PlaySafe and Live Well!

Welcome to PlaySafe, LLC’s informational column. Every month we will work hard to provide
you with up-to-date information on topics related to parks, recreation, health, wellness, and
physical education. Our hope is that by providing you with detailed information, you will go
forward and positively change the world. If you have questions or comments, or if you would
like to share your thoughts, please contact us through this web site. Thanks. Now PlaySafe and
live well!

Could a Dog Park Be The Key to a Healthier Community?

By Butch DeFillippo
With Special Guest Nicholas G. Schlereth - Doctoral & MBA Student
The University of New Mexico

If you ask most dog owners they will say, “My dog is a better athlete than I am,” and they
usually follow it up with the statement “And I really need to get in shape.” The canine-human
relationship is one that has been cemented in history dating back to the Roman Empire. In the
United States today, dogs total over 70 million and reside in 37% of American households,
according to the American Veterinary Medical Association. Over the past few years there has
been a massive growth in Dog Parks, and Dog Parks have become one of the most requested
park amenities by City residents. According to The Trust for Public Lands, from 2005-2010 dog
park creation grew 34% compared to 2% for normal parks. The Trust for Public Lands
recommended exercising with your dog in a park as one of the top ways to get fit outside. Parks
and recreation departments and other recreational providers have acknowledged the rise in the
dog population and have expanded the amount of dog parks in the United States, but many of the
dog parks have little to offer besides a fenced in area where a dog can run, sniff, and play with
their fellow canine companions.

A key rule to remember in establishing a community dog park is that dog parks are for the owner
more than the canine. Dogs don’t bring their owners places, people take dogs. If you do not take
into account the access, safety, and location of a dog park, you will build it and no one will
come. All of us enjoy common interests with others in social opportunities and what can be
better than sharing our experiences with our pets. There are a number of excellent books
detailing the rewarding experience and benefits of the social interaction gained between dogs and
dog owners in a dog park. Dog owners are continually looking for ways to socialize with their
pet and flock to events that are dog friendly. Not only are there dog parks, but other recreational
events such as pet parades, dog shows and pet costume contests. In today’s society we are all
looking for ways to connect; and what better way than with your best friend - your dog. Dog
parks can create an environment that can be rewarding in both physical fitness and social
currency gained with a minor adjustment to how dog parks are designed and built.



The recent boom in dog park creation is great for the experience of providing the dog the
opportunity to bond with their canine companions and play in a controlled environment. The
environments necessary to please the dog in the dog parks are easy to construct and cost
effective. Most dog parks have fairly level land, fencing, benches, and waste areas and the dogs
are happy. The preconceived notion for a dog park is that people just want to relax while the
dogs play. We don’t believe that all people (all the time) just want to sit and observe the dogs.
Americans today sit quite enough, and we are missing the opportunity to promote fitness in a dog
park. The non-stop connected world in which most people reside allows for little time to work
fitness into their schedules and is apparent in the rising obesity statistics in the United States.
Canines tend to resemble their owners in body type and all could benefit from daily physical
fitness. The opportunity to exercise while at a dog park is a new idea that could stem a healthier
community.

We think that an area within a dog park (fenced off to keep the dogs out) or a space just adjacent
to the dog area is an excellent place for fitness elements and could encourage greater health to
the human population as well as increase the use of the dog parks.

According to the American Pet Products Association 2014 survey, over 35% of dog owners
stated they used a dog park, which is an increase from the 20% that reported use in 2010. The
increase in use of the dog parks could be associated with the increase in dog park construction in
the United States. The evidence suggests that if a dog park is built in a community, the dog
owners will take their dogs to the park.

The equipment that would be beneficial to fitness in the dog park would be the same fitness
elements that are commonly found in parks around the country. Outdoor elements such as sit-up
bench, pull-up bar, and other body weight fitness equipment are already installed in just about
every park district in America. The elements should be installed closer to the dog park. The
fitness equipment could be in an isolated zone next to the dog section, encircle the dog section,
or be set off a paved path where owners could walk together. A fitness area that can be utilized
by people coming to the dog park can enhance the park and increase the use of the park.

Another key rule for dog parks is to keep the canine safe. Just like with a child, no one wants to
go to the park and come home with an injury. A question that immediately comes to mind is:
What happens if the owner is in their workout and a dogfight breaks out? An owner should still
be cognizant of their dog’s actions while working out in the park. There is no substitution for
supervision of your dog’s actions. Dog parks have rules that state which dogs are allowed in the
park, and a strict following of these rules would encourage a safe environment for the fitness
movement in a dog park. State animal statutes reflect that liability for damage caused by a dog
through dog bite falls on the owner.

Local parks and recreation departments establishing dog parks with fitness elements could have a
lasting impact on society by increasing social and physical health of the residents. The creation
of the fitness dog park would allow for the blending of dog lovers and people who want to be fit,
instead of keeping them segregated in their own parts of the park. Modification of existing parks
could be minimal and a cost effective way to provide additional services. A risk management
assessment should always be completed to evaluate the safety of the new equipment and designs.



Parks and recreation departments need to change and become providers of health, physical
fitness, and wellness if they are going to be competitive for the tax dollar. Dog parks already
have many benefits and if fitness can be added to them we can all only become healthier.

For more information:

Reference Books:

¢ Dog Park Design, Development, & Operation. Glasser, M. 2013
o Information regarding the development and design of a dog park.

e Off the Leash: A Year at The Dog Park. Gilbert, M. 2014
o An account of the social experience for both dog and owner at a dog park

¢ Fitness Unleashed!: A Dog and Owner’s Guide to Losing Weight and Gaining Health

Together. Becker, M. & Kushner, R. 2006
o A guide to how dog owners can achieve physical fitness through exercising with a
dog.

Reference Websites
e The Trust for Public Lands: www.tpl.org
o Organization that tracks public parks in the 100 largest cities in the United States
® American Veterinary Medical Association: www.avma.org
o Organization provides statistics on dog health and population in the United States

State Statute Review:

A search of the state statutes pertaining to dog parks returned that California, Illinois, and the
District of Columbia have specific statutes regarding negligence and dog parks. Animal statutes
typically are associated with the keeping and humane treatment of animals as property. Dog bite
statutes refer to liability falling on the owner of the dog for all damages.



