
 Chapter 1 |  a

CHAPTER TITLE
SUBTITLE

Hays County Parks, Open Space and Natural Areas 
MASTER PLAN 

Hays County, Texas
April 2012



HAyS COUNTy PARkS, OPEN SPACE ANd NATURAL AREAS MASTER PLAN  |  Hays County, Texas



HAyS COUNTy 
PARkS, OPEN-SPACE ANd NATURAL AREAS 

MASTER PLAN 

April 2012

Prepared for 

Hays County, Texas

by 

design Workshop Inc. 

Greenplay, LLC

For more information, contact:

Hays County 
111 E. San Antonio St., Ste. 303

San Marcos, TX 78666
(512)393-2211

www.co.hays.tx.us



HAyS COUNTy PARkS, OPEN SPACE ANd NATURAL AREAS MASTER PLAN  |  Hays County, Texas

Hays County Commissioners 
Court

Bert Cobb, M.d., County Judge 
debbie Ingalsbe, Commissioner, Precinct 1
Mark Jones, Commissioner, Precinct 2
Will Conley, Commissioner, Precinct 3
Ray Whisenant, Commissioner, Precinct 4

Hays County Parks and Open 
Space Advisory Board

Jim Camp, Chair
Melinda Mallia, Vice Chair
Jon Engel
kathy Boydston
Linda Tenorio
Todd O. derkacz
david Salazar
Ron Riggins
Barbara G. Vinson
Jeff kaufmann
Gary Amaon
Sherri S. Bilson
Nancy H. Potter
Martha Brown
donna Brasher
Michael Aulick
John Estepp
Pauline Tom

Hays County Staff

Jeff Hauff, Grants Administrator
Jerry Pinnix, Parks Administrator
Margaret Buentello, Grants Coordinator

Acknowledgements



  e

ForwArd
Texans have flocked to Hays County to cool off in spring-fed rivers or enjoy 
its unspoiled beauty and rural character for centuries. For many, Hays County 
is the gateway to the Hill Country, where the coastal plains give way to roll-
ing hills, natural springs, clean rivers and unspoiled open vistas. In recent 
decades, these assets have drawn many to live as well as play here, bringing 
with them needs for new developments and recreational facilities. In guid-
ing this plan, Hays County sought a way to balance the reality of advancing 
urbanization with the common desires of its citizens to maintain the character, 
traditions, and unique natural assets of its communities. 

In a series of public meetings, surveys, and discussions with stakeholder 
groups in 2011, residents of Hays County consistently placed the highest 
priority for parks and open space programming on projects that provide river 
and creek access, trails, youth camping, and open spaces that provide gen-
eral enjoyment of nature.   These were the overarching themes within each of 
five planning areas, common to all of the communities. 

We recognize that many of the local projects that will be needed in the next 
decade are already being addressed by the cities and municipalities within 
Hays County in their individual Master Plans. To define a role for county gov-
ernment in the future, we looked for overarching priorities and unmet needs in 
unincorporated areas.

The first priorities that emerge are a desire for parks and open spaces that 
preserve water corridors, beloved landscapes and our rural character for 
public enjoyment in the face of inevitable development. As large ranches that 
once dominated the landscape are divided into ever smaller pieces for de-
velopment, there is a pressing need to preserve special places and natural 
amenities in the Hill Country that drew people here in the first place.  

Hays County will provide a leadership role in developing parks and open 
space projects that address these priorities. Regional-scale projects will be 
accomplished by working in public/private partnerships, collaborating with 
local communities and non-profit groups, and initiating projects in unincor-
porated areas. These approaches will contribute to the county’s vision for 
Hays County Parks and Open Spaces:  a system of public lands and facilities 
retained with thoughtful attention and care to ensure that treasured places, 
natural amenities and local heritage remain available for recreation, enjoy-
ment, and the well-being of the citizens of Hays County.

 - Hays County Park and Open Space Advisory Board
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qualities, while providing appropriate 
recreation opportunities for the public. 

• Create a financially balanced and eco-
nomically viable parks and open space 
system. 

