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OVERVIEW TO STARTING YOUR PARK GROUP 
 

FIRST STEPS 
1. Create a Core Group:  In the early stages, most of the work of establishing a 

park group is done by a handful of dedicated people. These can be people 
you already know, or people you find through your first general interest 
meeting. This group should meet often and regularly to do the real 
organizing, then report on their progress to—and get feedback from—the 
general membership. 

2. Community Assessment: Make a list of resources in your community that 
can assist your park group’s efforts.  Be creative!  A coffee shop or grocery 
store may donate 10 gallons of coffee and publicize events and/or meetings.  

o Walk around your neighborhood and assess the resources.  Local 
businesses, community groups, recreation centers, schools are all 
resources. 

3. Hold a General Interest Meeting:  To find people who care about the park 
(after creating a preliminary core group) schedule a meeting in a public 
place, invite everyone you know, post flyers all over your neighborhood, 
and announce the meeting any other way you can. Use the meeting as an 
open forum to discuss the park and what people want done there. 

o Publicize the meeting to community groups, friends, local businesses, 
schools, PTAs, local newspaper, community newsletters etc.  

o Discuss the history of the park or park group 
o Gather Contact information at the meeting 
o Set short and long term goals as a group: Be realistic and specific  

4. Keep on Recruiting:  Take every opportunity to bring more people into both 
the general and the core group. There is power in numbers. 

 
SET YOUR GOALS 
 Decide as a Group:  Decide together what “helping the park” means. If you set 

the goals all by yourself, you might leave out something that is important to 
someone else, and you’ll lose their support. 

 Be Realistic:  You can’t completely renovate your playground next week, but you 
can host a clean up as a first step. Start small and build, otherwise you’ll get 
frustrated and burn out. 

 Be Specific:  If you clearly define your mission it will be easier to convince others 
to help you because they’ll know exactly what you’re about. 

 
MEET KEY PLAYERS 

1. Contact Important People:  Make sure to let everyone know about your 
group—your city supervisor, your block association, your local police 
precinct, and local businesses. Before people can help you, they have to 
know who you are. 

2. Meet the Parks Department:  From the very beginning, you should be in 
close contact with your Neighborhood Service Manager, Park Supervisor, 
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Gardener and other Recreation and Park Department staff as needed. They 
are there to help you help the park. 

3. Host a Visible Event:  As soon as you can, host an event in the park (a clean 
up, a family picnic, a nature walk, even just a sunset-viewing gathering). 
Advertise everywhere. Make sure to have a table at the event for recruiting 
new members and talking about the group. Holding a visible event gives 
you legitimacy and attention. 

4. Network:  Everybody knows somebody who can help, whether it’s a lawyer 
who will help fill out IRS forms, an artist who will design posters, or an old 
friend of your City Council member. Everyone has different skills and 
connections, and you need them all. 

 

GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 

1. DON’T DO IT ALONE  
Involve as many people in your group as possible in order to… 
 Prevent Burnout:  The old saying holds true; many hands make light work. 
 Achieve Critical Mass:  If you’re taking back your park from negative elements, 

you have to change its “feel.”  You can do that by bringing a lot of people into 
the park. 

 Have Political Clout:  The more people you have, the more attention you’ll get 
from everyone—other groups in the neighborhood, government agencies, and 
elected officials. 

 
2. DO SOMETHING DO-ABLE 
Your long-term goal may be to completely renovate your park, but you should 
begin with more manageable projects. Small projects let you acquire the things 
you need to complete large projects, including: 
 Skills. No one knows innately how to write a press release, or run a meeting, or 

lobby a City Councilmember.  As with most skills, practice makes perfect.  Use 
small projects to learn and you’ll be a master by the time you tackle the big 
ones. 

 Relationships. Every time you plan and run a small event, you make new 
connections and strengthen old ones.  For instance, if you get to know your 
City Councilmember and his or her staff by hosting small clean-ups and fairs, 
they’re more likely to be there for you when you tackle the big stuff. 

 Members. Every event you host, every meeting you hold, is a chance to recruit 
new members.  If you keep active, your group will grow over the years. 

 Legitimacy. When you ask somebody for something big, they shouldn’t have to 
ask “Who are you?”  They should know.  You’ve got it made if they already 
know you as “the group that’s done a great job cleaning up the park and 
hosting the annual Halloween party.”  Also, in order to get a large grant from a 
foundation you must have a successful track record of smaller things. 
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3. DO IT AND DO IT AND DO IT 
The biggest mistake groups make is organizing one big event and then waiting 
until next year to do it again. Regular projects will… 
 Add Up:  Your park won’t be changed by a single project; it only changes when 

people see things happening over and over again. 
 Prove that You Mean Business:  Consistent action shows people that you’re not 

going away. 

