunities to participate in planning and steward-
ship of outdoor opportunities also promote a sense of ownership and responsibility. Non-profit organizations, 
recreation interest groups, private recreation providers, and community leaders can all promote responsible 
actions and conservation values which will result in environmental quality and recreational enjoyment. 
	 The Report of the President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors, published in 1987, points out that 
“education is cheaper than maintenance, or trying to correct a problem”. Public parks and open space can func-
tion as “outdoor learning centers” for schools, where natural systems and the effects of our actions can be taught, 
and the effectiveness of applying environmental education to all areas of study can be utilized. As the students 
increase their understanding of our natural and cultural environment, the potential for maintaining future rec-
reation resources is improved. 

Accomplishments Through Partnerships
Identify common goals of groups with different parks-related interests and build coalitions to accomplish those goals. 
Develop innovative approaches to provide for future needs through partnerships with individuals, governmental divi-
sions, the private sector, and nonprofit organizations.

	 Ensuring that a community’s future recreation needs will be met and preserving the outdoor resources 
necessary to provide those recreation opportunities requires a community-wide effort. As people increasingly 
want a diversity of recreation choices, local governments find that their resources may not stretch to meet cur-
rent or future needs. Partnerships between public, private, and nonprofit organizations are required to build the 
resources needed to invest in the future.
	 As an example, floodplain management functions of the Papio-Missouri Natural Resources District (P-
MNRD) are coordinated with the City’s efforts to develop a system of linear corridors with recreation trails along 
the Papillion Creek branches. The P-MNRD’s need for maintenance access along the creeks helps to provide the 
space needed for trail development. 

Quality of Life and Environment
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The Concept Element states:
*	 The City of Omaha will ensure that all areas of the city are served by adequate, well-maintained infrastructure 

and public services. Services and facilities will serve both existing and anticipated development in an efficient, 
equitable, and cost-effective manner.

*	 The City will provide services that match anticipated needs and direct the desired growth of the city.
 
*	 City services must be provided in a manner that promotes contiguous development.
 
*	 The City will ensure the equitable distribution of public goods and services as efficiently as possible.
 
*	 Those who benefit from City services should be required to pay for the services they receive.
 
*	 Maintenance of City facilities should be balanced with new construction. Adequate funding must be provided 

to ensure that existing public facilities remain in good repair.

	 The City will ensure that Omaha’s park and recreation system will provide a full range of recreational 
services to all of the city’s residents and that developing areas contain equivalent levels of service to that of the 
city’s. To the extent possible, the city’s parks will be connected by an extensive open space network which will 
utilize existing boulevards, creeks, and other multi-purpose open space corridors to link existing and proposed 
parks. The system will be designed to protect, enhance, and incorporate natural features. Major recreational 
facilities will also be provided to accommodate and attract local, regional, and national events.

Basketball 

Park and Recreation Systems
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*	 Omaha will continue to provide a wide range of recreational facilities and opportunities that promote reason-
ably equal service levels and accessibility to all city residents in all areas of the city. Parks will range in size 
from neighborhood to large regional parks.

 
*	 The City shall ensure that future suburban development will include recreation facilities that provide a level 

of service comparable to Omaha’s.
 
*	 As the city grows, it will continue to create and expand an interconnected park system linked by recreational 

trails that utilize the city’s creek and boulevard networks. Along with the development of new trails, the City 
will strive to restore and improve the original boulevard system. The City will also strive to enhance and pre-
serve wildlife diversity along these trails, while reducing costs, by providing low maintenance landscaping. 

 
*	 The City shall promote the development of major recreation facilities that will attract regional and national 

tournaments. Such facilities, whether indoor or outdoor, will be situated at locations to promote the city’s 
image and be compatible with their surroundings. 

 
*	 The City will set aside a certain amount of appropriate parkland for the creation of wildlife habitat.

Harvey Oaks Park Spacenet
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Overall System
	 Omaha’s park system has a primary function--serving the city’s residents by providing open space and leisure 
activities to fit a variety of interests. For optimum service, parks and facilities should be efficiently provided and 
of high quality, with flexibility built in for future needs. Omaha’s park system is composed of four key facets:

*	 a set of basic recreational facilities and uses provided equitably throughout the city’s park system;
*	 linear trail corridors, functioning as “greenway” connectors between parks as well as providing for increasingly 

popular linear-oriented activities;
*	 unique recreational and educational opportunities, usually created by natural features in the area; and
*	 major sports facilities, including complexes for organized sports and large-scale facilities such as golf courses
	 The following guidelines address each of these functions.
 
Basic Park and Recreation Facilities
Omaha will provide a basic set of recreation and open space facilities that: 1) offer a variety of active, passive and 
seasonal activities, 2) provide an equitable level of service for all residents of the city and its jurisdiction, and 3) are 
responsive to the changing needs of the community’s residents.

	 Benefits that people receive from recreation and open space, psychologically as well as physically, make park 
and recreation service a basic necessity for a healthy and balanced life. This essential service must be provided 
to all of Omaha’s residents through a park system which is equitable in terms of services, quality, affordability 
and accessibility. A variety of active and passive recreation uses and seasonal activities are necessary to meet 
the community’s park and recreation 
needs.
	 Trends should be monitored to 
ensure that overall recreation needs 
are being met. As the popularity of 
various recreation activities evolves 
over time, the set of ‘basic recreation’ 
services provided should adapt to 
those changes. The addition of facili-
ties, such as tennis courts and swim-
ming pools to the city’s older parks, 
is an example of how a change in 
service was provided due to a change 
in needs. To ensure that similar 
changes can be made in the future, 
parks must incorporate ample areas 
of unprogrammed open space.

Park and Recreation Systems
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	 The following is a list of basic facilities and open space areas which will be provided throughout the city 
based on service standards. (Other facilities discussed in the Major Sports Facilities guideline will be provided, 
generally distributed throughout the city, rather than by service standards.):

*	 Ballfields
*	 Basketball courts
*	 Multi-use open space areas (football, frisbee, kite flying, etc.)
*	 Playgrounds
*	 Recreation centers
*	 Recreational trails (walking, jogging, bicycling)
*	 Soccer fields
*	 Swimming pools
*	 Tennis courts

Linear Trail Corridors
Link parks together as components of a system, connected by linear corridors and trails.

	 Developing connections between parks makes the entire park system more accessible, and linkages between 
residential areas and regional and community parks promote the use of those park facilities. Recreational ben-
efits are also created by using trails and boulevards to connect parks, providing opportunities for the increasing 
popularity of walking, bicycling, running and skating. A strongly defined pedestrian/bikeway access corridor into 
Downtown would enhance plans for making the Downtown/Riverfront area a strong image center and would 
strengthen the tourism value of the cultural and entertainment facilities located there.
	 In Omaha, the focus has been on utilizing waterways and historic boulevards to provide linear-oriented 
activities. These linear corridors provide a framework for the city’s basic park system. The Missouri River corridor 
and the Papillion Creek branches are seen as potentially scenic settings for developing trails. The Army Corps 
of Engineers and Papio/Missouri Natural Resources District have begun planning and developing regional trail 
systems, with the Omaha portion being a significant and integral part of those systems. The City requires that 
new development along the Papillion Creek branches set aside land for linear trails and parks.
	 Where natural features that form open space corridors do not exist, the city’s historic boulevards and street 
connections can be used as links in the linear open space system. Wider street right-of-way can be obtained where 
street or boulevard connections are needed, such as the linear park planned along 144th Street.
	 Abandoned railroad right-of-ways also are ideally designed for trail system development, with widths and 
grades that require relatively little site preparation cost. Omaha has a short trail segment along an abandoned 
railroad R-O-W and has begun to coordinate with other jurisdictions and organizations toward developing a trail 
system on abandoned R-O-W leading into the city. In some cities, active railroad right-of-way has been used as 
a shared corridor. The potential for the combined right-of-way of I-80 and the parallel railroad to have shared 
use with a trail link should be explored.

