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95 Lavinia Avenue, Box 108

Toronto, Ontario M6S 3H9

(416) 392-1748

www.highpark.org
info@highpark.org

To:
Kevin Bowser, Manager Parks, Etobicoke York District

Beth McEwan, Director, Urban Forestry


Helen Sousa, Park Supervisor

Cc: 
Paula Fletcher, Councillor, Ward 30, Chair, Parks and Recreation Committee

Cc:
Sandy Straw, Manager Parks Toronto East York & Bylaw Enforcement Unit

Cc: 
Bill Saundercook, Councillor - Ward 13 Parkdale-High Park 
Cc: 
Gord Perks, Councillor - Ward 14 Parkdale-High Park
RE:  High Park Dog Off Leash Deliberations – HPCAC Request for City Input
The High Park Community Advisory Council is currently carrying out a community-based review of the High Park off-leash area and dogs in the park.  A series of recommendations is being developed by HPCAC based on a public survey with over 500 respondents and impact statements from park stakeholders.  We have comments from many park stakeholders but, to complete our review, we urgently need participation by the City of Toronto Parks and Urban Forestry department.  HPCAC passed the following motion unanimously at the October 24th, 2007, meeting.
“The HPCAC request that the relevant departments of the City of Toronto provide the HPCAC with an assessment of the High Park off-leash area under the guidelines of the People, Dogs and Parks strategy and that High Park be placed as a top priority for review. 
Furthermore, before the final decision is made on the High Park off-leash area, that City staff would work with the HPCAC to make adjustments to the off-leash area to improve overall functionality.”
This motion reflects the HPCAC support for community-based leadership in arriving at an accommodation of the views of interests of dog owners and other park users as well as preserving the ecological integrity of the natural environment.  I enclose the minutes documenting the discussion of the dogs off leash matter at the HPCAC September 26 meeting and the draft minutes of the October 24 meeting in which a variety of dog off leash options for High Park were presented.  Some of these options represent a change in the status and location of existing dog off leash areas.  We need the City and its staff to provide both guidance and expertise in order to complete our work.  The issue of grandfathering the current situation has been discussed at HPCAC.  Until HPCAC discussions are completed, and we have the requested City input, we do not feel that the City should make any decisions about grandfathering existing dog off leash area in High Park. 
The HPCAC is strongly committed to working with the City of Toronto in managing the High Park off-leash area and we await your response to this motion.  
Sincerely

Ken Sharratt 

Secretary, High Park Community Advisory Council
Subsequent Correspondence 
Email cover for above letter from Sharratt for transmitting letter to Sandy Straw Nov 23

Attached is a motion passed at the October 24 meeting of the High Park Community Advisory Council.  It requests City input to assist the deliberations of the Council that is currently looking at a range of options concerning dog off leash areas in the Park.  Some of these options represent a change in the status and location of existing dog off leash areas.  Many thanks for your support. 

Reply from Sandy Straw to Sharratt Nov 23

Thanks for sharing the information.  We have established a team of staff to conduct all of the assessments for existing off leash sites such as yours. 
  Carol Guy is the lead supervisor for all of the assessments.  I will share this with her.  We will meet together and review all options at this site as we are doing with the other existing sites in an effort to come up with the best balanced solution we can as a group. 
  Our assessment team has a member of Beth's staff on it.  Kim will be involved with the decisions involving environmentally sensitive areas.
Reply from Sharratt to Straw November 25
Thanks for your prompt response.  We look forward to your review.  As stated in our note, we do not feel that the City should make any decisions about grandfathering existing dog off leash area in High Park, or take action on any other option, until HPCAC has set out it's position.  As was set out in our note, the HPCAC is strongly committed to working with the City of Toronto in managing the High Park off-leash area.    

Reply from Straw to Sharratt Nov 26
Sound good Ken ...that is exactly how we have been and want to continue working with all our off leash sites
Will be in touch 
Excerpt from the minutes of the High Park Community Advisory Council minutes, September 26, 2007 that dealt with the outcome of the HPCAC dogs off leash review and the discussion which took place.
5.2 Dogs Off Leash Review – Report of Findings

John Cleary reviewed the history of the review project.  He noted that the current off-leash area was established in 1996 in part to shift off-leash activity from the west side of the park into an area that would benefit from increased user presence.   With the exception of fencing to control expansion of nature trails, there has been little attempt at controlling the effects of off-leash activity.  Increased use in recent years has lead to increased conflict between dog-owners, expanding restoration efforts and park programs.   In view of concerns about impacts on the natural environment, the matter had been raised at the February 07 HPCAC meeting and motion had been passed establishing a working committee comprised of John Cleary, Tyler Devine and Karyn Morris to review the 1996 off leash pilot.  The working committee had undertaken an extensive research project.  They had surveyed stakeholder groups and provided an opportunity for on-line input.  At total of 530 people had responded.  In addition, a limited observational survey had been carried out noting the compliance with on leash regulations.  John presented the findings that are attached to these minutes.  The report is included as appendix 1 to these minutes. The principal findings were as follows: 
Views of dog owners
· indicated that they did not know where to report problems

· they felt there lack of signage and information about the off leash area

· they don’t feel that dogs have an adverse impact on the natural environment

· they feel that dogs enhance park security

Views of Non Dog Owners

· were positive to the off leash area 

· were negative to dogs in the Park as a whole as well as the ability of dog owners to follow off leash rules

· they feel the off leash area is the right size but feel that more fencing is needed and more enforcement of the on leash regulations

· they don’t know where to report problems

· they feel that dogs negatively impact all aspects of the Park including the natural environment, facilities, park users and safety.

