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7 Parks, Recreation,  

 and Open Space  
 
 

Introduction  
 

Parks and open space are essential to the quality of life in San Rafael.  Open space defines neighborhood 

edges, provides a necessary complement to the built environment, and adds beauty to the city.  It 

provides vital recreational amenities and sustains plant and animal life.  It is intrinsically valuable for 

mental health and contributes to the spiritual wellness of the city®s residents.  Open space is celebrated as 

one of San Rafael®s greatest assets and is a visible reminder of the efforts of multiple generations to 

conserve and protect the environment. 

 

Open space also supports a multi-layered park system comprised of City, County, and State facilities.  

These facilities range from playgrounds, ballfields, and community centers to hiking trails, beaches, and 

historic sites.  The City®s parks accommodate recreational programs that help create a sense of 

community, enabling residents to learn, stay healthy, have fun, connect, and fulfill their creative potential.   

 

Public open space is the single largest land use in San Rafael, representing nearly 40 percent of the City®s 

land area.  As noted in the Chapter 6 (Conservation and Climate Change), these areas support biological 

resources, sequester carbon, and help the City maintain its air and water quality. And as noted in Chapter 

8 (Safety and Resilience Element), most of the City®s open space is susceptible to wildfire and can 

contribute to natural hazards when not properly maintained.  The General Plan provides a starting point 

for open space policy, but more detailed management prescriptions are needed for individual properties 

and the specific activities that open space supports.  An important function of this Element is to outline 

future steps that must be taken to ensure that our open spaces remain essential assets and do not 

become liabilities.   

 

The 2020 global pandemic has highlighted the importance of value of parks as  to San Rafael.  Many of us 

have looked for connections to nature, places to play or exercise, and space to safely gather.  Parks have 

becameome our collective backyard, particularly for residents living in multi-family housing.  While the 

pandemic has reinforced the essential nature of parks, it has also made it evident that parks are not 

evenly distributed, and that needs are greater in lower income neighborhoods.   

 

Interagency coordination is a critical part of park and open space management in San Rafael.  As noted 

above, the City is one of several service providers.  Others include the County of Marin/Marin Open 

Space District, the State of California, the Marinwood Community Service District, San Rafael City 

Schools, and the Miller Creek School District.  Public park services are further supplemented by private 

facilities such as swim and racquet clubs, the YMCA and Osher JCC, private golf courses, and 

community-run pools and play areas.  Long-range planning for parks and open spaces must recognize the 

relationship between different open space stewards, and the role that each property plays in the overall 

network.  
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Legal Foundation for the Open Space Element  
 

State law requires local general plans to recognize four types of open space: 

 

¶ Open Space for Recreation.  This category includes the local park system, as well as school athletic 

facilities, golf courses, and other outdoor spaces that are primarily used for recreation.  This is 

covered by Goal PROS-1, while programming of these facilities is covered by Goal PROS-2. 

 

¶ Open Space for the Protection of Natural Resources.  This is the primary focus of the Conservation 

and Climate Change Element (Chapter 6), although Goal PROS-3 addresses the connection between 

open space and natural areas such as wetlands and hillsides.  

 

¶ Open Space for the Managed Production of Resources.  This acknowledges the role of open space in 

food production, as well as timber and mineral extraction.  Policies for urban agriculture and 

community gardening are included in the General Plan. 

 

¶ Open Space for Public Health and Safety.  This includes areas where urban uses could create a 

potential hazard due to the potential for fire, landslides, flooding, and other natural hazards.  Many of 

these areas are retained as open space to mitigate the potential for loss of life and property.  This is 

addressed in Goal PROS-3, and throughout Chapter 8 (Safety and Resilience Element).  
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Park Classification  

 
The 2040 General Plan introduces a classification system for San Rafael®s parks.  The intent of this system 

is to ensure the efficient and equitable allocation of resources and guide long-range planning decisions.  

The classifications are based on categories used by the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) 

and are as follows:   

¶ Region -Serving Parks  draw visitors from throughout Marin County and the Bay Area. There are 

three region-serving parks in San Rafael:  McInnis Park and Golf Center (County of Marin), McNears 

Beach (County of Marin), and China Camp State Park (State of California).  Most of the acreage in 

these parks is unimproved open space but each park also includes active recreational areas and 

amenities that serve a regional market.   