Park and Recreation Systems
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	 Trails for less common activities, such as cross-country skiing and horseback riding, can greatly expand the 
recreational benefits of a linear system. Appropriate design measures, such as wide unpaved shoulders and land-
scaping for snow retention, can be included in development of hiking/biking trails to enhance their potential for 
cross-country skiing. Horseback riding trails, like the one at Zorinsky Lake, in the less intensively developed hills 
north/northwest of the city and to the west near the Elkhorn River Valley could provide safe, scenic locations for 
horse trails.
	 Major linear corridors have been identified as priorities for the creation of a basic interconnected trail system 
for the city. A system of connector trails will link these corridors, increasing accessibility to the major corridors 
and providing route options for trail users (See Map 1-Existing Parks):

1.	 The Original Park and Boulevard System: Of major national historical significance and designed by the 
renowned H.W.S. Cleveland nearly 100 years ago, this system includes most of Omaha’s older major parks 
and their connecting parkways.

 
2.	 The Little Papillion Corridor: This trail encompasses Roberts and Democracy Parks, Glenn Cunningham 

Lake, Aksarben, and eventually connects to the Big Papillion system near Seymour Smith Park.
 
3.	 The Big Papillion Corridor: Including Standing Bear Lake, Tranquility Park, the Knolls, Lamp Park, One 

Pacific Place, Towl Park, and Seymour Smith Park, this is the longest corridor in the system.
 
4.	 The West Branch of the Papillion and Boxelder Creek: This corridor encompasses Cottonwood, Woodhaven, 

Zorinsky Lake and several other newer suburban parks. Branches would also connect to the new park at 168th 
and Blondo and the City of Elkhorn.

 
5.	 144th Street Parkway: Running the 

length of 144th Street, this corridor 
connects Standing Bear Lake, Boys 
Town, Zorinsky Lake, and eventually 
Chalco Hills Recreation Area, Louisville 
and Platte River State Park.

6.	 The Missouri River Corridor: Extending 
from Mandan Park on the south, 
through the Heartland of America 
Park in Downtown, to N.P. Dodge and 
Hummel Parks on the north, this trail 
would follow the river through some of 
the oldest and most scenic sections of 
the city. Access to riverfront trails would Trail Construction

Park and Recreation Systems
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be improved by including various connections 
across to Council Bluffs trails and the Wabash 
Trace as opportunities become available through 
potential bridge replacement, abandonment, or 
new construction.

 
7.	 Thomas Creek Corridor: Extending from the 

Little Papillion Creek, this corridor will run 
northwest to Washington County.

 
8.	 State Street Parkway: A trail running the length 

of State Street will connect the Little Papillion 
Corridor, Cunningham Lake, Thomas Creek 
Trail, Big Papillion Trail and the West Branch 
Trail.

 
9.	 180th Street Parkway: This trail will run along 180th Street, connecting the West Branch Trail, Zorinsky 

Lake, extending south to the South Branch Papillion Creek and north to the Big Papillion Corridor.

Developing Unique Recreation Opportunities
Use the area’s natural features to develop special recreational facilities. Enhance the basic park system by adding new 
or unique kinds of park uses.

	 Unique recreation opportunities are provided by lakes and lagoons in Omaha’s vicinity. Nearly all of the 
lakes, ponds, and lagoons in the city’s parks can be used for fishing, while larger lakes, such as Standing Bear 
Lake, provide canoeing and sailing opportunities. Levi Carter Park’s Oxbow Lake and the Missouri River offer 
rare opportunities in the Omaha area for water-skiing and boating. 
	 Interest in outdoor recreation tends to wane during the winter season, primarily due to unreliable and vary-
ing weather conditions. Ice skating is provided on several lagoons, and ice fishing is permitted at the larger lakes. 
Activities such as sledding and tobogganing, are popular in parks that contain slopes designed and/or maintained 
for that activity. Considering their low cost to develop and maintain, efforts should continue to locate and 
develop sites for sledding in order to expand seasonal recreational opportunities for Omaha residents.
	 Camping opportunities are currently deficient for the metropolitan area’s population, judging by crowded 
conditions at times in local campgrounds. Choices in both improved and unimproved campgrounds need to be 
expanded in conjunction with preserving natural features. Campsites in highly used parks such as those at N.P. 
Dodge Park and Cunningham Lake have been improved with utilities, while “primitive” camping areas should 
be established in relatively isolated settings. 
	 Special kinds of parks, such as the Gene Leahy Mall, Memorial Park and the Gerald Ford Birthsite, enhance 
the city’s image and support special activities. Opportunities for developing unique facilities may arise through 

Park and Recreation Systems
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active participation by interest groups. Development of the ‘barrier-free’ facilities in Pipal Park, the disc golf 
course at Seymour Smith Park, the Omahawks field at Standing Bear Lake and the construction of the ‘soap-box 
derby’ track in Seymour Smith Park are examples of this type of opportunity. Development of these kinds of 
facilities should be considered when opportunities arise.
	 The following is a list of facilities and open space areas which will be provided where opportunities exist:

*	 Amphitheaters
*	 Boating, sailing, canoeing
*	 Camping
*	 Fishing
*	 Horseshoe pits
*	 Ice Skating
*	 Sledding areas
*	 Specialty facilities (soap-

box derby track, trap/skeet 
shooting, model airplanes, 
etc.)

*	 Special Needs Playgrounds
*	  Trails for cross-country ski-

ing, horseback riding, hik-
ing, etc.

Major Sports Facilities
Provide a variety of major sports facilities at an equitable level throughout the city to meet the needs of residents.

	 Twenty-thousand Omaha area residents participate annually in organized softball leagues, most using spe-
cially maintained, improved and lighted ballfields in city parks. Tranquility Park’s fifteen-field soccer complex, 
among the finest in the Midwest, is used by organized soccer teams from the metropolitan area and surrounding 
region. Indoor ice-skating rinks, an indoor and outdoor tennis complex, and many other special sports facilities 
are contained in Omaha’s park system.
	 In recent years, Omaha and other cities have experienced success in the development of recreation “com-
plexes” -- a concentration of active use facilities within one park site. Savings in maintenance, support facilities, 
and management costs are experienced, in comparison to location of the same major facilities on scattered sites. 
However, since these complexes require significant acreage, they are difficult to locate, which can lead to an 
unequal level of service to city residents. 
	 Service radii used to identify park facilities needed in residential locations are not as applicable for major 
sports complexes. Use of the facilities is scheduled by sports organizations, with the result being that an organized 
team will use different locations during a season. Equitable accessibility for area residents can be achieved by 
distributing sports complexes as evenly as possible throughout the city. 

