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Executive Summary

Improving Access to Recreation for Vulnerable Citizens in Ottawa

Growing up poor in Ottawa is very expensive — we all pay the costs when vulnerable
residents are excluded from community life. We all pay the price when at-risk youth
can’t take part in quality recreation programs. Crime goes up and people get sick.
Divisions are created between the rich and the poor, between mainstream and
minority cultural groups. Lives are wasted because young people can’t achieve their
full potential. Neighbourhoods suffer because social cohesion is weak. It’s about time
we invested in quality prevention programs to improve the health of all residents. It's
about time that the City of Ottawa catches up to the best practices of other Canadian
cities. We can’t afford to pay the heavy price of failing to invest in disadvantaged
neighbourhoods.

This document provides a summary of the large body of scientific evidence on the
significant health, social and economic costs of limiting access to recreation' for
vulnerable people. It is the hope of Crime Prevention Ottawa that City Council will
take this indisputable body of research into consideration in their deliberations over
the Parks and Recreation Master Plan. We are concerned that the City’s financial
framework, which shifts funding from tax support to a revenue-covered model, will
result in increased barriers to participation for vulnerable residents. This in turn will
result in increased crime and public safety issues.

Despite the undeniable health and social savings of providing no cost or low cost
guality recreation activities, Ottawa lags far behind the best practices of other cities in
Canada and other parts of the world. The studies we refer to — provincial, national
and international - prove that limiting access to recreation programs for at-risk citizens
backfires immediately — cities actually have to spend way more money on policing,
health care, education and social assistance as a result. Ottawa taxpayers are better
off with improved access to recreation for vulnerable individuals and families.

It is not good enough to maintain the status quo in Ottawa — far too many needy
residents are not accessing existing services due to a variety of barriers. The
negative health outcomes experienced by these individuals is profound. Instead, we
need to provide vulnerable young people with increased access to quality activities.
Poverty is the greatest barrier to achieving physical and mental health for the
residents of Ottawa. We must increase opportunities and supports for at-risk
residents by prioritizing low-income neighbourhoods for construction of new and
upgrading of old facilities. We need to increase the capacity of schools in
disadvantaged areas to provide programming in the evenings and weekends. These
initiatives do not have to cost more money, nor do they have to create a divided
public. There are excellent models in other Canadian cities upon which Ottawa can
base its Master Plan.



Accessible Recreation Promotes Healthy Development

of all Ottawa Citizens

The health of Ottawa citizens is determined by individual bio-physiological and
psychological characteristics, combined with family, school, peer group,
neighbourhood and community resources. A large body of scientific evidence
substantiates the health benefits of broad participation in recreation programs, such
as:

¢ Increased appropriate access to existing social, health, and community

services;

Enhanced physical and psycho-social health of families;

Reduced rates of obesity and childhood diseases;

Increased attendance and achievement at school,

Decreased number of behavioural/emotional problems among children;

Increased self-reliance and enhanced life management;

Decreased use of emergency services (emergency medical services, child

welfare, police) and increased proactive use of health promotional services;

Reduced future costs in emergency services;

More efficient use of existing resources; and

¢ Increased ability of agencies and organizations to work together across
sectors."
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Who is at Risk for Unhealthy Development in Ottawa?

A large body of research on human development shows that health and well-being is
linked to financial resources. Low-income individuals and families are more
vulnerable: they generally experience more physical, behavioural and mental health
problems; they are more likely to be overweight and obese; they suffer more neglect
and physical violence; they do less well at school and are more likely to drop out; and
they experience less labour market success than people from more affluent family
backgrounds. Racial and ethnic minorities, Seniors, and disabled people have higher
levels of social disadvantage and many live in grinding poverty. They, too, are at
significant risk for unhealthy outcomes.

The good news is that diverse outcomes are possible for Ottawa children who grow up
in poverty. The key is the ability of caring adults, families, schools, and communities
to mitigate risk factors." Participation by young people in quality recreation activities
builds ‘protective pillows’ and develops resiliency. ¥ Kids need protective pillows
because they face different risks and their resiliency varies tremendously. Low-
income young people who have regular involvement in structured, skill building
recreational activities have protection against these risks. Such activities provide



mentorship opportunities and often are integrated with other child and youth
prevention services."