 

¶ Community Parks primarily serve residents from San Rafael and attract users from multiple 

neighborhoods.  They are typically 10 acres or larger and include a variety of facilities such as 

recreation centers, swimming pools, tennis courts, restrooms, and multi-use athletic fields.  There are 

three community parks in the city limits (Albert Park, Pickleweed Park, and Terra Linda Recreation 

Area) and one in the unincorporated area (Marinwood Park).  For analysis purposes, the service area 

radius for a community park is approximately one mile and the service area population is 10,000 to 

20,000 residents.1   

 

¶ Neighborhood Parks serve a more limited geographic area than community parks.  They are within 

walking distance of many users, with a service area radius of one-half mile and a service area 

population of 2,000 to 5,000 residents.  Neighborhood parks are typically between one and ten acres 

in size and include a range of facilities such as softball fields, playgrounds and tot lots, lawn areas, 

picnic areas, and basketball courts.  Examples include Santa Margarita Park and Sun Valley Park. 

 

¶ Pocket Parks are less than an acre in size and draw from a smaller service area than neighborhood 

parks, such as a quarter-mile radius.  Facilities in these parks are usually limited to children®s play 

structures, lawn areas, and places to sit or enjoy nature.  Examples include Riviera Park in Peacock 

Gap and Oliver Hartzel Park on Golden Hinde Boulevard.  A few pocket parks have no facilities and 

were designed as landscaped open spaces along major roads.  

 

¶ Special Use Parks include parks that serve a unique purpose or activity.  These include shoreline 

trails (such as Starkweather Park along the Bay), the ¯Field of Dogs° County Dog Park, and the 

historic homes at Boyd Park and the Falkirk Mansion.  These parks play an important role in meeting 

community-wide cultural and recreational needs or showcasing special community features. 

 

In addition to the categories listed above, public school s include open spaces that are owned and 

operated by San Rafael City Schools and the Miller Creek School District.  Although there are limitations 

on access, the school campuses satisfy a portion of the City®s recreational needs by providing additional 

sports fields, hard court areas, playgrounds, and other facilities.   

 

Figure 7-1 shows the City®s park system, exclusive of open space lands, which are mapped on Figure 7-2 

later in this chapter.  Although undeveloped open space (sometimes called ¯passive open space°) 

supports important recreational activities, the metrics for evaluating service levels and gaps are based on 

improved open space (e.g., ¯active open space°).  Typical improvements in City parks include sports 

fields, playgrounds, picnic areas, tennis courts, running tracks, recreation centers, restrooms, lawns, 

gardens, swimming pools, and basketball courts.  

 
1 Terra Linda Recreation Area is counted as a Community Park because it includes a recreation center, swimming pool, and other 

community-serving facilities, and because of its long-standing role as a community gathering place for North San Rafael.  However, 

at 2.9 acres, the park falls short of the acreage requirement for a Community Park.  



 

  

 

 

Figure 7-1: 

San Rafael Parks  

1. Albert  

2. Arbor 

3. Bayside 

4. Beach 

5. Boyd (pt) 

6. Bret Harte 

7. Cal Park Tunnel 

8. Canal Garden 

9. Candy®s 

10. Castro 

11. China Camp (pt) 

12. City Plaza 

13. Creekside 

14. Falkirk (pt) 

15. Field of Dogs 

16. Freitas 

17. Gerstle 

18. Hillview 

19. Hoffman Field 

20. Jean Starkweather 

21. Jerry Russom 

22. Lagoon 

23. Loch Lomond 

24. Los Ranchitos 

25. Lucas Valley 

26. Mahon Creek 

27. Marinwood 

28. McInnis 

29. McNears 

30. Munson 

31. Oleander 

32. Oliver Hartzell 

33. Peacock Gap 

34. Pickleweed 

35. Pueblo 

36. Riviera 

37. Rosal 

38. Santa Margarita 

39. Sun Valley 

40. Terra Linda 

41. Terra Linda Garden 

42. Victor Jones 
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Table 7-1 shows the parks in each category, including their acreage (exclusive of unimproved open space).  