Park and Recreation Systems

N.P. Dodge Park Marina



31

Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

	 Standards should be used to determine the number of major facilities to be provided. Standards should be 
based on information on activity preferences and participation rates of users. For example, nationwide survey 
data from a golf association shows that Nebraska is in the top seven states in participation in golf. This may 
indicate that development of additional public golf courses is needed. Different levels of ability for an activity 
should be recognized in standards.
	 High construction costs for major sports complexes and even some basic services have also resulted in a lack 
of major sports facilities in parts of suburban Omaha. The current reliance on S&ID general obligation funding 
for park development has proven incapable of financing major recreation facilities, as the costs would exacerbate 
existing high debt levels of many S&IDs. Swimming facilities, recreation centers, golf courses, and youth athletic 
fields are all needed in suburban Omaha.
	 The following is a list of major sports facilities which will be provided where opportunities exist:

*	 Ballfield complexes
*	 Indoor ice skating rinks
*	 Soccer and youth athletic field complexes
*	 Water recreation complexes
*	 Tennis centers
*	 Golf courses (18 and 9 holes)

Tranquility Park Koch Tennis Complex
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Park System Location
	 Service standards are the basis used to assess whether residents are receiving basic recreational services. The 
two-part process discussed in this section enables an evaluation of the basic recreational needs of the community 
and specific locations for new facilities that will meet those needs. 
	 A basic system of parks and facilities begins to emerge when facility needs are combined with the needs for 
major sports complexes and the opportunities for preserving natural features and open space. Properly designing 
and developing this system will ensure that all of the city’s residents have access to quality recreation and open 
space.

Location of Basic Facilities
Service standards for facilities should be used to guide the location and size of new parks and facilities and to assess the 
adequacy of existing facilities.

	 When applied uniformly, the basic park and recreation uses listed earlier ensure that a variety of recreation 
opportunities are available for all segments of the city’s population. Service standards defined by service radius 
and target population ensure an equitable level of service.
	 Combining the service radius and target population information makes up the first step in identifying loca-
tions in the city that are either not served or inadequately served. “Not served” areas are outside of the service 
radius of a facility while “inadequately served” areas are those with a higher population within the service radius 
than the facility’s target population. Service radius and population standards are described as follows:

*	 Service radius--The service radius is the maximum distance that people can live from a facility and be ade-
quately served by it. This distance is determined largely by the expected travel mode of the target population. 
For example, playgrounds have a service radius of 1/2 to 2/3 mile, on the basis that the target population, 
children under age 11, should be able to walk to that facility. Anyone living within that distance of a play-
ground is considered to have adequate access to it. These radii can be modified or interrupted by barriers, 
such as major roadways, railroad tracks, and waterways, which should be taken into account. 

 
*	 Target population--Different groups of people are served by different types of recreation facilities. For exam-

ple, playgrounds generally serve young children, swimming pools are used largely by children and teens, and 
recreation centers provide service to all ages of population. The “target population” is the number of people 
within the facility’s service radius that are in the age group served by that facility. Using playgrounds as an 
example again, each playground’s target population is 500 children between the ages of 1 and 11.

Park and Recreation Systems



33

Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

The process for identifying “not served” or “inadequately served” areas of the city is set out below:

1.	Each City facility is located on a map. The service radius area is mapped by measuring distances along streets 
on the map, reflecting actual routes that a user can take. (Note: At the development fringe where streets do 
not yet exist, circular service radii are used.)

2.	The number of people living within each facility’s service area is calculated using the most recent census block 
data. The population is compared to the service standard’s target population to determine whether the area 
is adequately served.

3. Non-City facilities meeting “other provider” criteria are identified and mapped, using the same process.
 
4. The resulting map indicates areas that are not served or inadequately served by existing facilities. Those areas 

are then listed.
 
5. A program for new facilities can then be developed, based on these maps. Highest priority should be given 

to those facilities which can be located on existing public land. Areas which are primarily non-residential or 
those with very small size or population are given a lower priority. The need for a facility or an additional 
facility is justified when the population is at least two-thirds of the target population.

Playground Construction
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	 The following is a list of the basic and major sport facility standards which have been used to determine 
the facility needs and locations shown on the accompanying map (See Map 2-Park Facility Locations and Table 
5-Park Facility Needs Index). These standards are based on National Recreation and Parks Association standards, 
modified to fit Omaha’s needs and facility distribution:

*	 Tennis: 1-1/2 to 1-2/3 mile service radius - 4,500 people of all ages
*	 Tennis Complexes: 2-1/2 to 3 mile service radius - 35,000 people of all ages & tournaments
*	 Community Recreation Center: 2-1/2 to 2-2/3 mile service radius - 35,000 people of all ages
*	 Soccer Fields: 1-1/2 to 1-2/3 mile service radius - 10,000 people of all ages
*	 Ballfields: 1-1/2 to 1-2/3 mile service radius - 6,000 people of all ages
*	 Basketball: 1 to 1-1/3 mile service radius - 2,700 people of all ages
*	 Playgrounds: 1/2 to 2/3 mile service radius - 500 people in the 2-11 age group
*	 Multi-Use Open Space: 1 to 1-1/3 mile service radius - 3,000 people of all ages
*	 Trails: 1-1/3 to 1-1/2 mile service radius

Specific Park Location and Size
Specific park site locations should be selected which invite public access and use, serve as links to the rest of the park and 
open space system, conserve natural features and allow for cost-effective development and maintenance. Trail locations 
should be safe, designed to incorporate natural features and adequately buffered from adjacent uses.

	 This second step of the park site location process utilizes the maps of facility needs identified in step one. 
The minimum amount of land required to accommodate clusters of facilities can be roughly determined, based 
on dimensional requirements of the facilities. This information can then be combined with an analysis of the 
accessibility and visibility of various sites, location of linear trail corridors, natural areas to be conserved, and the 
need for any other special facilities, in order to determine specific locations and amount of land needed for park 
sites.

Zorinsky Lake Playground
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	 Visibility and accessibility in park location is necessary to invite public use of parks. Parks with uses serving 
a large geographical area, such as a swimming pool, recreation center, or lighted tennis courts, should be located 
along major streets to ensure accessibility without drawing traffic through residential areas. Neighborhood-ori-
ented parks should be centrally located within the neighborhoods) they are serving, and should focus on pedes-
trian accessibility. A minimum of 50% of the park perimeter should have street frontage.
	 Where the accessibility and visibility requirements of special facilities, such as major sports complexes 
and neighborhood-oriented uses can both be accommodated, the uses should be contained in one park site to 
improve maintenance efficiency. 
	 Neighborhood parks should connect to the linear network wherever possible for maximum accessibility and 
benefit.
	 Rivers, creeks and other waterways, wetlands, wooded areas, prairies, steep hillsides, views and vistas, and 
other special features should be preserved and incorporated into the park system. Conservation of those features 
provide attractive and unique settings for other park activities and offer unique recreational and educational 
opportunities. 
	 Park uses which provide basic service to an area must be accompanied by an adequate amount of land, suit-
able for development and long-term use of those facilities. Natural features should be incorporated into parks 
with enough additional land to allow development of needed park uses without unusual construction or long-
term maintenance costs or degradation of the natural features.
	 Trail development along creeks should include enough land width to ensure safety for trail users adjacent to 
creek banks, an adequate buffer between the trail and adjacent property, and allow for trail location and design 
that will minimize damage caused by flooding.
	 Trail construction should incorporate a 10-foot wide trail within a 40-foot wide corridor. The 40-foot cor-
ridor must be outside of the PMNRD channel and maintenance easement, outside of the 3:1 slope plus 20-foot 
erosion easement, above the flood elevation set by FEMA for a 10-year flood and outside the floodway unless 
there is compelling evidence to deviate from these guidelines.

Park and Facility Design
	 Once a park site has been selected, a plan for devel-
opment of the site should be done in accordance with 
basic site design principles. Site development should 
fit the site’s natural and man-made environment, and 
accommodate the intended function(s) of the park. The 
design and construction of parks and facilities should 
create aesthetically enjoyable experiences for park users 
and enhance the urban and suburban landscape. Long-
term service and cost-effectiveness in operation and 
maintenance of the park must also be provided through 
park site design and construction. The following poli-
cies set out the City’s approach to park design: Miller Park
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Park Site Planning
Park layout and design should accommodate the people who will use the park, and at the same time, protect and 
enhance the park’s natural environment. Flexibility for future changes, additions, and/or facility expansions to meet 
changes in recreation needs should be provided in park design.