· they commented on the significant problem of off leash activity outside designated areas, the lack of control by some dog owners and inadequate enforcement.

The observational study, with a limited number of cases, showed non compliance in on leash areas at 19%, with non compliance in some areas such as the TTC loop reaching 39%

John also updated the Committee regarding developments on the City of Toronto’s policy dealing with dogs and City parks.  Several guidelines have been established dealing with the selection of off leash areas.  There are requirements that dog owners form an association and manage the off leash issues.  It was noted that the City document is strongly worded towards protection of natural habitats, responsible dog ownership and achieving a community consensus.  Addition staff training and hiring additional by law enforcement officers was proposed.  The policy is expected to be implemented in early October 2007.  The City plans to deal with problem parks first.  High Park apparently is not considered by the City to be a problem area.  City Staff left the impression with John that High Park would be “grandfathered”.

This report and the issues raised were discussed by HPCAC at some length.  There was a view that any discussions with the City concerning off leash areas in High Park should be carried on through HPCAC and not through a new off leash committee, as is implied in the new City policy.  HPCAC has a long history of involvement in this issue and it was felt to have the best chance of reconciling the various interests.  There was concern that High Park would be grandfathered without further discussion.  This was not felt to be a desirable outcome.  The whole purpose of the review now underway by the working committee was to provide a basis for assessing the policy rather than freezing the status quo as is implied in grandfathering.  A concern was also expressed that the survey is incomplete as there has been no input from the City Park and Forestry departments.  A question was raised about the range of options that should be considered, such as relocation of off leash areas.  After some discussion, it was felt that the City should be presented with a final report from HPCAC that would include both findings and recommendations and then the City would proceed to take its position on the High Park off leash situation.  

In terms of next steps, it was a consensus that the working committee be requested to report back at the next HPCAC meeting dealing with the full range of options for off leash areas in High Park.  The working committee may consult with City staff in developing options and recommendations however, they should not delay moving forward if meeting with the City is difficult to schedule. 

Excerpt from the draft minutes of the High Park Community Advisory Council, October 24, 2007 that dealt with an update on the HPCAC dogs off leash review and the discussion of next steps which took place.

5.2 Dogs Off Leash Review – John Cleary spoke to a briefing note that had been circulated with the minutes and shown as an attachment to the email conveying these minutes.  He reviewed the history of the project to date and offered six options as a starting point for discussion.  He indicated that the High Park Stakeholder groups would be asked to comment on these options as part of the ongoing review.   He presented a motion to guide next steps.  See below.  An extensive discussion ensued that included the following points:

· disappointment with the strong emphasis on dog infractions by the Committee and a much lesser emphasis on other infractions such as picking flowers or riding bikes

· In response to a question about whether or not dogs need to be off leash on a trail, the answer was yes.  There is a need for a trail experience and large open areas are needed for other people including seniors and handicapped.  There was another point of view that dogs and owners can acquire exercise by being on leash 

· dog populations are increasing and additional off leash space is needed.

· a workshop with Park users two years ago showed that there is a strong desire to maintain the natural Park ecosystem and features
· the western part of the Park is much more attractive and has retained more of its natural integrity than the eastern part of the Park and this is attributed to the lower incidence of off leash dogs in the western area

· there are areas in the Park that have a few of the remaining stands of plants native to the Park and these are under severe pressure from dogs and pedestrians

· there was comment that the off leash area is badly deteriorated by heavy dog use.  There was a further comment that there has been no maintenance of the off leash areas.  Apparently, consideration is being given to some restoration
· that is important that the off leash issues continue to be discussed within the Committee in an attempt to find a satisfactory solution to the concerns of the different Park user groups consistent with preserving the integrity of the remaining Park natural areas

Motion 07-12 After some discussion, the original motion proposed in the briefing note was modified to read as follows:

Moved by John Cleary and seconded by Tyler Devine that The HPCAC request that the relevant departments of the City of Toronto provide the HPCAC with an assessment of the High Park off-leash area under the guidelines of the People, Dogs and Parks strategy and that High Park be placed as a top priority for review. Furthermore, before the final decision is made on the High Park off-leash area, that City staff would work with the HPCAC to make adjustments to the off-leash area to improve overall functionality.