The bad news is that most kids who live in poverty in our City don’t participate in
programs. Data from the National Longitudinal Survey on Children and Youth show
that only 25% of low-income children and youth participate in arts and recreation
programs in Canadian cities, whereas 75% of children from more affluent families
participate.” A primary reason for this lack of participation is the fact that the current
mix of the fee assistance program and tax dollar support for low-income Ottawa
residents does not provide sufficient funding for long-term (continuous, year-round)
participation in City programs nor does it allow for participation in advanced skill
development programs. Instead, only informal programs (such as public swimming,
skating or drop-in activities) are financially supported. As well, costly sports activities
offered by other service providers (for example, hockey) are not covered by the City’s
subsidy policy.

Accessible Recreation for High Risk Individuals

and Families Prevents Crime

Accessible, quality recreation opportunities increase a community’s” capacity to
provide youth with a dense network of social ties and meaningful opportunities for
engagement.™ Young people who have higher participation rates in structured
recreational activities have reduced rates of criminal arrest (by as much as 71%) and
antisocial behavior and increased success at post-secondary education. * These
activities can also provide safe, developmental opportunities for latch-key children,
who have reduced opportunities for physical activities and socialization due to a lack
of parental supervision. Youth crime peaks in the after-school hours, and structured
after-school programming benefits young people in situations where supervision
would be otherwise absent. For example, London England’s Youth Inclusion
Program targets the 50 most at-risk youth ages thirteen-sixteen years living in high-
crime neighbourhoods. It provides them with activities ranging from sports and
recreational opportunities to skills training (literacy, anger management, dealing with
gangs and drugs). A 2003 evaluation found that the program reduced school
expulsions by 27%, reduced youth arrests by 65% and overall crime in
neighbourhoods by 16% to 27%."



Accessible Recreation for Vulnerable People Builds

Healthy Families and Communities

Regular involvement in recreation activities in one’s community builds and maintains
strong families and neighbourhoods. Participation in healthy lifestyle behaviors such
as soccer or dance promotes social bonding, enhances family interaction, peer
influence and develops the capacity of communities. Building capacity means
empowering communities to change things by using their own resources (skills,
knowledge and experience) and by working in partnership with other groups and
agencies. People who get involved in team-oriented activities with common goals
tend to have healthy interpersonal relationships due to the intensive interaction with
others. This is called social cohesion, or the glue which binds social networks of
residents together. This is integral for the building of social capital — the networks of
reciprocal social relations which are of value for achieving mutual goals.™

When recreation is accessible, it promotes the social inclusion of residents in their
own communities — where everyone, including the most vulnerable, can achieve their
fullest potential.™¥  There are meaningful opportunities for involvement and
membership for all residents. Parks and recreational facilities create a sense of space
and belonging for local neighbours. When activities are accessible, they develop a
sense of ownership and pride, and increase the community’s image and socio-
economic status.” Therefore, local infrastructure and quality programming is of the
utmost importance. Vulnerable people are highly unlikely to participate in programs
offered in facilities outside of their own neighbourhood.

Quality recreation promotes tolerance and harmony by helping young people
appreciate and better understand cultural diversity, think critically and solve problems.
Kids learn how to interact socially and negotiate fair resolutions amongst peers who
have different viewpoints.™"

It is a primary avenue which can promote civic development and volunteerism.”™""
Many recreation groups and agencies rely on adult volunteers to deliver programs and
services. These adults, who play a central role in moral development of young
people, are highly likely to have been active participants in organized recreation as
children themselves.*""

The most cost-effective way to increase quality infrastructure and programming in low
income communities is to adopt the ‘school as hub’ model. Many municipalities in
Ontario have entered into contractual agreements with the Province, local service
providers and school boards allowing for low cost or no cost recreation programming
during after school, evening and weekend times.



Investment in Recreation Saves Money

Growing up poor in Ottawa is very expensive — we all pay the costs of having twenty
percent of our citizens live in poverty. Investments in the voluntary recreation sector
achieve substantial savings to the municipally funded health, social and police
budgets while at the same time improving the quality of people’s lives.