	 Location of the facilities in a park site should result in the safe and enjoyable use of the park and in protec-
tion of the site’s environmental features. Activities with similar compatible characteristics should be clustered. 
	 Wildlife habitat, hiking/biking trails, nature study areas, or other “passive” uses should be protected from 
noise, traffic, intensive activity or similar impacts. Uses with off-site effects, such as noise from spectators at 
sports facilities, should have adequate distance or another appropriate buffer between the facilities and any adja-
cent residential uses. Roadways into parks with intensively used facilities should be located to minimize traffic 
impacts on residential streets. 
	 Locations of park uses should be designed to allow for expansion, if needed in the future. Changes in recre-
ation needs and/or additions to park activities should be anticipated by providing adequate space and flexibility 
in the park design. 

Design and Construction
Park sites and recreation facilities should be designed and constructed for durability and cost-effective maintenance, 
serviceability and safety to users, and in a manner which enhances the city’s overall appearance.

	 As a capital investment, parks and facilities must be designed and constructed for serviceability. Park ameni-
ties and facilities that are not built to a functional and durable standard of quality may have a lower initial cost, 
but will be more costly in the long-term as repairs or replacement are needed sooner than expected.
	 Safety considerations in design and con-
struction should be based on both intended 
and potential use, and should consider the 
effects of wear on the park facility. Safety 
standards have been developed by design pro-
fessionals and consumer safety organizations 
for many types of equipment and other park 
improvements.
	 Although design priority should be given 
to function and safety, enjoyable use of a park 
is greatly enhanced by the aesthetic nature 
of the site and it’s facilities. While park users 
may not be consciously aware of all the factors 
contributing to the quality of their experience, 
the natural setting and park layout and design Waterplay Construction
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affect the psychological benefits that people receive from open space. Park planning staff should also continue to 
work with residents in developing plans for new parks and park rehabilitation in established neighborhoods.
	 Park planning professionals should receive continuing education to keep current on national trends, inno-
vative design, and experiences of other professionals in the field. Knowledge of new design practices and trends 
in recreation, and learning from the experiences of others will increase the quality of park and recreation service 
in Omaha. Parks in S&IDs should be designed by professional landscape architects to ensure that the design is 
based on a knowledgeable background, resulting in long-term, high quality park facilities.

Park Development
	 Development decisions made today will determine the quality of the recreation and open space system 
Omaha has in the future. Whether park development in new subdivisions or upgrading facilities in older parks 
is being considered, it is the long-term park and recreation needs of the city’s residents which must be consid-
ered.
	 Fiscal constraints and other problems affecting park development indicate that new ways of financing park 
land acquisition and facility construction must be found. In order to establish an effective, park development 
system, the City will need to study costs, projected growth rates, project priorities and long-term operation and 
maintenance issues. Policies and strategies to resolve these issues are addressed in this section.

New Facilities and Parks
Ensure that park and recreation needs are met by establishing priorities for parkland acquisition and construction.

	 Limited funds require that priorities be set for development of new parks and facilities, as well as for reha-
bilitation of those that exist. Without a systematic method for evaluating priorities, project funding may be 
determined by crises, resulting in poor park development decisions.
	 Service standards provide the initial basis for evaluating needed projects by identifying locations that are 
unserved or underserved by certain park uses. To evaluate the need for the project, the “target population” of the 
use should be compared with the number of people who would benefit from the project. Higher priority should 
be given to locations where the population to be served is close to or higher than the target population.
	 Priority should also be given to park and facility needs within the existing park system, particularly where 
public land is already available for park use. Other considerations should include improvements needed to meet 
safety requirements, completion of phased projects which are in progress, or replacement of facilities at the end 
of their useful life. Projects which would complement community development or economic development pro-
grams should also be considered.
	 Park needs should be identified in suburban areas so that developers can plan for any associated financial and 
design effects. The City should coordinate park development when park sites involve more than one subdivision 
and ensure the equitable distribution of park costs between the developments that benefit.

Park and Recreation Systems
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Park Development Costs
Acquisition and construction of park sites and facilities should be funded by those who benefit.

	 A park development fund supported by “benefit fees” should be established for areas in which development 
is occurring. The funding system must directly link the fees to the benefit received, and must be based on realistic 
estimates of land and construction costs.
	 Use of the service standards set out in the Location of Existing Facilities guideline of this section, will ensure 
an equitable fee system by identifying those who benefit from the specific park or facility. A uniform fee could 
be established to fund parks in developing areas, based on the equitable distribution of park facilities set out in 
this plan.
	 The cost of development fees should be based on the proportion of benefit received by an area. Financing 
of parks and facilities which benefit city residents, should be paid for by the City. Parks and facilities which 
primarily benefit neighborhoods outside the city, such as playgrounds and open space, should be funded with 
development fees contributed by those neighborhoods. Development of parks and facilities, such as construction 
of a recreation center, which serve a substantial area of the city and neighborhoods outside the city, should use a 
combination of City funds and the park development fees proportionate to the benefit of each interest.

General Obligation Debt
The amount of S&ID general obligation debt related to the acquisition and development of parks and open space 
should be minimized.

	 Park site acquisition and development is one of the public improvements allowed to be financed through 
general obligation (GO) bonds for development of a subdivision. Although the proportion of subdivision GO 
debt attributable to suburban parks is considerably less than the other infrastructure costs, park-related costs 
should be held to a reasonable amount in meeting residents’ park needs. 
	 Currently, several opportunities exist for reducing park development costs that should be utilized consis-
tently. Land costs for a proposed park site should not exceed the actual value of the property, particularly a 
concern where easements, storm drainageways, floodways, and floodplains or similar constraints exist. Raw land 
cost should be used to determine the amount the developer receives for parkland, taking constraints on park 
development into consideration. Land that is floodway, drainageway, or an easement that precludes any construc-
tion should be donated rather than purchased from the developer. Floodplain land may be valued at 50% of the 
raw land cost.
	 “Soft costs” for park acquisition and development - the legal, financial, engineering and interest costs associ-
ated with construction - should be kept to a minimum. The percentage of “soft cost” should be justified by actual 
costs required to finance and design the park. If park improvements are built to a higher standard than City 
standards, for example, irrigation systems or for a facility which is not needed based on park service standards, 
the improvements must be privately funded with provisions made for privately funded maintenance.

Park and Recreation Systems
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Expansion of Capital Funding Sources
Outside funding sources should be sought for funding park and open space capital improvements to reduce reliance on 
debt financing through bonds.

	 The City has relied largely on funding through park bond issues for development and improvement of 
the basic park system. Outside sources have often been used to help pay for major facilities. Reliance on bond 
issues not only adds interest costs to the capital expense, but has not always kept pace with immediate needs. 
Alternative sources for funding capital improvements in parks can be a part of the solution for continuing or 
improving the quality of services with limited public funds. 
	 The recent growth of sports and recreation interest groups not only indicates the importance of recreation 
services, but also provides the potential for funding the kinds of facilities on which the interest groups focus. User 
fees, endowment funds, private donations of materials, labor, and cash, foundation grants, and contributions 
should all be pursued as a part of the strategy for developing and improving the city’s park system.

Playground Construction
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The Concept Element states:
*	 The City will assist in upgrading existing central city infrastructure in order to accommodate economic and 

community development.

*	 The City of Omaha will ensure that all areas of the city are served by adequate, well maintained infrastructure 
and public services.

*	 Maintenance of City facilities should be balanced with new construction. Adequate funding must be provided 
to ensure that existing public facilities remain in good repair.

