
Dear Seattle Nature Alliance, 
  
Thank you for your thoughtful letter.  You requested a lot of information and I did my best to respond to 
all the components, please let me know if you need additional information.  I also apologize for not 
sending you information about the plan earlier.  I have added you to the listserv to avoid future issues 
with communication.  

We intend for this process to be neutral.  However, if it feels dog-centric it is probably because there is still 
residual language from the request Parks and Recreation received from Council (through a Statement of 
Legislative Intent 69-1-B-1http://www.seattle.gov/financedepartment/15adoptedbudget/documents/SLIs.pdf) to 
create an 'Off-leash Master Plan.'  

Given early feedback from the community, we expanded the 'Off-leash Area Master Plan' to include education 
and enforcement strategy and changed the name to 'People, Dogs and Parks Strategy'.  In this way, 
recommendations from the community have already been integrated into the process and through this iteration 
we are creating a better product for it.  

We are running seven focus groups in each council district around the city to explore a number of issues 
related to dogs in parks.  We are in the beginning stages of the strategy and we are using this input to help 
scope out the report and better understand the problems brought up by a wide variety of park users.  The focus 
group format was selected so that we could bring very different park users to the table and create a small group 
conversation.  We have a facilitator so that people who have very different perspectives can have their voices 
heard evenly.  Also, our facilitator is not affiliated with Parks and Recreation and has no interest in the outcome 
of the process.  Her goal is to create a good process that allows everyone to be heard and help Seattle Parks 
and Recreation interpret this feedback so that we can use it in building the report. 

Every focus group has brought up the importance of education and enforcement as at least a prerequisite to 
creating more off-leash areas. From a more global parks perspective, in an every densifying city, Seattle Parks 
and Recreation is incredibly weary of creating single-use land be it a ballfield, skatepark, tennis court or off-
leash area.  In fact, in our 2011 Development Plan, we specifically say 'other public lands will be considered for 
future off-leash areas to avoid conversion of existing park spaces to dog off-leash areas (page 
25).' http://www.seattle.gov/parks/publications/developmentplan.htm 

Because of our current policies, we have received a lot of scrutiny from the dog-owning community for not 
being accessible to all people or not seeing exercising a dog a legitimate use of parkland.  We do see 
exercising dogs as a legitimate recreational use of parkland (assuming it is done legally). 

In terms of recruitment for the focus groups, 350 applied to be part of the groups and as of today (we still have 
one more group to go at Magnolia) there have been 63 participants from different ages, races, zipcodes, 
genders, environmental affiliation, comfort with dogs, and with or without children.  There have been 32 people 
without dogs and 31 people with dogs.  The majority of the focus groups have had at least one person who is 
affiliated with the Green Seattle Partnership, Seal Sitters or Audubon. In the focus group recruitment form we 
asked about environment and in the comments usually people told us their background in this area. 

So, your question about how can recommendations be made based on focus groups?  We surveyed 4000 dog 
owners and presented these results to each focus group.  We intended these results to be understood as 
concepts, but at the same time actual scenarios from other cities.  We noted general agreement, push back, 
questions and concerns across the seven focus groups.  Like I said in the focus group meetings, I really don't 
know what the recommendations are going to look like and there is no agenda.  We are starting with the 
problem statement presented to us that there are not enough areas for people to run their dogs and we are 
exploring that problem and what it would take to remedy it.  

  

http://www.seattle.gov/financedepartment/15adoptedbudget/documents/SLIs.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/parks/publications/developmentplan.htm


One result of the survey was that dog owners want a place they can go and exercise their dogs while they are 
exercising.  They love the beautiful trails.  They love taking the dog off-leash and watch him run after squirrels 
through the forest.  We heard them, and for this reason, included Option 5- leash-optional trails.  This option 
has come up as a being the most divisive of any of the options.  Issues related to erosion, health of the 
understory, wildlife, flight initiation, digging up newly planted vegetation, dog poo and other issues surfaced 
across most of the focus groups.   The process is working and giving us wonderful insight into what the 
community would find acceptable.  You will be notified through the listserv when the focus group summary is 
available. 

In terms of COLA, when the off-leash areas were created way back in 1996, there was not adequate 
funding to maintain and oversee them.  The Citizens for Off-leash Areas (COLA) became our primary 
partner by Memorandum of Agreement (1998) to steward these areas by organizing work parties, 
developing educational materials and contacting Seattle Parks and Recreation when there is a problem.  
We have a very good partnership with COLA in helping us maintain the 14 OLAs and every OLA must 
have a steward in order to operate.  Therefore, as part of our partnership, any plan that involves 
potentially changing the state of off-leash areas should involve COLA.  Will COLA ask for more off-leash 
areas?  Certainly.  But, this doesn’t mean we are beholden to COLA.  We want to make sure we are in 
touch with and understand the perspectives of the COLA membership.  
  
None of the COLA Board Members are participating in focus groups.  As a compromise, COLA is allowed 
to observe the focus groups and hear the various perspectives as an observer.  This has been working 
out really well because 1) it’s helping COLA hear the needs and interests of the larger community and 2) 
reassure the dog-owning off-leash community that the process is fair and reasonable. 
  
Will other partners be involved as much as COLA?  Well, let’s talk about how we are making decisions.  
COLA had an opportunity to provide feedback through the public survey along with many other non-
COLA dog owners.  We are then having focus groups that involve other partners and unaffiliated 
people.  Parks and Recreation is writing the draft report.  The report is being broken up into sections 
based on staff expertise and there is a project team of about 12 people reviewing these 
recommendations.  There will be ample opportunity for anyone interested to review the document, 
provide public comment and comment at a public hearing.  COLA’s comments are weighted equally with 
all other comments.  The Park Board of Commissioners (volunteers representing the public) will make a 
recommendation and then the Superintendent will accept or modify the recommendation.  Lastly, the 
Mayor must approve the Strategy. 

Please stay involved in the process, we need concerned citizens like you at the table.  I have attached the 
general timeline with dates. 

 Sincerely, 

Leah 

Leah Tivoli 
Strategic Advisor, Policy Unit 
Seattle Parks and Recreation 
100 Dexter N 
206-684-8369 
206-423-1427 (cell) 
www.seattle.gov/parks 
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