 
RESOURCES IN YOUR COMMUNITY 

 
 
 

 

You/Your 
Organization 

Your Organization’s Members 
 
Event organizers, special skills, 
workdays, general support, 
leadership and ideas 

Merchants/Business 
 
Donate food and beverages, 
giveaways for raffles, prizes, 
etc., possible grant 
opportunities from large 
corporations 

Neighborhood Parks Council 
 
Arrange meeting space, use of 
computers, copy machines, and 
other supplies and storage, source 
of new members (database list) 
and volunteers. 

Local Police Precinct 
 
Sound permits, secure 
activities, close streets, 
participate in events, 
general safety advice, 
limit crime and other 
negative activity. 

Neighborhood Residents 
 
Organize and volunteer, 
participate in clean ups, 
and spruce ups, advertise 
your programs, contribute 
special skills, home tours. 

Recreation & Parks 
Department 
 
Special event and 
volunteer project 
permits, clean up 
support, greening 
advice, recreational 
materials. 

Granting Organizations 

SF Parks Trust, SF 
Beautiful, Community 
Challenge Grant 
Program other small 
grantors. 

Green Groups 

Volunteers, Friends 
of the Urban 
Forest, SFCC, Sierra 
Club, Garden for 
the Environment, 
Nature in the City 
etc. 
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FINDING INTERESTED PEOPLE 
 
BEGIN WITH YOURSELF:  Who do you know from the neighborhood or the 
community who might be interested in working on park issues?  Friends, family, 
local merchants, school officials – get the word out that you’re thinking of forming 
a group.  The more people you talk to, the better idea of the extent of your base of 
community support.   
 
DRAFT A FLYER: to advertise your first general interest meeting and have your 
friends and prospective group members spread the word.  Go to a busy 
intersection or to the park with a few friends and pass out flyers to neighborhood 
folks or get sign-ups.  Utilize bulletin boards in community centers, laundromats, 
corner stores, cafes, churches, and any place frequented by a large number of 
people.   
 
USE THE MEDIA:  Place an announcement (a short paragraph will do) in your 
community newspaper, stating your intent to start a park group.  List a first 
meeting time, date, and place, and a contact name and phone number.  
 
BE PERSISTENT:  Every group must start somewhere, so don’t be discouraged if the 
first meetings attract smaller groups.  The news of your group will spread, and 
attract interested people your meetings.  Encourage everyone who comes to your 
meetings to bring at least one other person to the next meeting. 

 
MAKING THE MOST OUT OF MEETINGS 

 
WHAT MAKES A GOOD MEETING 
 Meetings should have a purpose—the group should be trying to accomplish a 

specific, defined objective. 
 Agendas should be directly related to the meeting’s purpose. For example, if the 

purpose of a group’s monthly meeting is to reinforce people’s ties to the group, 
the meeting should be more social and less administrative. 

 The group should all be aware of, and agree to, the meeting’s purpose. Circulate 
the agenda beforehand to make sure this is the case. 

 Allow for social time before and/or after the meeting. 
 Be realistic about the agenda; prioritize goals and seek to accomplish only 

what’s feasible within an hour or less.  
 Make sure everyone has a chance to participate and be heard. One way to do 

this is make time on the agenda for everyone at the meeting to share a piece of 
news or a highlight.  
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RUNNING EFFECTIVE MEETINGS 
 Set ground rules. It can be very helpful to agree on procedural rules before 

beginning any substantive conversation—e.g., no interruptions; share speaking 
time; all decisions by consensus; etc. 

 Always start and end on time. 
 Read the group’s body language. If people seem bored or tired, you may need 

to change the pace of the meeting. 
 Stick to the agenda. People want to feel as if someone is in control of the 

meeting—so if the group is going over time on a topic, remind them of the 
agenda that the group agreed on. Ask the group if they want to alter the 
agenda or table the issue. 

 Make sure that people can make a point without being interrupted; also, ask 
the opinions of people who don’t volunteer to speak. 

DEALING WITH CONFLICT 
 When you are confronted with a difficult person or a conflict, don’t get 

personal; remain in the framework of the meeting, the ground rules, and the 
agenda. 

 Thank the person for his or her thoughts; refer back to the established ground 
rules and politely and firmly remind the person that he or she is moving away 
from the agenda or breaking one of the rules. 

 If a discussion between two or more people gets very heated, step in and 
summarize each point of view. Ask the group if they want to continue 
discussing the question. Remind people of the ground rules. Try to take the 
emotion out of the air with a calm tone. 

MAKING DECISIONS 
 It’s important to allow for ample discussion so that everyone feels their voice 

has been heard. At the same time, meetings need to have conclusions. Again, 
read the group’s body language to get a sense of whether they are ready to 
move on. 

 Help the group move to action/decision by summarizing the points that have 
been expressed and stating the decision that has to be made in clear terms. Ask 
if anyone has any last comments, then move to make a decision. 

 If the group makes decisions by consensus, poll the members for their views, 
then summarize the group’s decision. 
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MISSION, GOALS & OBJECTIVES 
 
When starting a park group, it is important to have a clear sense of both your 
overarching mission and the goals for both your park and for your group.. 
 