	 Maintenance practices should vary in accordance with the different kinds of parks and facilities, and should 
also strive for minimal impact on the natural environment. 
	 Cost-effective practices are needed, including initial investment in quality materials, preventative mainte-
nance programs, and energy/materials conservation. Maintenance standards are needed to ensure that higher-
than-standard costs can be quantified and the costs shared with those who benefit.

Maintenance Standards
Uniform maintenance levels and standards for parks and facilities must be established. Where the intended function 
and intensity of use allows, variations to the maintenance standards should be permitted.

	 Uniform maintenance standards are necessary to ensure an equitable level of maintenance for similar facili-
ties throughout the city. Standards help to identify the cost of maintaining new facilities and land and provide 
a basis for setting budget needs and priorities. Facilities, open space, plant materials and amenities should be 
subdivided into separate categories based on factors such as function and intensity of use. For example, the fre-
quency of mowing will be different for a neighborhood open space area in comparison to the Gene Leahy Mall 
or a highly-scheduled athletic complex. Trails in major corridors should have priority for snow removal, while 
smaller paths in parks would be left until later. Basic maintenance levels and standards should be established for 
each of the following broad categories:

*	 Outdoor recreation facilities (playgrounds, ballfields, swimming pools, etc.)
*	 Indoor recreation facilities (recreation centers, indoor tennis, etc.)
*	 Pavilions and structures (picnic shelters, restrooms, concession stands, etc.)
*	 Walkways (paths, trails, sidewalks, etc.)
*	 Park roads and parking lots
*	 Park furniture and fixtures (picnic tables, benches, lights, fountains, fences, etc.)
*	 Water related features (lakes, streams, floodways, shorelines, wetlands, etc.)
*	 Plant materials (trees, shrubs, grass, flower beds, etc.)

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation
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Maintenance and Rehabilitation Program
Ensure equitable usability of the park and recreation system through a comprehensive program of preventative main-
tenance and rehabilitation. Priorities for maintenance and repair must be set to ensure that parks and facilities are 
maintained in an equitable manner. 

	 Rehabilitation of existing facilities and parks must be emphasized in funding programs to ensure that 
neighborhoods which are most dependent on public recreation are served. Older parks which are upgraded and 
maintained will help to attract residents and investment into those neighborhoods, complementing other com-
munity development efforts.
	 Preventative maintenance programs can be effective only after parks and facilities are brought up to stan-
dard. Maintenance programs must be ongoing to keep parks in a safe, usable condition.
	 There are some situations where maintenance that would prolong the life of a facility or equipment is not 
warranted. If the item is below current standards for safety, efficiency, or serviceability, it may be preferable to 
replace or remove it than to invest any more in it. If 
a repair is very costly and replacement is more cost 
efficient over the long term, replacement may be 
wiser. If the facility is not truly needed according to 
facility standards, it should be removed.
	 All of the city’s parks and facilities should be 
periodically surveyed to determine their condition. 
Based on the findings of the survey, priorities should 
be set to ensure that problems are corrected and that 
funds are allocated to those repair and maintenance 
needs which are greatest. Priorities should be based 
on the following criteria:

*	 Safety concerns
*	 Number of users
*	 Reconstruction or replacement costs
*	 Ongoing maintenance costs
*	 Coordination with other rehabilitation or con-

struction work
*	 Effect on revenues and/or tourism 

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation
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Maintenance Funding
Park maintenance should receive adequate financial support to ensure a clean, safe, and quality park system. Additional 
maintenance costs resulting from acquisition or development of new parks and/or facilities should be adequately funded 
to ensure continued maintenance levels of existing facilities.

	 Maintenance requirements of new parks or facilities and rehabilitation projects should be evaluated so that 
the maintenance costs can be anticipated in the future. Park maintenance costs must be included in annexation 
and capital improvement programming. Inflationary increases should also be assumed in maintenance budgets. 
	 The City should also explore ways of stretching limited maintenance funds. In new parks the City uses 
private contractors for maintenance work. The cost-effectiveness of using private contracts should be analyzed, 
along with the potential for supplementing the maintenance budget through other sources, such as endowment 
funds, grants, contributions and volunteers. 

Maintaining Environmental Quality in Parks
Ensure that the protection and improvement of the natural and human environment is supported in park maintenance 
operations, and that the quality of parks is maintained through environmentally sound practices.

Specifically, the City will restrict the use of chemicals, plants and other materials which are known to be damaging to 
the environment in the design, construction and maintenance of the city’s park and recreation facilities and open space 
systems.

	 Maintenance practices can significantly affect the quality of the natural environment and the quality of the 
experience that people have in the parks system. The aesthetic, educational, recreational and environmental ben-
efits of historic and environmental features should be protected in any maintenance or repair work. Historically, 
significant parks and structures should be rehabilitated in a way which is sympathetic to their historic character.
	 Often, consideration of effects on the natural environment is less costly than typical maintenance practices. 
Following environmentally safe and appropriate practices will avoid damage to the park site, as well as preventing 
exposure to hazardous chemicals by Park workers and the public. For example, Maintenance Division person-
nel found that when chemicals were used to kill vegetation in difficult-to-mow locations, the lack of vegetation 
resulted in erosion problems. As a result, a temporary savings in labor for mowing was offset by repair and reseed-
ing costs.
	 In natural areas, the primary maintenance concern should be in preventing pollution and other damage. 
Except for attention necessary to preserve or enhance the function of natural areas, those sites should receive 
minimal maintenance. 

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation



43

Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

Public Involvement
Promote citizen interest and involvement in the care and maintenance of the city’s recreation facilities and parks.

	 Neighborhood organizations and interest groups that “adopt” specific facilities or parks are beneficial to park 
maintenance in a variety of ways. A sense of ownership reduces litter and vandalism, and builds an awareness of 
the effects of those actions on our park system. Volunteer workers and/or other contributions can also help by 
reducing the City’s expense, or by increasing the quality of maintenance given to those adopted parks or facili-
ties. 
	 Special or unique types of parks or features not ordinarily provided by the City, may be provided through 
a development/maintenance commitment by an interest group. Examples include the soapbox derby track at 
Seymour Smith Park and the Omahawks model airplane field by Standing Bear Lake.

Maintenance Considerations in 
Design and Construction
Park and recreation facilities should be designed and 
constructed to lower long-term maintenance and life-
cycle costs, even if initial costs are higher.
	
	 Facilities and improvements that are the most 
economical are not necessarily those with the lowest 
initial cost. Repairs and replacement may quickly 
offset initial savings or require continual maintenance 
if the quality of the facility or construction is not 
made to last. Where earthwork on slopes is done, for 
instance, erosion controls should be used to ensure 
the stability of the finished slopes. The clean-up, 
regrading and reseeding that is necessary if the slope 
washes out, would offset the added initial cost of 
mulching and netting to prevent erosion.

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation
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Efficiency and Conservation
Improve quality and cost-effectiveness in park and recreation service by promoting long-term efficiency and conservation 
of energy and resources.

	 Gas, oil, chemicals, utilities and other expenses are a significant part of the park and facilities maintenance 
budget. Cost savings from conservation measures have the potential to significantly reduce the City’s operating 
expenses.
	 Energy-efficient equipment, recycling, and added insulation are just a few of the ways in which the City can 
reduce long-term costs. Likewise, certain conservation measures on the part of the public can save park main-
tenance costs. A reduction in the cost of picking up broken glass and litter would result from incentives for the 
public to recycle bottles and cans. 
	 Increased maintenance efficiency often requires applying new or innovative approaches to existing practices. 
Employee training and exposure to new methods and equipment are a necessary investment toward improved 
efficiency. Similarly, increased conservation and efficiency should be rewarded by allowing the savings to be uti-
lized to improve the quality or quantity of service.

