
Comprehensive Plan Required Elements 
 

RCO looks for a minimum of six elements in a plan. The six elements are detailed below. 

 

Element 1: Goals and Objectives  
 

The plan must support the applicant’s habitat conservation or park and recreation mission, 

including the current project, with broad statements of intent, or goals. Goals are aspirational 

and describe desired outcomes. An example is to “make athletic fields more accessible” or to 

“provide mule deer habitat.”  

 

Objectives, on the other hand, are more specific and measurable (or reportable). Include 

objectives to help describe when a goal has been attained. An example of an objective is to 

“develop six accessible athletic fields in East County” or “acquire 300 acres of mule deer habitat 

near the North Creek Planning Unit.”  

 

Goals and objectives should be realistic, supported by resources the applicant can reasonably 

expect to have available, and reflect the needs in the community or service area, or for habitat 

projects the needs of species of interest. These needs will be discovered through experience, 

inventory assessment, and public involvement.  

 
Examples  
 

• An organization may find that its ball fields are filling up early in the season and that the 

waiting list has been the same for years. This experience is evidence of need, which can be 

confirmed by consulting with the public. The applicant may decide the goal is to provide access 

to ball fields for all players. The objective could be to add lights to extend use, to add a field, or 

to purchase and develop additional property.  

• An organization’s inventory may indicate that several facilities are obsolete, have reached their 

useful service lives, or are underused because of their location or changing demographics. A 

resulting goal could be useful facilities to serve the community. The objective could be a major 

renovation or relocation of facilities.  

 

Involving the public is a great way to hear what people have to say about their needs and to 

give the organization an opportunity to share its purpose.  

 

Element 2: Inventory  
 

The plan must include an inventory or planning area description, which is a description of the 

service area facilities, lands, programs, and their conditions. It also may include local, state, 

federal, and private facilities, and extend beyond the applicant’s service area.  

 



Please include the following:  

• A description of the planning or service area, including the physical setting and conditions, and 

relevant demographic, program, and resource information.  

• A report on the supply and condition of existing recreational facilities or opportunities, habitat 

conservation species, or relevant land types.  

• A report on the projected annual maintenance and operational costs for each existing 

recreational or habitat conservation site in the inventory.  

 

The purpose of an inventory is to provide the context for proposed projects. RCO requires no 

specific format for the inventory; the inventory may be completed in a quantitative or a 

qualitative (narrative) format.  

 

Assessing the condition of the inventory is important. Sites and facility conditions will reveal 

weaknesses in the organization’s maintenance and operation, help identify facilities that may 

need renovation or replacement, and provide indicators of use levels. Organizations with habitat 

or natural areas will want to assess the health of the natural systems, the extent of invasive 

species, adjacent land uses, and other issues. Habitat conservation inventories may assess 

habitat types, particular species, threats, ownerships, and historical gains or losses.  

 

Another key consideration is the capacity of the current inventory. Are ballfields underused or 

are teams turned away every season? Do park reservation sites fill at the start of the year? Are 

trailhead parking lots full, causing people to park on adjacent streets? Is there sufficient habitat 

to support desired species or functions?  

 
Maps and Visualizations  

 

RCO strongly encourages use of interactive maps and visualizations. For example, combining 

inventory mapping with the demand and need analysis, will inform whether recreation sites and 

facilities are found where people need them most. Research has found that the closer the 

opportunity, the more likely it is that people will use it.  
 

Element 3: Public Involvement  
 

Public involvement or engagement is the most important and often most time-consuming 

element of the planning process. It includes identifying who will be affected by the decision, 

how and when to engage them, and how to incorporate public input in the final product. A 

great resource for public involvement is the International Association for Public Participation. Its 

Web site includes a wealth of resources.  

 

Please include a description of how the planning process gave the public ample opportunity to 

be involved in plan development and adoption. Select methods that support the planning 

strategy. Even the best efforts sometimes do not provide sufficient information, data, or results. 

For example, there may be a limited response to a survey or a poor turnout at a meeting.  



Selecting only one public involvement method may create unanticipated problems. For example, 

if using only public meetings, the plan could be unduly influenced by those who have the time 

to attend. There usually are many other people with different perspectives and interests unable 

to attend meetings for a variety of good reasons. Being flexible in the approach will improve the 

involvement and ultimately the final product. Consider what works for one community member 

or group may not work for another.  