WHAT IS YOUR GROUP’S MISSION? 
A group’s overarching mission reflects a set of core beliefs and assumptions that 
define the need for the organization and the results it expects to achieve. A 
mission: 

♦ Reflects a purpose and vision.  
♦ Articulates a group’s basic beliefs and assumptions. 

 
Very often parks groups incorporate one or more of these three things into their 
mission: 

♦ Physically Improving the Park: from cleaning and planting to major 
renovations 

♦ Programming the Park: hosting regular and special events, from concerts to 
a day camp 

♦ Increasing/Improving Park Usership: Bringing children into a playground, 
or school groups into a natural area, or dog lovers into a dog run. 

 
Taking the time to develop a mission statement will help your group articulate its 
purpose, and focus its ideas.  According to Ron Meshanko of Ecumenical Resource 
Consultants inc., a group’s mission statement “should be a one-sentence, clear, 
concise statement that says who the [group] is, what it does, for whom and where. 
Period!” 
 
Example: "The friends of Lovely Park is a community-based organization providing 
social, educational, and multicultural after-school programming for high school 
students in Lovely Park, and the surrounding community of Jamaica, NY. 
 
WHAT IS YOUR GROUP’S GOAL? 
A goal is the purpose toward which an endeavor (your project) is directed, and 
focuses your group’s work to reflect the larger overarching mission.  A good goal is:  

 
♦ Visionary—it should offer an image of the state you are trying to achieve. 
♦ General—it should be defined broadly enough to encompass all the 

activities you will do in trying to achieve it. 
♦ Brief—simple, succinct, and easy to remember and understand. 

 
Example: To create and support a sustainable coalition of partners for Lovely Park 
that will raise money, hold events, and act as advocates for the park with minimal 
support from government agencies. 
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WHAT ARE YOUR GROUP’S OBJECTIVES? 
Objectives measure particular outcomes or accomplishments of a project. Ideally 
the accomplishment of each objective brings you one step closer to the 
achievement of the project’s goal. A good objective is: 

♦ Impact-oriented—do not describe a process, but represent desired changes 
in particular factors.  

♦ Measurable—specific in terms of numbers.  
♦ Time-limited—achievable within a specific period of time. 
♦ Specific—clearly defined and easy to understand. 
♦ Practical—achievable and appropriate within the context of the project. 

 
Example: Convene monthly meetings of representatives from at least five of the 
community groups working in Lovely Park. 
 
HOW DO YOU ACHIEVE YOUR OBJECTIVES? 
Once you have mapped out your objectives, you can determine the tasks you 
should be doing to achieve them. Tasks are: 

♦ Linked to particular objectives 
♦ Feasible & appropriate 

 
Example: Send invitation letters to the presidents of all of the community groups 
working in or around Lovely Park. 
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STAGES OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT 
 
Just like people, groups change and evolve over time. Psychologist Bruce 
Tuckman’s well-accepted theory of group development identifies four phases a 
group can be in at any given time in its development: Forming, Storming, Norming, 
and Performing. A group can move from one phase to another in any order, and 
often moves back and forth between phases. Understanding these stages is 
important to understanding group behavior, and the interpersonal experience of 
group members. 
 
 

1. FORMING PHASE 
 Orientation phase for members – a time to define membership and 

identify similarities and differences 
 High expectations, some anxiety - “Where do I fit in?”  “Do I belong?”  

“Will I be included?”   
 Can they commit to the group’s goals 
 High dependency on the leader 
 

2. STORMING PHASE 
 Disappointment with unmet expectations 
 members are more comfortable expressing their opinions 
 Frustration about unrealistic goals 
 Dissatisfaction with the leader 
 Competing for power and attention, individuality, and influence 

3. NORMING PHASE 
 Establishing group identity 
 Establishing roles of members 
 Establishing group v. individual responsibilities 
 Testing the leader—other leaders begin to emerge 
 Come to care for each other in more than a superficial way 
 Conflict may be present but not openly stated  
 Concerned with how close they can be and how much they can trust 

each other  
4. PERFORMING PHASE 
 Achieved a degree of harmony 
 Resolving differences; sharing responsibility and control 
 Feeling excited about working together as a team 
 Sharing leadership 
 Showing high confidence in achieving goals 
 Begin to see the results of the work 
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STRUCTURING YOUR ORGANIZATION 
 

HOW FORMAL SHOULD YOU BE? 
Informal groups that pick up garbage and plant flowers on an occasional basis can 
do a very good job of beautifying the park without ever even giving themselves a 
name. However, if your group has larger goals you’ll need more structure to help 
your group stay organized, handle money responsibly, and keep track of important 
information.   Here are some examples of different organizational structures to get 
you thinking about creating an organizational structure for your group. 
 
 

 Elected Leadership:  Though the general membership usually vote for the 
“natural leaders” anyway, elections ensure that your group is democratic, that 
one person isn’t calling all the shots. Regular elections also mean that a leader 
can pass on the torch before he or she burns out. 

 Committees:  A great way to delegate responsibility and find new leaders. By 
spreading out the work, responsibility, and credit among many people, 
committees let you get a lot more done. 