Costs of Private Benefits
Maintenance costs of land or improvements that primarily benefit private individuals or organizations should be paid 
by those who benefit. If a higher level of maintenance is desired or is necessary due to the park or facility design, those 
who benefit should pay for the higher cost.

	 Parkland with limited accessibility or visibility usually has limited use by the public, and instead, provides 
open space primarily beneficial to adjoining property owners. This situation exists in several “cluster” subdivi-
sions platted in the 1970s, where narrow strips of land behind lots, labeled as “common area”, were dedicated as 
parkland.
	 Other subdivisions contain land platted as “outlots”, where the function of the land is to buffer residential 
lots or other similar uses. For lack of any other status, these outlots become a City maintenance responsibility, 
although they were never intended to be dedicated as parkland. These common areas and outlots are costly to 
maintain, and the lack of public use makes the cost difficult to justify. The City no longer allows this type of 
design for public parks.
	 In other cases, a recreation organization, home owner’s association, or S&ID may want to use dedicated 
parkland for constructing a facility that is beyond typical standards or would be restricted to use by that orga-
nization. Property owners or residents sometimes request more frequent maintenance in a nearby park than 
would ordinarily be provided. Given limited maintenance funds, the higher costs associated with these parks or 
improvements take away from the maintenance needed in other locations. Where the public is not the primary 
beneficiary, those who benefit should pay for their share of the cost.

Park Maintenance and Rehabilitation



45

Omaha Master Plan - Parks and Recreation Element

The Concept Element states:
*	 The City will ensure that Omaha’s park and recreation system will provide a full range of recreational services 

to all of the city’s residents and that developing areas contain equivalent levels of service to that of the City’s. 
Major recreational facilities will also be provided to accommodate and attract local, regional, and national 
events.

 
*	 Omaha will continue to provide a wide range of recreational facilities and opportunities that promote reason-

ably equal service levels and accessibility to all city residents in all areas of the city.
 
*	 The City shall ensure that future suburban development will include recreation facilities that provide a level 

of service comparable to Omaha’s.
 
*	 The City shall promote the development of major recreation facilities that will attract regional and national 

tournaments. Such facilities, whether indoor or outdoor, will be situated at locations to promote the city’s 
image and be compatible with their surroundings. 

	 Omaha’s recreation programming is provided through community centers for neighborhood programs, and 
through cooperative efforts with community organizations for city-wide programs. Community center programs 
are oriented toward traditional recreation programs, such as fitness classes, arts and crafts, and senior programs. 
City-wide programs use the volunteer efforts of special interest organizations, such as the Omaha Softball 
Association and Nebraska State Soccer Association to coordinate with City efforts in creating very efficiently 
provided recreation.

Recreation Programming
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Equitable Level of Service and Quality Programming
Provide an equitable level of recreational opportunities for all of Omaha’s residents. Ensure that recreational programs 
provide quality services in an economical fashion.

	 Recreational programs offer a great deal to the quality of life within a city. People can develop skills, cre-
ativity, and physical health through a variety of activities. Cooperation and leadership qualities are developed as 
people interact, and an appreciation of both the similarities and differences between individuals, age groups, and 
cultures is promoted. While program offerings may vary due to such factors as facility availability and participant 
interest, an equal level of basic offerings should be consistent throughout the city.
	 To properly serve its citizens, the City’s program offerings must be diverse and well balanced. Such factors 
as increasing age, decreasing numbers of youth, interest in family activities, and environmental changes should 
be reflected in recreational programming. Programming should be evaluated periodically to encourage diversity 
and creativity.

Special Events and Programs
Facilitate and promote special events and seasonal 
programs. Expand recreational programming to strive 
for innovation and to reach out into the community.

	 Special events are the “spice” of community 
programming. These celebrations, often connected 
with holidays, are opportunities for the people of 
Omaha to commemorate their heritage, or simply 
to gather with other citizens. In addition to provid-
ing entertainment for city residents, special events 
draw tourists from a regional circle and enhance 
Omaha’s civic image. In many cases, a major special 
event, such as Commercial Federal’s 4th of July 
Celebration, can be created through cooperation 
between the City and community organizations or businesses.
	 Opportunities for interaction and involvement between the performing and cultural arts and the City’s 
recreation programs are becoming increasingly important. Shakespeare on the Green and concerts in the parks 
are examples of “cultural recreation” programs which are enjoyed by thousands of city residents each year. Many 
excellent organizations exist within this community which could assist with the expansion and development of 
such events. 
	 A similar combination of existing interest groups and City staff facilities could be utilized to incorporate 
environmental education programs.
	 Outreach programs can be more effective in dealing with underserved population groups than traditional 
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programming. Transportation to the recreation programs is often the biggest hurdle for people attempting to use 
established programs. Some examples include senior citizens, small children and the handicapped.
	 Outreach programs can be directed toward specific areas of the city not adequately served by available pro-
grams. The Mayor’s summer “SunDawg” program, similar to the former playmobile and playground champions 
programs, and “hydrant parties” are examples of outreach programs designed to reach the city’s youth who may 
otherwise be unable to visit the city’s recreation centers.
	 The importance of positive recreational activities as a functional part of a city-wide comprehensive effort 
to address youth-related problems is becoming increasingly critical. The Parks, Recreation and Public Property 
Department needs to play an active role in the planning and administration of these types of activities.

Budget and Program Fees
Assure the efficient use of recreational programming dollars through the use of an overall budget system and consistent 
program fees.

	 Within the Recreation Division there is a need to quantify the costs of providing individual programs. 
This effort will assist in budget proposals and illustrate exactly what programs and services will need to be cut 
or expanded depending upon allocations. This budgeting effort will also help identify cost savings that may be 
currently overlooked.
	 As a result of this activity, a consistent policy for program fees and charges has been developed. This may 
include classifying programs into differing categories and applying alternative fee structures to each category.
	 Programs which are con-
sidered basic to the needs of 
the citizens may have lower 
fees, while those which are 
“luxury” or specialty pro-
grams may have higher fees. 
Fees should also be adjusted 
depending on the income 
level of the persons being 
served. A base fee which is 
charged for an activity in 
most areas of the city may be 
reduced in neighborhoods 
with high unemployment 
rates.

Sun Dawgs Splish Splash Splunk

Recreation Programming
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Special Recreation Groups
Maximize recreational opportunities through a continued and strengthened association with special recreation groups.

	 To maximize recreation opportunities and minimize staff requirements, the City engages in a multitude of 
cooperative efforts with special interest groups. Examples are as varied as the Kingswood Athletic Association and 
the Omahawks Model Airplane Club.
	 Programming facilities for youth sports has become increasingly complex. Since no centralized organization 
exists for certain youth sports, a large number of similar recreation organizations are pressing to use City facili-
ties. This situation is further complicated by the lack of standard facility use agreements and criteria for use by 
organizations. Resulting problems can include service overlap, duplication and ineffective use of facilities.
	 Similar problems have been successfully avoided through the formation of the Omaha Softball Association 
and Nebraska State Soccer Association. The ability of these agencies to speak in a unified voice has greatly 
improved the efficiency of the City’s cooperative efforts and resulted in good coordination of programs and facili-
ties. Efforts should be made to establish similar associations for other organized sports and to ensure that these 
groups provide coordination and recreation opportunities for youth in all areas of the city.
	 In addition to providing basic services, programs have been directed toward special populations. Currently, 
the goal is to mainstream these populations and to improve facilities to meet ADA standards.

Other Recreation Providers
Avoid duplication in service between the City and other “equal providers” of recreation services. Private facilities should 
be considered supplemental to service from the public and “equal providers”.