The table is organized to show parks within the City limits in the first three columns and parks in the 

unincorporated area in the next columns.  Table 7-2 shows school facilities, with the acreage reflecting only 

the portion of each campus dedicated to recreation and sports activities.  Table 7-3, which appears later in 

this Element (see P. 7-20) shows the additional acreage associated with unimproved open space.  

  

Table 7-1: San Rafael Improved Parkland Acreage Totals (*) 

City of San Rafae l Unincorporated Planning Area  

Park Type /Name Operator  Acres  Park Type/Name  Operator  Acres  

Region -Serving Parks  

McInnis Park (part) County 72.50 China Camp (part) State 30.00 

McNears Beach County 19.00   

TOTAL 91.50  30.00 

Community Parks  

Albert City 13.34 Marinwood Marinwood CSD 14.12 

Pickleweed City 17.60    

Terra Linda City 2.87 

TOTAL 33.81  14.12 

Neighborhood Parks  

Freitas City 2.69 Castro County CSA 18 1.48 

Gerstle City 6.00 Creekside Marinwood CSD 1.22 

Hoffman Field City 3.80 Lucas Valley  Lucas Valley HOA 1.52 

Jerry Russom Memorial City 7.00 Pueblo County CSA 18 1.07 

Loch Lomond City 3.00    

Los Ranchitos City 3.00    

Munson City 1.46   

Oleander City 2.28 

Peacock Gap City 4.14 

Santa Margarita City 5.00 

Sun Valley City 2.20 

Victor Jones City 5.96 

TOTAL 436.53  5.29 

Pocket Parks  

Arbor City 0.30 Bayside County .72 

Beach City 0.44 Candy®s County CSA 18 .14 

Bret Harte City 0.46 Rosal County CSA 18 .74 

City Plaza City 0.32   

Hillview City 0.26 

Oliver Hartzell City 0.54 

Riviera City 0.27 

TOTAL 2.2759  1.60 
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Table 7-1, continued 

City of San Rafael  Unincorporated Planning Area  

Park Type/Name  Operator  Acres  Park Type/Name  Operator  Acres  

Special Use Parks  

Boyd (part) City 1.75 N/A N/A 

Cal Park Pathway County 0 

Canal Community 

Garden 

San Rafael 

Sanit. District 

0.35 

City Plaza City 0.32 

Falkirk (part) City 3.60 

Field of Dogs County 0.71 

Lagoon County 10.00 

Loch Lomond City 3.00 

Mahon Creek Pathway City 2.54 

Jean Starkweather City 21.30 

Terra Linda 

Community Garden 

City 1.0   

TOTAL 41.5743.25  0 

GRAND TOTAL 215.207.768  51.01 

(*) Table excludes unimproved open space  Source: City of San Rafael, 2020 

 
Table 7-2: Improved Open Space on Public School Properties  

  
City of San Rafael  Unincorporated Planning Area  

School  Operator  Acres  School  Operator  Acres  

Bahia Vista SR City Schools 1.62 Gallinas Children®s Ctr Miller Creek SD 1.94 

Coleman SR City Schools 0.93 Lucas Valley Miller Creek SD 3.57 

Davidson SR City Schools 7.20 Mary Silveira Miller Creek SD 3.83 

Miller Creek District 

Offices 

Miller Creek SD 3.85 Miller Creek Middle Miller Creek SD 4.41 

Glenwood SR City Schools 4.26 Venetia Valley Miller Creek SD 3.10 

Laurel Dell SR City Schools 0.37 Waldorf Miller Creek SD 3.65 

Mark Day Miller Creek SD 3.82   

San Pedro SR City Schools 1.88 

San Rafael High SR City Schools 15.92 

Short SR City Schools 0.32 

Sun Valley SR City Schools 1.46 

Terra Linda High SR City Schools 16.6 

Vallecito Miller Creek SD 15.9 

TOTAL 74.13  20.50 

Source: City of San Rafael, 2020 
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Service Area Standards  and Gaps  

 

One measure of the adequacy of a city®s park system is the number of acres of parkland per 1,000 

residents.  Many California cities have adopted a standard of 3 to 5 acres of improved open space per 

1,000 residents.  School open space may be included in this standard, but it is typically ¯discounted° to 

reflect the fact that it is not available for public use when school is in session.   