 Official Memberships:  By officially recognizing members and letting them 
know that they are members, you create a support group—people you can ask 
to volunteer, people you can send mailings to, people you can ask for money, 
people you can call “members” when you’re asking someone else for money 
and trying to look big and well-organized. 

 A Name (and a Logo):  A name makes your group official, while a logo looks 
great on flyers and in newspaper articles and on top of your letterhead. 

 Regular Meetings: So that group leaders can report to the general membership 
and ask for their input. Meetings keep your organization from turning into a 
one-person show. 

 Regular Communications:  As your group gets bigger, you’ll need a way to 
make the general membership feel like they’re in the loop. Using tools like 
Google Groups and email lists can create a constant connection with your 
membership. 

 Records: If your group is to continue to exist through the years as leadership 
changes you must have a way of passing on important information. 

 

COMMITTEES 
Newly-formed groups are often simply several dedicated people coming together 
around a common idea, who informally share leadership or let leaders emerge.  As 
the group increases its membership and sets more challenging goals, more formal 
leadership structure is often necessary.  In addition to electing a President, 
Treasurer, or other central leadership positions, groups are able to involve more 
members in goal-setting and decision-making by forming committees. 
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Interim Committees 
Members of your core group should each be responsible for different tasks, such as 
writing by-laws, planning the first event, or contacting important people.  As the 
core group increases in size, you can assign more than one person to each of these 
tasks, creating interim committees.  Interim committees might be formed around 
the following: 

 Building membership 
 Logistics (finding a regular meeting space, building a mailing list, etc.) 
 Finance (finding a fiscal sponsor, fundraising, etc.) 
 Building a website 

 
Standing Committees 
When your group feels stable, has dedicated members who regularly attend 
meetings, and has decided upon common goals, it may be time to establish 
permanent committees.  These are called standing committees, and should be 
formed around tasks that are central to your group’s mission.  Standing 
committees are part of an organization’s permanent structure. Each committee 
should be led by a chairperson. For a typical parks group, standing committees 
might be formed around some of the following: 

 Beautification (gardening and cleaning) 
 Membership (recruitment and management) 
 Fundraising/Finance 
 Publicity and Public Relations (deals with press, advertises events) 
 Safety (locks the park at night, works with police) 
 Ecology (concerned with restoration and education in natural parks) 
 Newsletter 
 Event Planning 

 
Ad Hoc Committees 
Some projects come and go, so the committees that deal with them should come 
and go too. These ad hoc committees can be formed by the steering committee 
whenever they’re needed, and dissolved when they stop being useful. They are 
also led by a chairperson.  Tasks for ad hoc committees to handle could include: 

 Planning an annual event  
 Leading a membership drive 
 Becoming a 501(c)(3) 
 Producing reports 
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BY-LAWS: THE FOUNDATION OF YOUR ORGANIZATION 
 
Although some informal parks groups can run well without by-laws, more 
organized groups find that by-laws are needed to give their group the structure 
they need. By-laws can be short and sweet or long and detailed. Your core 
planning group should decide how much information to put into the by-laws 
based on your organization’s needs. Though some groups choose to write highly 
legalistic by-laws right away, it’s probably best to start simple and let the by-laws 
get more complex as the group does. 
 
For examples of by-laws you can use as a template for drafting your own, visit the 
Foundation Center website: www.fdncenter.org. 
 
WHY WRITE BY-LAWS? 
 

 By-laws spell out an organization’s purpose, its decision-making procedures, 
and its leadership structure. This can be helpful for groups which anticipate 
multiple changes in leadership (such as a youth group) or an influx of new 
members. 

 By-laws are required in order to incorporate or get tax-exempt status.  
 
ELEMENTS OF BY-LAWS: 
 

 Group’s mission/purpose 
 Membership requirements (e.g., residency of a particular neighborhood, age 

restrictions, etc.) 
 Organizational structure (officers, election procedures, etc.) 
 Meeting time/frequency 
 How decisions are made 
 Procedure for amendments to the by-laws 
 
EACH MEMBER OF THE GROUP SHOULD RECEIVE A COPY OF THE BY-LAWS WHEN THEY 

JOIN.  
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HANDLING MONEY 
 
If your group is seeking to raise funds or solicit donations, you need a place to put 
it that’s more secure than a cigar box under your treasurer’s bed! While groups 
raising a lot of funds will incorporate and register as not-for-profit organizations, 
groups operating on a smaller scale often use a fiscal sponsor. 
 
GETTING A FISCAL SPONSOR 
A fiscal sponsor is a non-profit, tax-exempt organization that will accept money on 
your behalf and then write checks when you need to purchase supplies or 
reimburse you for money spent. With a fiscal sponsor, your group can more easily 
receive donations and apply for grants. 
 Donations to your group that go through a fiscal sponsor are tax deductible. 

This makes you eligible for grant money and more attractive to other donors. 
 Ask another organization in your neighborhood—such as a block association 

or church—that you work with, trust, and know well to be your fiscal sponsor. 
 Be very specific about this arrangement; some sponsors will take 5% to 15% of 

any donation to you as a fee for their services. It is best to get the agreement in 
writing. 