Hays County controls six parks and open 
space areas. These include Five Mile dam 
Sports Complex (encompassing dudley 
Johnson Park, Randall Vetter Park and 
the Soccer Complex), Jacob’s Well Natural 
Area, and the Regional Hike and Bike Trail 
near Wimberley. Recently, the County part-
nered in a conservation easement over the 
dahlstrom Ranch. The conservation ease-
ment did not include a right of public access 
on the dahlstrom Ranch. The County and 
the dahlstroms have agreed to negotiate 
a lease to allow for public access on the 
property.

Process

The Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan is the result of a 
comprehensive process led by the County 
and consultant team enlisted for the plan-
ning process. This process was informed by 
review of existing County documents, focus-
group input, Hays County Park and Open 
Space Advisory Board (POSAB) input and 
review, citizen participation, Commissioner 
input and County staff input and review from 
January to October 2011. From this phased 
process, a list of recommendations for the 
County’s parks and open space system as 
a whole as well as each of the County’s six 
parks was created. 

The Master Plan was developed over the 
course of five distinct phases:

• Phase 1: The focus of first phase was 
to define goals and objectives for parks 
and open space in Hays County. Us-
ing the 2006 Parks and Open Space 
Master Plan as a starting point, followed 
by input from the Hays County POSAB, 
goals and objectives were created, 
which were then shared with the County 
residents through public meetings and 
stakeholder interviews.

executive summAry
The Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan will be used 
by Hays County, Texas to make decisions 
regarding parks and open space programs 
and facilities. It lays the groundwork for the 
County’s involvement in providing park, 
open space and natural areas for the enjoy-
ment of current and future generations. 

The Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan was formed 
from the results of a multi-faceted process 
that included a current inventory, needs 
assessment and several community polls 
and meetings. Based on the findings of this 
phased process, a set of recommendations 
for the County’s parks and open space 
system as a whole as well as for each of the 
County’s six parks that make up that system 
was completed. What follows is a brief sum-
mary of that process, assessment results 
and recommended priority projects. 

Background

As Hays County continues to grow, its 
4,300+ acres of parks and open space will 
not be able to handle the increased usage 
without destroying the County’s celebrated 
natural features. The County’s goal was to 
develop a focused plan that outlines how to 
preserve its existing holdings and expand 
its parks and open space acreage to meet 
growing demand and enable all residents to 
enjoy County parks and open space.

The goals of the Hays County Parks, Open 
Space and Natural Areas Master Plan are 
to:

• Provide regional park and open space 
lands for an assortment of recreational 
experiences suited to a variety of users 
in the County. These shall include large, 
multi-purpose facilities that may connect 
to community features through trails, 
greenways and other parks.

• Utilize the County park and open space 
system to conserve land that has 
environmental value including habitat, 
watershed health, heritage and scenic 
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open space projects the County under-
takes were also created. 

Assessment Results

during the third phase of the master-plan-
ning effort, four different assessments were 
conducted to help inform Hays County’s 
priority projects list. 

Standards-based Assessment 
Conclusions: 
Based on comparison with park and open 
space standards it is recommended to:

• Increase the total acres of parks in the 
parks and open space system

• Increase the number and length of trails 
in the park and open space system 

• Locate active recreation facilities in 
areas of denser population

Demand-based Assessment 
Conclusions: 
As a result of the public input it is recom-
mended to:

• Create larger-sized facilities with both 
passive and active recreation 

• Provide river access
• Provide multi-use trails that allow for bik-

ing, hiking and connecting parks where 
appropriate

• Promote the incorporation of camping 
and youth outdoor facilities 

• Provide educational opportunities on 
general nature enjoyment and sports 
activities when possible 

Resource-based Assessment 
Conclusions:
To protect sensitive land it is recommended 
to:

• Provide river access and restoration 
• Conserve land that provides opportu-

nities for ground-water recharge and 
surface-water protection

• Protect scenic corridors along rivers, 
roads and ridge tops that allow for views 
to general open space lands

• Create Park Stewardship Plans for all 
facilities: removing invasive species, 
repairing the unstable soil conditions 

• Phase 2: during this phase, the Coun-
ty’s vision and desired role for future 
parks and open space projects began 
to be defined. This is also when the 
County narrowed down its list of prior-
ity projects and refined its role in park 
and open space facility development. 
Potential projects in the County were 
identified and categorized by their ability 
to meet the goals and objectives identi-
fied in Phase 1. A second set of public 
meetings was held and an online poll 
to garner resident feedback was con-
ducted.