	 Recreation is sometimes provided by non-city facilities that provide a level of service that is equal to the 
City’s service. Schools, non-profit organizations, and private or commercial recreation entities may be considered 
“equal providers” if their program or facility meets 
the following criteria:

1.	 The facility must meet or exceed the design 
standards for City facilities, and the program 
must be available at a comparable time of day 
to the City’s, with a similar number of class 
hours; 

2.	 The facility must be open to the public during 
essentially the same hours as the City’s facility;

 
3.	 The program or facility must be open to every-

one and must not require a membership for 
use; Softball League Game

Recreation Programming
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4.	 Transportation access to the program should be similar;
 
5.	 If a fee is charged for the program or for use of the facility, it must not substantially exceed the City’s fee 

(Rule-of-thumb = 10%+)

6.	 The program must be relatively permanent, with a commitment to more than six months, and a facility must 
be permanent in the sense that it has a consistent source of operating funds, that it has been constructed for 
long-term use, that the organization either owns the property or has a long-term (15+ year) lease for use of 
the facility, and that the organization has a long-term commitment toward the facility.

	 By considering “equal providers” when determining needed recreation service, the City can ensure efficiency 
by avoiding duplication. Reliance on “equal providers” requires that the City monitor conformance to the criteria 
listed to prevent a lack of service resulting from changes in the program or facility. 
	 Recreation facilities which are lost due to school closings have become a concern, particularly where the City 
participated in funding a school’s recreation facilities. In cases where a facility is needed for recreation service, 
the City should make arrangements with the school district to maintain that facility. If the recreation facility was 
funded by the City, but will be closed along with the school, the facility should be rebuilt on an appropriate site 
with the aid of the school district.
	 Private parks and recreation facilities do not replace the need for public facilities, and should only be used 
as supplemental recreation service. If the need for a public park has been identified, but is not provided or a pri-
vate park is built instead, a portion of the demand for that service shifts to adjacent public facilities which then 
become overburdened. Conversely, when parks or facilities are requested that are not needed for equitable public 
service, they should be privately funded and maintained. If a private recreation facility is closing, an evaluation 
is needed to determine whether the facility should be acquired to meet public recreation needs.

Recreation Programming
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	 Parks that are currently under S&ID ownership and are legally dedicated for public use cannot be considered 
private by residents of the subdivision. Location of private facilities in or adjacent to public parkland should not 
be permitted since it is likely to cause confusion on maintenance boundaries and conflicts with users of the public 
park. Privately funded facilities located in public S&ID parks must be available for public use. 

Visibility, Communication and Promotion
Improve the visibility and promotion of recreational programs.

	 The marketing and promotion of recreational programs are critical to their success. Only when the people 
of Omaha are aware of opportunities can they participate. Enrollments can be increased through improved mar-
keting efforts, allowing more people to benefit from the City’s programs. The quality of promotion materials is 
often an indication of the program quality. The department’s efforts should reflect a professional approach to 
informing the public of available opportunities.

Lewis and Clark Interpretive Site
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The Concept Element states:
*	 Omaha’s Downtown will be the clear and positive “image center” for the city. The types of activities necessary 

to create, enhance and maintain that image will be identified and located in Downtown.

*	 The Downtown - Old Market - Riverfront 
area should be Omaha’s “image center”.

 
*	 The Downtown/Riverfront area should con-

tain a wide variety of activities and facilities, 
but should focus on being the location for: ... 
major cultural/entertainment facilities (and) 
major public open spaces and attractions ...

 
*	 Improve public access to the Missouri River.

*	 Omaha will be served by a full range of cul-
tural amenities.

*	 Omaha should expand and preserve its existing cultural resources and pursue additional amenities such as a 
science center, libraries, a botanical garden and public spaces for community wide events.

*	 City shall promote the development of major recreation facilities that will attract regional and national tour-
naments. Such facilities, whether indoor or outdoor, will be situated at locations to promote the city’s image 
and be compatible with their surroundings. 

	 Special events, parks and facilities that attract people to Omaha from the surrounding region and the nation, 
bring direct, tangible economic benefits through tourism and help the City to afford higher quality facilities. In 
addition, a positive image is established for Omaha. When major attractions are reasonably available and acces-
sible, Omaha’s residents are given a higher quality of recreational and cultural services than might otherwise be 
provided to serve basic local needs. 
	 Regional and national attractions can range from major sports facilities to natural and cultural features and 
from innovative programs in city parks to celebrations of events or seasons. In order to accomplish most regional 
or national scale projects, creative funding and management strategies will be necessary, including partnerships 
of governmental, nonprofit, and private organizations. As a reflection of Omaha’s image, as well as an investment 
of resources, the facilities, places, or events should be the best that we can afford. 
	 Special events, parks and facilities often require locations, access, sites, structures or services not readily iden-
tifiable in a long-range park plan. However, in recognition of the need and importance of such special attractions, 
the City has established the following guidelines.

Special Attractions

College World Series at Rosenblatt Stadium
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Types of Special Attractions
Develop a variety of attractions to provide special facilities for Omaha’s residents and to draw visitors to the city. Utilize 
unique features and facilities in the community, such as natural or historical features, and special sports and recreation 
facilities.	

	 Major attractions may consist of unique public open spaces, sports and other recreation facilities, cultural 
and historical features, preserved and/or developed natural features, and unique celebrations and events. The 
Gene Leahy Mall, Rosenblatt Stadium, Orpheum Theater, Civic Auditorium and events such as the College 
World Series, Summer Arts Festival, and River City Roundup are examples of special attractions.
	 Priorities need to be determined for effectively targeting and funding major projects. Local interests and 
needs must be the first consideration, so that benefit to the city’s residents is maximized. The market potential 
for an attraction to successfully compete on a regional or national scale must be evaluated. Finally, the long-term 
cost effectiveness of the various special projects must be considered and compared to the benefits derived from 
other standard facilities.
	 Omaha’s central location and accessibility within the nation and the region can be a selling point in attract-
ing major events. Major civic and sports facilities should be easily accessible for participants and spectators travel-
ing to events by interstate highway or air travel.
	 The Downtown/Riverfront area contains many of the necessary components for creating a distinctive and 
high-quality image. The potential exists for transforming under-utilized industrial areas into major open space, 
as well as cultural and entertainment facilities. Portions of an earlier Riverfront Plan have been implemented, 
resulting in strong anchors for Downtown. An updated plan is needed to evaluate the potential for various major 
facilities, to identify priorities, and to link together the components into a coordinated effort.

Special Attractions

Playing with Fire Concert Series at Lewis and Clark Landing
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Quality, Image and Location
Create special parks, facilities, programs, and events which are optimum in terms of function, location and quality of 
design, and that produce a positive image of Omaha.

	 Major convention facilities 
and arts and cultural activities 
must be located within the Central 
Business District. Uses, such as 
a stadium, entertainment, restau-
rants, and shopping which help 
to support convention and cul-
tural facilities can be concentrated 
in a city’s CBD, contributing to 
the “critical mass” of activity nec-
essary to support those facilities. 
Alternative transportation must be 
made available in Downtown so 
that visitors can spend time in the 
area, attending events and enjoying 
entertainment, without relying on 
an automobile.
	 The recent addition to the Joslyn Art Museum, improvements to the Western Heritage Museum, expansion 
of the Children’s Museum, and the creation of the Emmy Gifford Children’s Theater are examples of the role 
of Downtown as the cultural heart of the city. Efforts should continue to enhance and expand civic facilities in 
Downtown. The renovation of the Civic Auditorium and the possible expansion of park and recreation facilities 
along the Missouri River are two areas which are currently being addressed.
	 For any major facility or event, the resulting image should be one that shines a positive and progressive light 
on Omaha. Special facilities should be high quality, aesthetically pleasing, functional, and well-built. The benefit 
of high aesthetic quality, although difficult to quantify, is worth additional expense if it enhances the city’s image 
as a first-class community. Our Gene Leahy Mall is an example of the results of using quality in design and 
materials, as mall scenes have become the “classic” image used to promote Omaha. 
	 Priority should be given to the kinds of events that promote a positive image for Omaha, particularly those 
that relate to education, culture, and sports or recreation. Facilities, programs, or celebrations that are based on 
Omaha’s unique culture, history, and natural setting will further establish a distinctive image. 