 Checks that will go through the fiscal sponsor must be made out to the sponsor 
directly, though your group name should appear either in the memo, or in the 
“To:” line, like this: “To: 53rd Street Block Association—Friends of St. James Park.” 
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BUILDING A MAILING LIST 
 
A good mailing list is important not only because it reflects your group’s numbers, 
but also provides you with a large pool of helping hands to accomplish your 
group’s goals. Always look for opportunities to build your mailing list, and keep it 
maintained! 
 
Where to start.  First ask members of your group for their personal mailing list.  
You’ll automatically start off with a large group of people with a connection to 
your group. 
 
Ask your neighborhood association(s) for help.  Your neighborhood may have a list 
of names and numbers of local interested groups to give to your organization. 
 
Trade with other groups.  Some of your group’s current members may belong to 
groups that have databases you are interested in.  These groups may want to help 
you out by contributing parts of their list.  
 
Start a Google Group.  Email is an inexpensive and efficient way to stay in contact 
with your group.  Google groups allow all group members to communicate with 
each other.  You must first create a Google ID and then create a group. Visit 
www.google.com to create a user ID. 
 
San Francisco Park Group Existing Listserve Examples:* 
 Juri Commoners: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/juricommoner 
 Koshland Park Community Garden: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/kpclg 
 Park Presidio Boulevard: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/BoulevardNeighbors 
 
You can also search for pre-existing neighborhood listserves.  Joining a pre-
existing listserve may be more suitable for small park groups because there is 
already an existing audience.  
 
SF Neighborhood related listserves:*  
 Glen Park: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/glenparkparents/ 
 The Portola: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/theportola/ 
 Mission District: http://groups.yahoo.com/group/MissionDistrict 
 
ETIQUETTE TIPS WHEN WRITING TO A LISTSERVE:  
1. Keep your messages relevant to the topic and membership of the listserve.  
2. If you have a comment or message directed at one specific person, do not send it 
to the listserve, but to him or her directly.  
3. Remember that emails are not confidential or private, and can be forwarded on 
to hundreds of people.  
4. Be polite and respectful of the other views that get posted on the listserve.  
5. Always sign your message 
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Make sure your information is current.  Once you start to accumulate names, you 
should be sure to keep your list up to date.  Doing mailings with inaccurate 
information only wastes time and money.  A database should be constantly edited 
for changes in contact information. 
 
Keep track of database numbers.  You can use the increasing numbers of your 
database as leverage for your group.  If you are applying for grants or approaching 
elected officials for support, it can be particularly helpful to show how numbers 
have been increasing to reflect the growth of your organization. Start with a simple 
Excel spreadsheet for organizing contacts. If it grows too large, work with NPC to 
find more advanced database solutions. 

 
EMAIL ALERTS 

 
An email action alert is a call to action – an attempt to get people to do something. 
Email Action Alerts serve as a quick and easy way to invite people to get involved 
in their community or political process. You can reach hundreds of people with the 
click of a mouse and facilitate quick and easy exchanges of information.  
 
WRITING GOOD ACTION ALERTS:  
1. Use a catchy subject line. You only get one chance to make a good first 
impression. If you have a catchy subject line people are more inclined to read what 
you have to say.  
2. Keep it simple yet informative. Speak in a conversational tone and keep it short, 
getting to the point right away. Ask for one clear action. If you try to include too 
much, the impact of your message will get lost.  
3. Don’t hide your alert in a newsletter. The e-newsletter format is not necessarily 
the most effective format for generating political action—your alert can be 
overshadowed by the other information in the newsletter. When it is critical that 
your constituents respond to your action item, send a separate email action alert 
with just one clear call to action.  
4. Back up your issue. Make sure to give just enough background information and 
facts to give the issue some validity without bogging down the document with 
data. Include links to other websites with more information.  
5. Empower your audience. Let recipients know that their action will actually make 
a difference and thank them when they take action. For example, send a thank you 
email to all those who took part in an action to email a letter to their District 
Supervisor; let each person know the Supervisor’s response to the multitude of 
emails they received on the issue. 
 
6. Personalize the issue. Connect your alert to the recipients’ lives and let them 
know how your issue affects their families and their communities.  
7. Make it Urgent. Stress the urgency of the alert. Make it clear why you are sending 
the alert today instead of three weeks from now or next year.  
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8. Date it. Always include a date on your messages – emails can get forwarded 
around a lot and for long periods of time so it is important to show that your alert 
is current.  
9. Always sign your messages. It will give you credibility when people know who 
you are, what group you are from, and how to contact you. 
10. Remember the domino theory. Encourage recipients of the alert to forward the 
email. Think of the number of people you could reach if each person on your email 
list forwarded your action alert to at least one other person and so on and so on.  
11. Privacy is key. When sending emails from an email account vs. a listserve, use 
the “Bcc” field, which stands for blind carbon copy. This field hides the individual 
email addresses so they are not displayed to everyone who gets the email. In 
addition, recipients of the email cannot reply back to the entire list.  