• Phase 3: during the third phase, a 
needs assessment was completed using 
four methods of assessment: standard-
based, demand-based, resource-based 
and fiscal-based. The goals and objec-
tives for the plan were used as baseline 
information to define a set of projects or 
strategies that could be implemented in 
Hays County. Additional public outreach 
and feedback was achieved. 

• Phase 4: Priority projects were identified 
during the fourth phase. Project loca-
tions and specific goals were created 
through public input, opportunity analy-
sis (i.e. ability to build additional capacity 
for projects and resources), comparison 
to existing inventory and partnership 
support. During a final public meeting, 
which was held on June 30, 2011 at the 
Hays County Extension Office in San 
Marcos, the consultant team reviewed 
the priority projects with the public and 
gathered their feedback on the direction 
of the plan through comment cards and 
informal discussion.  

• Phase 5: During the final phase, po-
tential partners and funding sources 
for project implementation as well as 
future park and open space planning 
objectives were identified. Management 
recommendations for inclusion in part-
nership agreements for future park and 

executive summAry
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and practicing land management and 
programs to better the environmental 
conditions at any park or open space

Fiscal-based Assessment Conclusions
In achieving additional revenues or partner-
ships it is recommended to:

• diversify tourism opportunities beyond 
sports to potentially include nature 
tourism, festivals or special events and 
educational events

• Build upon existing and new funding op-
portunities and partnerships to grow the 
parks and open space network.

Priority Projects

In support of the goals for parks and open 
space in Hays County, Priority Projects were 
identified. This includes focusing resources 
to develop large multi-purpose spaces that 
encompass multiple Priority Projects within 
the park or open space area to service a 
larger population. 

Priority projects for the County are: 

1. River and Creek Access
2. Trails
3. Camping
4. youth Camping
5. General Nature Enjoyment
6. Nature Center
7. Festival Space
8. Recreation and Sports Complex
9. Shooting Sports Complex
10. Community Gardens
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Master Plan 

miles and is located on the border between 
the edwards Plateau and the southern 
Blackland Prairie region in south central 
Texas. The City of san Marcos is the county 
seat. Incorporated cities within the County 
include Buda, Driftwood, Dripping springs, 
kyle, Wimberley, Hays, Mountain City, 
Niederwald, san Marcos, Uhland and Bear 
Creek. 

There has been a long history of apprecia-
tion and conservation of the natural resourc-
es in Hays County. The first County park, 
Dudley Johnson Park, was acquired in 1973 
through a donation of land along the Blanco 
River. Following the acquisition of this park, 
the County had no new acquisition of parks 
until 2003 when Randall Vetter Park was 
opened adjacent to Dudley Johnson Park. 
additional parks have been acquired by the 
County recently and are discussed in the ac-
complishments section of this Chapter.

a time line of park and open space planning 
efforts in Hays County can be found in ap-
pendix a: Process and History. 

This Parks, Open space and Natural areas 
Master Plan is created for Hays County 
and lays the groundwork for the County’s 
involvement in providing park, open space 
and natural areas for the enjoyment of cur-
rent and future generations. 

There are currently 1,225 acres of publicly 
owned parks and 3,083 acres of publicly 
owned open space in Hays County. The 
largest park facility is 105 acres, with most 
parks in the County being community and 
neighborhood-sized parks. 

according to the 2010 Us Census, Hays 
County is growing rapidly, more than dou-
bling its population from 66,614 in 1990 to 
157,107 in 2010. With the median age being 
30.4 and approximately 30 percent of the 
residents under the age of 19, Hays County 
has a highly active population. 