 

Some examples of public involvement methods include the following:  

 

• Online surveys  

• A citizen’s task force or advisory committee  

• Workshops  

• Surveys or interviews (formal or informal)  

• Community TV  

• “Listening posts” and demonstrations  

• Public meetings (in-person and/or virtual)  

• Roundtable discussions or focus groups  

 

Surveys are important. A survey can reveal opinions on need, willingness to pay, participation in 

recreation activities, interest in habitat protection, and so on. It is important that the survey is 

easy to navigate, accessible to non-English speakers, as well as those with disabilities. For more 

information, please review electronic accessibility guidelines provided by your organization, or 

the Washington State Office of the Chief Information Officer.  

 

If a survey isn’t possible, secondary data sources may help fill the gaps. RCO, for example, keeps 

recreation participation data useful to a regional level. The Washington Office of Financial 

Management has excellent population data and also publishes an annual Washington State 

survey that includes recreation and other data.  

 

RCO recommends the public involvement process be thorough and suitable to local conditions 

and the service area. For example, when surveying residents about park needs, make sure the 

demographics of the people responding match the community population demographics. 

Consider reaching out to the neighborhood associations or community groups that likely will 

use the facility or be impacted by the change in land use?  

 

Whatever the process, consider current public satisfaction with available sites and facilities, as 

well as demand for additional sites and facilities. Allow sufficient time for the public to respond.  

 



Good documentation of public involvement and support is important. Organizations can use the 

documentation to defend its plan and its decisions. Also, this documentation is one element 

used by RCO for evaluating grant projects.  

 

Element 4: Demand and Need Analysis  
 

The demand and need analysis takes the inventory work and public involvement and balances it 

with public demand and the organization’s capacity. The analysis may indicate that the current 

inventory is sufficient if improvements are made or that a significant expansion of sites and 

facilities is warranted. If the demands cannot be met with current resources, the plan should 

include a way to increase resources.  

 

Discuss both the community’s and organization’s priorities. Explain how the decision to acquire 

land, develop, preserve, enhance, restore, or manage was made. For example, what options were 

considered, which were rejected, and what are their advantages and disadvantages. Ultimately, 

the questions to be answered are “specifically, what does the community want” and “how do we 

know this to be true.”  

 

RCO recommends that “need” is best determined by assessing multiple criteria or metrics.  

 

• For recreation projects, the criteria could include current levels of participation, anticipated 

change based on trends, capacity of the current inventory, distance between residential areas 

and existing opportunities in the planning service area, public satisfaction, manager needs, 

current maintenance levels, and access issues.  

• For habitat projects, the criteria could include number and extent of species present, known 

threats, condition of available habitat, opportunities for habitat restoration or improvement, 

public support, management needs, stewardship levels, and the potential for compatible public 

access.  

 

The level of service guide in Appendix C is a great tool to answer these questions. RCO 

recommends, but does not require, determination of a level of service for park and recreation 

planning, including trails. An analysis with the level of service tool will indicate strengths and 

weaknesses of parks and trails system, suggesting where additional resources may be needed. 

The level of service tool will provide metrics that inform the status of a park and recreation 

system.  

 

Element 5: Capital Improvement Program  
 

Include a capital improvement program (capital facility plan) of at least 6 years that lists land 

acquisition, development, renovation, and restoration projects. Nonprofits are not required to 

submit a capital improvement program. The capital improvement program should include the 

list of projects in ranked order of preference, the year of anticipated implementation, and the 

plan for financing the projects. Please see Appendix D: Capital Improvement Program Example.  



The capital improvement program, or project list, is the list of near-term priorities informed by 

the goals, objectives, inventory, and demand and need analysis. Include any capital project that 

will be submitted to RCO for funding. RCO considers all capital improvement and capital facility 

program costs as estimates.  

 

Element 6: Adoption  
 

Include a resolution, ordinance, or other adoption instrument showing formal approval of the 

plan and planning process by the governing entity. The level of governing entity approval must 

be equivalent to the plan’s scope. Thus, a city or countywide plan must be approved at the 

council or commission level. Department heads, district rangers, regional managers or 

supervisors, etc., as determined by the applicant in coordination with RCO, may approve other 

plans.  

RCO Review  
 