 
NEWSLETTERS: ELECTRONIC OR PRINT 

 
Once your group has compiled a mailing list, your next step will be to send regular 
mailings to your members and other interested individuals, alerting them to your 
group’s plans and activities.  An electronic and/or print newsletter are great ways to 
send out all the information you want to distribute at one time. 
 
Newsletters take many forms, such as a simple and occasional photocopied sheet, 
an e-newsletter, or a sophisticated printed and designed publication.  The type of 
newsletter you choose will depend on your budget and your membership’s 
preferred form of communication (i.e. whether most of them have web access). 

IDEAS FOR NEWSLETTER ITEMS 
 Save the date – Promote your next meeting or clean-up 
 Stories about park activities, gardening, neighborhood news, and more local 

happenings. 
 A list of your group’s officers and contact info for each. 
 A list of hotline numbers, such as the Police Department’s Safety Number, 

www.parkscan.org, 311, Recreation and Park’s number (831.2700). 
 Membership/Donation information – let people know how they can become 

members and that you need donations to improve the park. 
 President/Core Group Member’s Column – ask the president or a core group 

member of your organization to say a few words about what the park means to 
him/her, or comment upon a hot neighborhood or city issue. 

 Advice column – have a group member who knows about gardening or dogs, 
for example, give advice about their area of expertise. 

 A "Kid's Corner" – think up games or science information for kids.  Or allow 
them their own page. 

 Local heroes, leaders, guest authors, etc. 
 A history of your park. 
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WHY EVENTS ARE IMPORTANT 
 
I. THEY’RE GOOD FOR THE PARK 
“If you don’t use it, you lose it.” 
 A buzz of sustained, positive activity is key to a safe and vibrant park.  
 Events in a natural area, such as bird watching or a hike, can help introduce 

people to the park as a community resource 
 Don’t forget to host events in the early evening (stargazing, music, sports), 

when the park is most often underused (or abused). 
 
Good times in the park mean good feelings towards it. When people have a good 
time in the park because you’ve drawn them in with a good event, they’ll feel 
better about the park and be more likely to respect it and support it in the future.  
 
II. THEY’RE GOOD FOR YOUR GROUP 
They can help increase your membership. Events bring new people into the park. 
Take advantage of this by having a table at every event where people can sign up 
for your mailing list and find out how to get involved or become a member. 
 
They can be used to leverage resources. A successful track record putting on events 
can demonstrate to potential supporters that your group can make a difference in 
the park. This helps when seeking funds from everyone from elected officials to 
corporations and businesses.  
 
They raise your group’s profile. A successful, well-run event adds to your 
reputation, which will help you get more support and attendance at future events. 
 

KEYS TO A SUCCESSFUL EVENT 
 
TAP INTO OTHER GROUPS 
 Encourage everyone—Scout troops, schools, athletic leagues, day camps, block 

and tenant associations—to participate in relevant events. Better yet, get them 
to co-sponsor the event. Your group will benefit from another set of 
connections, multiply your resources, and (ideally) lighten your workload. 

 

DON’T BITE OFF MORE THAN YOU CAN CHEW 
 The size and scale of events should be decided by the number of people willing 

to help organize them. 
 Do something simple first, then build from there. 
 Don’t be afraid to scale back if you find you’ve been too ambitious; better to 

have a few strong successes. 
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PLAN AHEAD 
Allow two weeks of planning for regular clean-ups, at least a month for small 
events, and several months for large events.  
 

PUBLICIZE, PUBLICIZE, PUBLICIZE. 
 Notify your mailing list. 
 Put fliers up everywhere: shop windows, bulletin boards, in churches, schools, 

apartment buildings. 
 List your events in the community calendars of local papers, local access cable, 

and radio stations. 
 Most important, get your friends to tell three friends who tell three friends (and 

so on). Nothing works like word of mouth and networking. 
 

EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED 
A first-time event will take twice as much effort to plan as you think it’s going to, 
and will go over budget by about 20%. There will be bureaucratic hurdles you 
never expected, egos that need to be soothed, last-minute emergencies, and 
unseasonable rain. Don’t worry. Be happy. 
 
DELEGATE RESPONSIBILITIES AND DEVELOP EXPERTISE. 
Have one person in your group deal with publicity, a second with food, and a third 
with activities. Having one person consistently responsible for something lets him 
or her build specific skills and useful relationships. 
 
SAY THANK YOU 
People will be happy to help you next time if you sincerely, publicly, and frequently 
thank them this time.  When in doubt give people more credit than they deserve. 
 
BUILD ON YOUR SUCCESSES 
Repeat annual events. It’s easier the next time; people know to expect it; and you 
begin to build traditions that lead to larger participation each year. 

 
PUBLICIZE YOUR EVENT 

 

1. FLYERS 
After word-of-mouth, one of the most effective ways to publicize an event is to 
post flyers all over your neighborhood. You don’t need to be an artist or a desktop 
publishing expert to make great flyers. 
 