History
The County was formed by the legislature 
in 1848, although several current counties 
were later carved out of the initial territory. 
The County has an area of 679.8 square 

IntroductIon
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Demographics
Growth in Hays County has increased rap-
idly in the past 10 years and is anticipated to 
continue accelerating. The County needs to 
actively plan for future park, recreation and 
open space opportunities for the growing 
and changing population. The demograph-
ics, including existing and projected popula-
tion, age, race and income, were reviewed 
to better understand the citizen base of 
Hays County for future parks and open 
space needs. additional data on demo-
graphics, including age charts, race charts 
and population growth maps are included in 
appendix a: Process and History. 

Projected Population Figures

The population of Hays County, and the 
austin metro-area in general, is growing rap-
idly. Between 1990 and 2000, Hays County 
saw a 49 percent population increase. 
Between 2000 and 2010, the County expe-
rienced a 61 percent increase in population. 
This trend is anticipated to continue through 
the 10-year life of this plan. 

Growth Patterns

Higher densities exist along the I-35 cor-
ridor, particularly in san Marcos and kyle. 
Maps included in appendix a: Process and 
History illustrate the population density of 
Hays County census block groups. 

age Patterns

The median age in Hays County is 30.4 
years old, with a third of the residents be-
ing under the age of 24. approximately 13 
percent of residents are over the age of 60, 
while 21 percent is under the age of 14. The 
largest portion of citizens are between the 
ages of 20 and 24, at 23 percent. 

Race

according to the 2010 U.s. Census, over 
three quarters of the population reports 
themselves as white, followed by 11 percent 
who identify themselves as “other” race, 3 
percent black or african american or 3 per-
cent two or more races. approximately 35 
percent of the residents identify themselves 
as Hispanic. 

Income

according to the Us Census,  the median in-
come in Hays County in 2009 was $53,113, 
10 percent above the Texas average of 
$48,268. 

Need for Parks and Recreation

as the number of people in the County 
increases and the percent of the population 
under the age of 24 grows, pressure will 
be placed on the County’s parks and open 
space. Planning now for the future of Hays 
County’s parks and open space will ensure 
that future generations of Central Texas 
residents can continue to enjoy recreational 
pursuits of all kinds and the wide-open, 
natural spaces that make Hays County such 
a desirable place to live. 

The Hays County projections were calculated in  2008 by the 
Texas State Data Center, but are using 2000 census data. 
As of the date of this report, projections based upon the 2010 
census data have not been released. 

Census Year PoPulation
1990 66,614
2000 97,589
2010 157,107
2015 (proj.) 215,670
2020 (proj.) 271,388
2025 (proj.) 335,014

IntroductIon
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Past Planning efforts
The Hays County Park and Open space 
advisory Board (POsaB) was established 
in 2000 to “advise the Hays County Com-
missioners Court on matters pertaining to 
acquisition, development, management, 
maintenance and use of parks, recreation 
facilities, open space and leisure services 
owned or controlled by Hays County.” The 
POSAB’s first role was to review and com-
ment on the 2002 Park and Open space 
Master Plan, which gave guidance and 
criteria for projects receiving support from 
the 2001 Bond Funding. 

In 2006, the Parks and Open space Master 
Plan was updated; and, in 2007, an ad-
ditional bond was passed supporting park 
and open space development throughout 
Hays County. In most cases, the County and 
those recipients who were awarded funds 
partnered together to improve existing or 
to implement new park facilities throughout 
Hays County. 

Over the past 10 years, the County has part-
nered with municipalities for park upgrades 
and projects through bond funding. During 
that time, the County leveraged a $33.5 
million bond to improve 32 parks and open 
space facilities throughout Hays County. 

accomplishments
In 2010, the County, in partnership with the 
City of san Marcos, opened a soccer Com-
plex adjacent to the two previously acquired 
County parks. Most recently, the County has 
supported the acquisition and development 
of Jacob’s Well Natural area and the region-
al Hike and Bike Trail (both near Wimberley) 
and was involved in the funding for the Dahl-
strom Ranch conservation easement. (The 
County and the Dahlstroms have agreed to 
negotiate a lease to allow for public access 
on the property.) Funding of County park 
and open space projects that took place 
from 2001 through 2007 came through bond 
initiatives.