 

Based on Tables 7-1 and 7-2, and counting school open space at only 50 percent, there are approximately 

31406 acres of improved parkland in the San Rafael Planning Area.  This acreage serves 73,300 residents, 

meaning there are currently 4.2817 acres per 1,000 residents.  General Plan 2040 proposes a standard of 

4 acres per 1,000 residents moving forward.  The Quimby Act (see P 7-12) allows the City to require 

parkland dedication in new residential subdivisions at this ratio, or to pay an equivalent (¯in-lieu°) fee in 

order to maintain this standard as the city grows.  The addition of roughly 10,000 residents, as anticipated 

by General Plan 2040, would require another 40 acres of improved parkland. 

 

The per capita standard is one of several metrics used for park planning.  Another relates to the distance a 

resident has to travel to reach their nearest park.  The Trust for Public Land (TPL) has calculated that 81 

percent of San Rafael residents have a park within 10 minutes of their home³19 percent do not.  Areas 

that do not meet the 10-minute standard include Montecito and Dominican, the West End and Fairhills 

neighborhoods, Lincoln/San Rafael Hill, Contempo/ Deer Park, and the Northbridge/Marin Lagoon area. 

 

Even if acreage and proximity standards are met, parks may not completely meet local needs.  The 

physical condition and range of facilities in each park varies greatly---and some parts of the city have much 

higher needs than others.  For example, the Canal neighborhood consists almost entirely of multi-family 

housing without backyards.  Many residents are young children, there are few places to play, and families 

may lack the resources to pay for private recreation. While Pickleweed Park is large and a short walk away 

for many families, it is usually crowded with visitors.  There is a need for additional neighborhood open 

space in the Canal, as well as a need for maintenance and replacement of well-used and well-worn 

facilities.  As San Rafael evaluates its park needs, it should consider new ways of determining where 

shortfalls may exist, as well as new solutions for closing the gaps. 
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The City of San Rafael faces the challenge of adapting and improving its parks to meet the changing needs 

and priorities of the community.  Well-planned, maintained parks can transform neighborhoods and provide 

positive experiences for children and families.  But these outcomes require action, and new approaches to 

funding, operating, and programming.     

 

One of the most important recommendations of this Element is to adopt a Parks Master Plan.  San Rafael 

has never had one, and as a result lacks a strategic framework for long-term decisions around acquisition, 

land management, facilities, programs, maintenance, and financing.  The Master Plan will also provide an 

opportunity for San Rafael residents from all parts of the City to articulate their needs and aspirations for 

the park system.  It will also provide a platform for collaboration with other service providers and stewards, 

and partnerships with the private and non-profit sectors to fill unmet needs in the city. 

 

Policy PROS-1.1: Park Classification  
Maintain a system of community, neighborhood, pocket, and special use parks (see Page 7-3).  These 

parks should be complemented by larger region-serving parks and open spaces, and by school recreation 

areas. 

 

Program PROS -1.1A: Parks and Recreation Master Plan.  Prepare a Parks and Recreation 

Master Plan, including citywide recommendations for park management, operations, facility 

development, potential acquisition, and recreation service delivery, as well as recommendations 

for each City-owned park. 

 

Program PROS 1.1B: Capital Improvement Program.   Use the Capital Improvement Program to 

identify funding sources and timing of parks and recreation capital projects.  

 

 See also Program PROS-3.3A on an Open Space Management Plan 

 

 

Policy PROS-1.2: Per Capit a Acreage Standard  
Maintain a citywide standard of 4.0 acres of improved park and recreation land per 1,000 residents. 

 

Program PROS -1.2A: Municipal Code Amendment.   Modify Chapter 15.09 of the Municipal 

Code to establish a general standard of 4.0 acres of improved parkland per 1,000.  Adjust the 

formulas for dedication of land to reflect this standard.    

 

Program PROS -1.2B: Park In Lieu Fees.   Periodically adjust park in-lieu fees to reflect the 

prevailing costs of land and facilities.  Any increases to existing fees should be developed through 

a public process in which potential cost impacts on development feasibility are disclosed and 

measures to offset impacts on housing costs are considered. 

 

Goal PROS-1: Quality Parks for All to Enjoy  
Sustain high quality parks that meet the recreational needs of all those who live and work in San 

Rafael.  