Ontario data suggest that participation in recreation by low-income families pays for
itself in the reduced use of professionals and probationary services and mental health
benefits for mothers. Savings have been found in the tax system when people exit
welfare and gain employment.*® Gina Browne and her colleagues (1998, 2001)* at
McMaster University in Hamilton have demonstrated that proactive coordination of
arts, ballet and music lessons for low-income children and youth results in increased
exits from social assistance and significant cost savings to the health, youth justice,
child welfare and educational sectors. Children and youth who participate in at least
one 13-week skill development program per year can substantially increase their
cognitive, physical and emotional competencies. Ottawa studies by Dr. Dan Offord
showed similar results in the 1990s.

Successful programs reduce the funding silos between public health, recreation,
daycare, education and Ontario Works. There are promising approaches to reducing
these silos in a handful of Ontario municipalities. Hamilton, Peel, York region, and
London have created historical partnerships between sectors within their
municipalities, increasing the participation of low-income families. The greatest
successes are achieved in smaller communities where the senior managers of
municipal sectors have developed excellent working relationships. These personal
ties are able to surmount the bureaucratic red tape characteristic of many cities.
Typically, these services are housed in the same building, providing consumers with
‘one-stop-shopping’. In the Families First program, for example, when parents apply
for Ontario Works, they are also introduced to day care, recreation, and public health
staff. Families are provided with a yearly stipend of approximately $250 per child for
recreation expenses, which parents can use in a variety of ways to access recreation
services and equipment. The Peel program is being replicated in Edmonton with a
$10 million evaluation study.

In other parts of the world, there is indisputable scientific evidence that quality
recreation and arts programs can achieve significantly more benefits than costs.™
These programs give taxpayers a good return on their dollar. Scientists have
developed a comparative costing of services using an inventory to track direct and
indirect costs, and cost-benefit models have been constructed to assign monetary
values to any observed changes in education, health (including frequency of visits to
the doctor or hospital, medications used), crime, substance abuse, child abuse and
neglect, teen pregnancy, and social assistance outcomes. Evidence points directly to
the high returns on these programs for young children.”™ In the U.S.A., a cost-benefit



analysis of the High/Scope Perry Preschool Project has established a savings of
approximately $16 for every $1 spent on such programs.”"

Moving the Master Plan Forward: Options to

Increase Access to Recreation

CPO has generated a number of recommendations to support moving the Master Plan
forward. These options will increase opportunities and supports for Ottawa’s most
vulnerable residents, thereby preventing crime and increasing healthy outcomes.
They include:

1) Eliminate user fees in low income neighbourhoods: The current mix of the fee
assistance program and tax dollar support for low-income residents does not
provide sufficient funding for long-term participation in City programs, including
advanced skill development programs. The City should use tax dollars to
support programs for vulnerable residents.

2) Reduce funding silos between public health, recreation, daycare, education and
Ontario Works: Separate funding for health, social, education, and recreation
sectors presents a major challenge for the elimination of user fees for low
income families. The City of Ottawa should explore modeling its investments in
recreation after the quality programs reviewed in this report.

3) Increase quality recreation infrastructure and programming in low-income
communities: Recreation facilities in low-income neighbourhoods should be
prioritized for upgrading. New facilities under consideration should be built in
disadvantaged communities lacking adequate infrastructure. The ‘school as
hub’ model should be adopted.

4) Reduce other barriers to accessibility:  Significant barriers which limit
accessibility by vulnerable residents include transportation costs, language,
availability of child care, physical barriers, lack of awareness about the service,
and appropriate support services. A proven way to increase accessibility is
through outreach services to at-risk families and other vulnerable individuals.

This position paper was authored by Dr. Mark Totten, President of Totten and Associates. He
is the past Director of Research at YSB and has worked with high-risk children, youth and
families for three decades. He collaborates with groups across Canada and in other countries
in the areas of crime prevention, intervention and suppression. He has authored over 30
books, studies and government reports and is a frequent media commentator and keynote
speaker at national and international conferences.
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