In addition, other parks and open space 
in local jurisdictions were also funded in 
part by County bond initiatives. Together, 
the County and local government jurisdic-
tions currently have 1,225 acres of park and 
3,083 acres of open space. The largest park 
facility in the County and local government 
jurisdictions is 105 acres. The majority of 
acreage is at the“community” or “neighbor-
hood” park level (70%). The largest open 
space facility is approximately 1,000 acres.  

Parks and Open space 
support
The continued investment in parks and 
open space throughout Hays County has 
been largely due to bond funding in 2001 
and 2007. In 2001 $3.5 million supported 12 
projects. In 2007, $30 million supported 20 
projects. Parks Bonds were supported by a 
margin greater than 2 to 1. 

Numerous cities in Hays County have estab-
lished parks and open space programs of 
their own. Many of the cities have Parks and 
Open space Master Plans and some have 
parks departments to manage their parks. 
Details on cities’ parks department docu-
ments are located in appendix a: Process 
and History. 

IntroductIon
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Phase 1

The focus of first phase was to define goals 
and objectives for parks and open space 
in Hays County. Using the 2006 Parks and 
Open Space Master Plan as a starting point, 
the consultant team received input from 
the Hays County POSAB to create goals 
and objectives for public comment. The 
objectives presented to the public included 
baseline conditions and potential measures 
of success for each objective. 

The first public meeting was held on March 
31, 2011 at the San Marcos Community 
Center. This meeting covered goals, objec-
tives and measures of success for the Hays 
County Parks, Open Space and Natural 
Areas Master Plan. The information and 
activities included in this meeting encour-
aged feedback on resource maps of the 
area, goals and priorities for parks and open 
space in the County and ideas presented 
and planning process. 

In conjunction with the first public meet-
ing, stakeholder interviews were held on 
March 30 and 31, 2011 at the Five Mile Dam 
Sports Complex. These meetings involved 
individuals identified by the County as hav-
ing a specific interest or fields of expertise 
in topics related to parks and open space. 
Key stakeholder interviews included park 
and recreation directors from local cities, 
agricultural and ranching interests, realtors 
and home builders, organized sports groups, 
conservation interests, agencies, environ-
mental interests and economic development 
interests. 

The former Hays County Park and Open 
Space Master Plan was originally created in 
2002 and was revised on July 20, 2006. To 
stay current with Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department (TPWD) guidelines, the Park 
and Open Space Master Plans must be up-
dated every five years and a new plan is re-
quired every 10 years. With the last revision 
having been in 2006, a new plan needed to 
be prepared in 2011. Hays County enlisted 
the support of a consultant in the creation of 
this plan. 

the Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan is a planning 
document that can be used by the County to 
make future decisions about parks and open 
space projects. This document can be used 
as a guideline for parks and open space 
program and facilities priorities. The County 
can purchase land, develop facilities and/or 
operate and maintain facilities that provide a 
clear public benefit of park and open space 
to the citizens of Hays County. 

Methodology 
the Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan was guided by 
a multi-faceted process. This process was 
informed by review of existing documents, 
focus group input, Hays County POSAB 
input and review, public input, Commissioner 
input and County staff input and review from 
January to October 2011. Public input – a 
key element in the development of the plan 
–  was received through key-pad polling, 
group activities, dot voting, online poll, com-
ment cards, emails, one-on-one conversa-
tions and key stakeholder interviews. While 
polling methods were not administered in a 
statistically valid method, they do represent 
input from those who chose to participate in 
the process. A variety of methods were used 
to solicit input and provide some interpreta-
tion of what people wanted in the County 
parks and open space system. The process 
was completed in five phases. 

Figure 1: Community Kick-Off | March 31, 2011
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Phase 2

During this phase, the County’s vision and 
desired role for future parks and open space 
projects began to be defined. This is also 
when the County narrowed down its list of 
priority projects and refined its role in park 
and open space facility development. Po-
tential projects in the County were identified 
and categorized by their ability to meet the 
goals and objectives identified in Phase 1.