 

San Rafael recognizes the essential nature of parks and recreation to its residents.   Parks support 

health and wellness, protect the environment, add beauty to San Rafael neighborhoods, and are 

integral to life in the city.  They should be maintained for all to enjoy. 
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Program PROS -1.2C: Exemptions.   To reduce further increases in housing costs, exempt 

accessory dwelling units and affordable housing units from park in-lieu and dedication 

requirements.  Consider eliminating the existing exemption for market-rate rental housing or 

adopting a modified fee schedule which considers factors such as unit size and total project size. 

 

 

Policy PROS 1.3: Distribution of Parks  
Strive for a balanced distribution of neighborhood and community parks across the city.  When planning 

new parks, prioritize areas that lack existing parkland or outdoor space, and have higher needs due to 

higher housing densities and social and economic conditions. 

 

Program PROS -1.3A: New Parks.  Develop additional parks and playgrounds in areas with unmet 

needs and in areas experiencing growth.  Opportunities to create new parks within new 

development and on underutilized public land should be pursued.   

 

Program PROS -1.3B: Parks on Former School Sites.  Work with San Rafael City Schools and the 

Miller Creek School District to identify ways to acquire on-site recreational facilities in the event 

that school properties are closed, leased, or offered for sale. (see also Policy LU-1.16 on school 

site reuse) 

 

Program PROS -1.3C: Adaptation Projects.   Incorporate shoreline access and new recreational 

amenities in sea level rise adaptation and flood risk reduction projects where feasible. 

 

 

Policy PROS 1.4 Park Design  
Design parks so that they are comfortable, 

attractive, inviting, and easily maintained.  Park 

design should balance recreation, 

environmental, safety, and aesthetic 

considerations while avoiding conflicts with 

surrounding neighborhoods.  

 

Program PROS 1.4A : Park Plan 

Review . Work with qualified landscape 

architects, the Design Review Board, 

the Park and Recreation Commission, 

and the Planning Commission when 

preparing and reviewing park master 

plans and designing park 

improvements.  

 

Program PROS 1.4B: Community 

Engagement.   Engage the community 

in park planning and facility 

development, including all groups and 

individuals who would be affected by 

such improvements.     

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Naylor Act  

The Naylor Act allows other agencies of government 

(defined in Education Code Section 17489) to 

acquire surplus school grounds and keep them 

available for playground, playing field or other 

outdoor recreational and open space purposes.  

Pursuant to the Act, the City can acquire up to 30% 

of the surplus property for 25% of its fair market 

value.  Bernard Hoffman Park in North San Rafael 

was acquired by the City through Naylor Act 

provisions.  In 2014, the Act was amended to allow 

School Districts to also sell the sites to charter 

schools and other government agencies.  Appendix 

G includes a list of local Naylor Act priorities. 
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Policy PROS-1.5: Park Image and Identity  
Create a positive image of the City®s park and open space system.  

 

Program PROS -1.5A: Branding and Signage.   Develop and implement consistent branding, 

wayfinding, and interpretive signage for San Rafael®s parks that identify park and open space 

properties and help the public locate, navigate, and understand them.  Park signage should be 

attractive, durable, and contribute to civic pride and identity.  

 

 

Policy PROS-1.6:  Park Improvements  
Regularly upgrade and modernize San Rafael®s parks to meet the recreational needs of the community and 

replace aging or deficient facilities.   

 

Program PROS -1.6A: Needs Assessment.   Conduct a needs assessment as part of a Parks and 

Recreation Master Plan.  Recreational facility needs should be periodically reevaluated in response 

to trends, demographics, and changing conditions. 

 

Program PROS -1.6B Park Improvements . As part of the Parks and Recreation Master Plan, 

prepare plans to improve neighborhood and community park facilities. Seek funding to implement 

these plans. 

 

 

Policy PROS-1.7: Athletic Field Design  
Encourage athletic field design which maximizes versatility, cost-efficiency, and the ability to use fields 

year-round. 

 

Program PRO S-1.7A: Field Improvements.   Evaluate local athletic fields as part of a Parks and 

Recreation Master Plan.  Develop design and capital facility recommendations for athletic fields 

based on the findings. 
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