What to do: 
 Make flyers on a computer or by hand  
 Remember to include a date, time, and specific location 
 Provide a contact number and/or email address so that people can call to get 
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more information or volunteer to help out 
 Make copies—try to use connections to get free copies from a school or church, 

your Supervisor, or your office 
 How many copies you make depends on how many people you want at the 

event—50 is plenty for a small story-reading event in a playground, while you 
might need 500 for a large festival. 

 Consider making larger (8.5x11 or larger) flyers for posting, smaller ones (5.5x8.5) 
to display in stacks. 

 
Good places to distribute flyers: 
 On the park bulletin board, in the rec center building, especially at the entrances 

and other high-use spots 
 In the windows of local stores, especially those near the park (ask for 

permission) 
 On community bulletin boards in supermarkets, churches and synagogues, 

building lobbies, gyms, the YMCA, and recreation centers 
 In elementary schools, high schools, and colleges 
 At bus stops, theaters, and other high-traffic spots 
 
Ask to display a stack of flyers: 
 Inside local stores & restaurants  
 In the display areas of libraries, churches, and recreation centers 
 At Community Board and Supervisor’s offices 
 

2. MEDIA COVERAGE 
Local media—newspapers, local access cable, radio, etc.—can help your group in 
two ways: 
1. Free advertising By including your event in their calendar sections prior to the 

event, they can help you reach a wider audience.  
2. Good publicity: By writing longer articles about the event after the fact, they can 

help enhance the image of your group.  
Be sure to clip and save any press coverage. The articles make great back-up for 
requests for funds or other support.  

 
SPREADING THE WORD: GETTING HELP FROM THE COMMUNITY 

 
There’s often no need to reinvent the wheel in publicizing your projects in the park. 
Other, well-established groups in your community probably have effective ways of 
communicating with your neighbors. Since they share with you the goal of 
improving the quality of life in your neighborhood, they will often be happy to 
help you publicize events.  
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CIVIC AND RELIGIOUS GROUPS 
Ask the presidents of these groups for help publicizing your event. Particularly if 
you offer to do the same for them, they may be willing to let you: 
 Make an announcement at the beginning of one of the group’s meetings.  
 Hand out flyers at a meeting or send them to the group’s mailing list.  
 Post flyers on the group’s bulletin board. 
 List your event in the group’s newsletter. 

LOCAL SCHOOLS 
Schools can be a great resource for event publicity—after all, when children come 
to an event, their parents usually come with them! Ask the principals and 
administrators of elementary schools, high schools, and colleges for help 
publicizing your event to students. They may: 
 Put you in touch with interested teachers or the PTA. 
 Help you distribute flyers to students and parents. 
 Let you post flyers on the school’s bulletin board. 
 Put you in touch with student groups that may be interested in helping you, 

such as the student government or an environmental club. (Approach these 
student groups as you would other civic groups, by asking to make an 
announcement at one of their meetings.) 

ELECTED OFFICIALS 
Speak with your Supervisor’s Aide as well as the Mayor’s Office of Neighborhood 
Services for help with publicity. Elected officials and their staff can help you 
publicize an event by: 
 Including your flyers in one of their regular mailings. 
 Announcing your event at the many community meetings they attend. 
 

Keeping Members Involved Between Events 
 

Attending an event or a meeting once does not guarantee that a person will be drawn into 
the group.  You must keep your group lively and visible in the neighborhood to retain the 
interest of “onetimers.” 
 
 Mark the date – It helps to set the date of your next meeting at the end of the previous 

one.  That way, people know about meeting with plenty of time to arrange their schedules.  
Also, your group might decide to hold meetings at the same time every month, i.e. that 
your group will meet the first Sunday of every month at 4pm.  That way, people won’t have 
to wonder when the next meeting will be. 

 Don’t forget to call – Many groups find it helpful to set up a phone tree.  Even if you put up 
flyers and make announcements, usually the best way to get people to a meeting is to call 
and have a personal invitation. 

 Make your events fun – Adding a social aspect and food to your activities attracts more 
people to your group.  Rather than having meetings be all business, allow for some 
mingling time – after all, the point of a neighborhood group is to build community.   
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 Stay in touch with email - Email is an easy and efficient way to keep your members 
thinking of the group.  A distribution list is a effective way to quickly let your members 
know of developments. 

 Publish a newsletter – A newsletter is a good way to remind people of your presence.  
The more people who receive news of your events, the more people in the neighborhood 
who will keep your group in mind. 

 Plan small social events - It is important to keep your members involved in the 
interim – brunches, coffees, cocktail parties, and informal discussions are good 
ways to bring people together.  You can use this time to generate activity by 
planning some easy events with your active members. 

 Talk to people personally – Speak personally to the members of your group and others in 
the community about their interests and hopes for the park.  Not only will the personal 
connection make them more likely to stay involved, but you will also be better able to pull 
them into projects that match their interests.  