The consultant team facilitated a second set 
of public meetings on two evenings (April 20 
and 21, 2011) in two different locations (the 
Precinct 2 Office in Kyle and the Dripping 
Springs City Hall, respectively). These meet-
ings included a presentation and activities 
regarding the vision. Participants discussed 
the most appropriate role for the County in 
the development of parks and open space 
both in types of parks and open space and 
methods of support that should be pursued. 
Lists of projects were generated during the 
meeting to help prioritize projects. 

In addition to the public meetings, an online 
poll (using Survey Monkey) was made avail-
able to the public from April 21, 2011 to May 
14, 2011. A link to the survey was available 
on the County website. The poll had almost 
1,000 responses from various areas in the 
County, including 40 percent from the San 
Marcos area, 23 percent from the Kyle Area 
and approximately 10 percent each from 
the Dripping Springs and Buda areas. This 
additional outreach measure allowed the 
planning process to reach more people than 
just those who attended the meetings.

Phase 3

During the third phase, the consultant team 
facilitated a needs assessment using four 
methods of assessment: standard-based, 
demand-based, resource-based and fiscal-
based. The goals and objectives for the plan 
provided baseline information to produce 
a set of projects or strategies that could be 
implemented in Hays County. The details of 
the methods and findings of these assess-
ments are discussed in the Needs Assess-
ment section of this document. The goals 
and objectives analysis can be found in the 
Appendix.   

The consultant team held a fourth meeting 
on May 26, 2011 at the Jacobs Well POA 
Building in Wimberley. This meeting covered 
the needs analysis and reviewed the polling 
results to determine local standards and to 
get feedback on potential priorities/prefer-
ences for planning areas within the County. 
Comment cards and informal discussions 
were used to gather feedback on the direc-
tion of the plan. 

Figure 2: Open House | April 20/21, 2011

Figure 3: Conceptual Blueprint | May 26, 2011
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Phase 4

Priority projects were identified during the 
fourth phase. Project locations and specific 
goals were identified through public input, 
opportunity analysis (ability to build addition-
al capacity for projects and resources) and 
comparison to existing inventory and part-
nership support in planning areas in Hays 
County. The priority projects are described 
in detail in Appendix E: Priority Project De-
scriptions. Location-specific prioritization of 
these projects is also discussed in Appendix 
F: Planning Area Preferences. 

Another public meeting was held on June 
30, 2011 at the Hays County Extension Of-
fice in San Marcos. The prioritized projects 
and the planning areas were reviewed and 
comment cards and informal discussions 
were used to gather feedback on the direc-
tion of the plan. The final public meeting 
will occur when the Commissioners Court 
adopts or accepts the plan. 

Phase 5

During the final phase, the team identified 
potential partners and funding sources for 
project implementation as well as future park 
and open space planning objectives. They 
also created management recommendations 
for inclusion in partnership agreements for 
future park and open space projects that the 
County undertakes. Implementation details 
can be found in Implementation section of 
this plan. 

Details on specific outreach tools, meeting 
agendas and supplementary materials are 
included in Appendix B: Public Input Docu-
mentation. 

Figure 4: Draft Plan | June 30, 2011
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Vision 
Hays County is a burgeoning, vibrant com-
munity characterized by abundant natural 
resources. The parks and open space 
system in the County plays an important 
role in allowing people to enjoy these unique 
features, conserve valuable resources and 
provide a variety of recreation opportunities 
in the County. 

county role
The role of the County is to support park 
and open space projects that have clear 
public value, to protect public interest and 
to provide public access to desired, needed 
and well-designed facilities. The County can 
support this role through acquisition of land 
for parks and open space and potentially 
develop, operate and/or maintain facilities 
on the park or open space land. 

Land acquisition by the County can only 
be pursued with willing landowners. Land 
can be acquired either through purchase of 
property in fee-simple, wherein a landowner 
sells his or her property outright, or the 
County can establish a conservation ease-
ment where a landowner willingly conveys 
certain interests on the property, such as 
the restrictions on development. When 
land is purchased in fee-simple, the land is 
obtained in its entirety. When a conservation 
easement is purchased from a willing land-
owner, the landowner still owns and oper-
ates the land and the County or partnering 
non-profit owns the development or other 
rights to the land. A purchase of a conser-
vation easement is a voluntary agreement 
between a landowner and either a non-profit 
conservation organization or government 
agency and requires the landowner’s con-
sent for public access. 