Riverfront Trail

Special Attractions
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Development and Management
Utilize innovative strategies to develop and manage major attractions. Develop partnerships to stretch limited resources 
and improve overall opportunities.

	 Developing regional and national attractions usually requires proportionately larger financial commitments 
and more complex fiscal and management strategies than standard facilities. Collaborations and innovative fund-
ing methods are a necessity in virtually any effort of this type. Development of Tranquility Park’s soccer complex 
was paid for in part by the Nebraska Soccer Association and many of the lighted softball complexes were funded 
partially by the Omaha Softball Association. The recent expansion of Rosenblatt Stadium is another example 
of innovative financing where a fund raiser and an increase in the hotel/motel tax were used to fund improve-
ments.
	 Management of facilities with frequent events, such as the Auditorium/Convention Center, the Stadium, 
and the Orpheum Theater, can present unique operational problems. For the overall management of public 
facilities, public management is recommended to ensure that events and programs serve a variety of public inter-
ests and promote a positive civic image. Certain private services may be contracted to enhance the operation.

Special Attractions

Orpheum Theater
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Master Plan as a Guide 
	 The Omaha City Charter establishes the master plan as a general guide for the physical development of the 
city. Deviations from the Plan may be allowed by the Planning Board or City Council as deemed necessary to 
further another important master plan objective

Amendments to the Parks and Recreation Element
Approved by Ordinance (No. 34059) January 1997

Appendix
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-1-

Park Facilities Location Acres
1 Open space 7.74
2 Recreation center  

y
Constr. 1993 3.13

3 Soccer complex , basketball 11.88
4 Playground, open space 9.00
5 Basketball In Lynch or Community Center site
6 Ballfield 14.54
7 Ballfield, basketball 16.41
8 Playground, open space Within MUD Reservoir property
9 Open space 7.74

10 Tennis, basketball, open space Fontenelle Park
11 Basketball Miller Park
12 Playground, open space 8.99
13 Basketball, soccer, playground, open space 15.59
14 Playground, open space Colonial Acres
15 Basketball Myott Park or 54th & Curtis
16 Basketball, playground, open space Orchard Park
17 Basketball, playground, open space 7.74
18 Open space Benson Park
19 Basketball, open space Grace Young Park
20 Playground, open space 8.99
21 Tennis Complex Gallagher Park
22 Basketball, playground, open space 10.86
23 Basketball Bowling Green Park
24 Open space, playground 8.99
25 Playground, open space 8.99
26 Open space Roberts Park
27 Playground, open space 8.99
28 Basketball Elmwood Park
29 Soccer Complex 16.88
30 Playground, open space 8.99
31 Basketball, tennis, playground, open spaces 12.63
32 Playground, open space, golf - 9 hole 68.43
33 Open space 7.74
34 Playground, open space Churchich Park
35 Playground, basketball Pulaski Park
36 Playground, basketball, open space 10.86
37 Basketball Upland Park or McKinley Park
38 Golf 18/9 Hole course, open space 169.93
39 Playground, open space 8.99
40 Playground Karen Park
41 Basketball, soccer 6.88
42 Playground, open space 8.99
43 Open space 7.74
44 Swimming Pool, playground 4.38
45 Basketball, playground Regency
46 Playground, open space 8.99
47 Basketball, open space 9.61
48 Basketball Maple Village

FIGURE 8
PARK FACILITY NEEDS INDEX

Table 5
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49 Basketball, playground, open space 10.86
50 Playground, open space 8.99
51

yg
Recreation Center 22.69

52 Playground, tennis 3.01
53 Playground, open space Sunnyslope
54 Playground, open space 8.99
55 Playground, open space 8.99
56 Recreation center Tranquility
57 Playground, open space 8.99
58 Basketball, playground, open space Armbrust
59 Open space 7.74
60 Playground, open space, basketball Mockingbird Hill or Heights
61 Playground, open space Seymour Smith
62 Playground, open space Ralston
63 Basketball, tennis complex, soccer 8.95
64 Basketball Timber Creek
65 Basketball, open space Discovery
66 Playground, open space, basketball, soccer, tennis complex 17.94
67 2 playgrounds, open space, basketball 12.11
68 Basketball, open space Montclair Community Center
69 Playground, open space Trendwood
70 Basketball West Fairacres or Meadowlane
71 Basketball, open space 9.61
72 Ballfield 14.54
73 Playground, open space Willowwood
74 Playground, open space 8.99
75 Playground Tranquility
76 Basketball Tranquility
77 Basketball Tranquility
78 Playground, open space , basketball 10.86
79 Playground, open space, picnic area, basketball, ballfield 29.46
80 Playground, open space , basketball, youth ballfield complex 46.31
81 Playground, open space 8.99
82 Playground, open space 8.99
83 Playground, open space N.P. Dodge
84 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis 5.04
85 Playground, open space 8.99
86 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
87 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
88 Playground, open space, basketball, ballfield 29.46
89 Playground, open space, basketball, youth ballfield complex 46.31
90 Playground, open space 8.99
91 Open space, basketball 9.61
92 Playground, open space, basketball, soccer 15.59
93 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
94 Basketball, open space 9.61
95 Basketball, tennis complex Zorinsky Lake
96 Basketball - Walnut Grove 1.88
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97 Playground, open space, ballfield, recreation center 30.91
98 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
99 2 playgrounds, open space, basketball, soccer 16.85

100 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis 12.63
101 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
102 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
103 Playground, basketball Harvey Oaks
104 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
105 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
106 Basketball, open space Bent Creek
107 Playground, open space Eldorado
108 Playground, open space 8.99
109 Basketball, open space, tennis, playground 12.63
110 Playground, open space 8.99
111 Basketball, open space 9.61
112 Soccer, recreation center, youth ballfield complex, swimming pool Northwest Park
113 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
114 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
115 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis, soccer, ballfield 36.99
116 Playground, open space, tennis 10.75
117 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
118

yg
swimming pool 34.54

119 Playground, open space, basketball , tennis complex 13.21
120 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
121 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis, soccer 17.35
122 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
123 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
124 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
125 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis complex 13.21
126 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
127 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
128 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
129 Playground, open space 8.99
130 Playground, picnic area, open space, basketball, tennis 12.63
131 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
132 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
133 Basketball, golf 18/9 hole course 161.68
134 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
135 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
136 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
137 Playground, open space, basketball, tennis complex 13.21
138 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
139 Playground, open space 8.99
140 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
141 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
142 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
143 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
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144 Playground, basketball, soccer, adult ballfield complex, golf 18/9-
hole course, tennis, recreation center, swimming pool 211.61

145 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
146 Playground, open space, basketball, ballfield 29.46
147 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
148 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
149 Playground, basketball, recreation center, swimming pool 9.38
150 Playground, open space, ballfield 23.53
151 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
152 Playground, open space, basketball 10.86
153 Playground, open space, recreation center 12.11
154 Playground, open space 8.99

FIGURE 8
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