 Attend other organizational meetings – By attending other group’s meetings, especially 
active neighborhood associations, you can not only share good ideas, but you can also 
invite new people to be part of what your group is doing. 

 Don’t stop during the rainy season – You can keep people active even during the wetter 
months.  Planning a season of successful activities takes time; the sooner you start the 
better you’ll do. 

 Serve food! 
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PARK SAFETY STRATEGIES 
 

1) Building Community  
Communities are strengthened and made safer through building a strong 
neighborhood park group that connects individuals, associations and 
institutions. 

2) Use It or Lose It 
Maximizing park use is one of the most effective ways to increase safety and 
discourage illicit or antisocial activities. Parks should serve the needs of the 
public as a whole.  Park group members can help organize recreational and 
community events that fill the park positive social activities. For example: 
movie nights, Thai Chi classes, bocce ball court, art installations, etc. 

3) Clean and Green 
A neglected park is a sign that your park is abandoned; it is important the 
community is engaged in the park and its upkeep. Partnering with the 
Recreation and Parks Department on volunteer workdays can help make this 
happen. 

4) Gardening for Safety 
Removing undergrowth can reduce crime, especially drinking, drug dealing, 
and prostitution, which can happen out of public view, sometimes under 
cover of overgrown plants.  If undergrowth in your park is a problem, ask 
you park’s Supervisor to remove it or organize a workday to help clear 
unsafe areas. 

5) Posting Park Rules 
If the rules of the park are clearly posted, people are more likely to follow 
them.  It’s a lot easier to ask someone to stop doing something if you can 
point to an official sign that prohibits their action. 

6) ParkScan.org 
Use ParkScan.org to report maintenance issues. ParkScan provides data 
collection on your park’s maintenance needs, which can help advocate for 
increased RPD funding or to keep the Department accountable to their 
responsibilities.  It also helps to improve stewardship of your park, when 
park users see results out in the field. 

7) Vigilance 
A proactive way to handle safety problems in your park is to have people 
who walk the park daily and report back to the whole group on any 
problem areas.  Make sure to create a leaflet, listing numbers people should 
call to report a particular problem. 

8) Communication and Cooperation 
The safety of a park can be enhanced with communication and cooperation 
between the neighbors and police.  People who use the park regularly know 
where problem areas exist and can inform the police directly on issues that 
need to be addressed. 
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NEIGHBORHOOD PARKS COUNCIL  
PARK STEWARDSHIP SERVICES 

 

PARK GROUP RESOURCES  
 Technical Assistance: Provide information and answer questions about 

starting a park project or group, strategic planning and city agency contacts. 
 Community organizing expertise: Help identify key community contacts, 

gain neighborhood support for your park.  
 Established Partnerships with Related Organizations: Connect your group 

with a network of community organizations such as Friends of the Urban 
Forest, Clean City Coalition, Shelterbelt, Neighborhood Safety Partnership, 
Safety Network, SPUR and San Francisco Beautiful. 

 Communication Tools: Publicize your events through our website, e-
newsletter, bimonthly mailing newsletter. 

 Workshops: Design tailored skill-building workshops for park group 
members.  Topics include outreach, event planning, fundraising, media, 
conflict resolution and volunteer solicitation.  

 Database Services: Provide your group with member information 
management by maintaining your groups updated contact information 
including address, phone number and e-mail. 

 Extensive Library:  Access to park and open space-related research, resources 
and contacts. 

 Fundraising: Assist with identifying potential fundraising tools. 
 Fiscal Sponsorship: Provide not-for-profit tax status as an umbrella 

organization, legal and accounting services for park group projects such as 
contract review, and bank account management for groups accepted into 
Fiscal Sponsorship program. 

 
PARK IMPROVEMENT TOOLS 

 ParkScan.org: Provide access to and train park users on how to report and 
track park maintenance needs directly to the Recreation and Parks 
Department via www.ParkScan.org.   

 Park Improvement Projects: Assist in development of park improvement 
projects such as community gardens, art installations and beautification 
projects by working with RPD as a liaison to the community. 

 Volunteer and Intern Program: Recruit volunteers for park workdays and 
events. 

 Community-Based Audits: Train park users on performing park, playground 
and restroom audits. Audits are used to advocate for cleaner, greener and 
safer parks. 
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CITY-WIDE PARK ADVOCACY AND EVENTS  
 Park Advocacy: Educate elected officials and candidates on the importance 

of parks to our economy, environment, and communities. We organize our 
coalition members to meet with their Supervisors on a regular basis, attend 
budget and other hearings on park topics. 

 Action Alerts: Periodic electronic communication to alert your group of 
important park related public hearings, meetings and events. 

 Annual Meeting with the Mayor on Parks: Organize an annual meeting with 
park representatives and the Mayor to present a Park Report Card and 
discuss park conditions. 

 Guest Speaker Series: Host experts on a diverse range of park topics of 
interest to neighborhood park advocates. 

 Coalition Meetings: A free skill-building forum with workshops and expert 
guest speakers with your chance to meet coalition members from all of San 
Francisco. 