A Resolution of the Hays County Com-
missioners Court regarding the County’s 
authority for land acquisition is included in 
Appendix A: Process and History. 

goals
the Hays County Parks, Open Space and 
Natural Areas Master Plan has three major 
goals with related objectives. The objectives 
under each goal have measures of success 
that are used to further define the objective. 
Detailed analysis of each objective and mea-
sure of success can be found in Appendix D: 
Assessment. 

The goals are focused around the concept of 
the County supporting large regional facili-
ties that help conserve natural features in 
the County. 

Goal 1: Community Goal

Provide regional parks and open space for 
an assortment of recreational experiences 
suited to a variety of users in the County. 
These shall include large, multi-purpose 
facilities that may connect to community 
features through trails, greenways and other 
parks. 

• Objective 1.1: Provide ample parks and 
open spaces in the park and open space 
system.

Measure of success
• The plan contributes to a system 

that provides 30 acres of parks 
and open space per 1,000 resi-
dents, while ensuring that open 
space and park areas are located 
proportionate to the population 
density. 

• Objective 1.2: Utilize the park and open 
space system to provide a range of 
recreational experiences to service a 
variety of age groups and user-types 
year-round. 

Measure of success
• The plan contributes to increased 

diversity of program types in re-
sponse to the needs of the various 
areas of the County. 

• Objective 1.3: Connect the parks and 
open space system where appropriate.

Measure of success 
• The plan contributes to increased 

connectedness of parks and 

Planning Process
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• The plan increases acres of pro-
tected land with high potential ero-
sion risk to integrate the natural 
topography and hydrology into the 
parks and open space system. 

• Objective 2.3: Utilize the parks and open 
space system to protect scenic qualities 
throughout the County.

Measure of success
• The plan increases the amount of 

significant scenic qualities that are 
in parks and open space as a way 
of protecting those views. 

Goal 3: Financial Goal

Create a financially balanced and economi-
cally viable parks and open space system. 

• Objective 3.1: Incorporate a variety of 
funding mechanisms and partnerships 
for park and open space funding. 

Measure of success 
• The plan creates a 60/40 mix of 

public private financing in order 
to balance park and open space 
development priorities with fiscal 
responsibilities. 

• Objective 3.2: Promote economic devel-
opment through increased year-round 
tourism.

Measure of success
• The plan increases the County’s 

tourism-related sales taxes by 
10% and increases visitor spend-
ing per day for park and open 
space activities by 10%.

open space where appropriate. 
Determining “where appropriate” 
includes looking at adjacency of 
other parks and open space facili-
ties, community node or places 
and their proximity to urban areas. 

Goal 2: Environmental Goal

Utilize the County park and open space sys-
tem to conserve land that has environmental 
value including habitat, watershed health, 
heritage and scenic qualities, while provid-
ing appropriate recreation opportunities for 
the public. 

• Objective 2.1: Utilize the parks and open 
space system to improve the condition 
of water quality and quantity in Hays 
County.

Measures of success
• The plan increases acreage of 

land within the park and open 
space system that has high prior-
ity for surface water retention 
including flood zones, wetlands, 
riparian corridors and protections 
buffers. Encourage techniques to 
minimize erosion and storm water 
runoff at all scales. 

• The plan increases acreage of 
land within the parks and open 
space systems that has high prior-
ity for water recharge to improve 
the quality and quantity of water 
entering into the aquifer. 

• Objective 2.2: Utilize the parks and open 
space system to conserve important 
natural resource areas that contribute to 
the health and vitality of the County.

Measures of success
• The plan increases acreage of 

woodland areas and grassland 
within the parks and open space 
system to improve air quality while 
also improving habitat and stabiliz-
ing slopes to prevent runoff. 

• The plan increases the amount of 
tree canopy in developed areas to 
improve air quality and lower the 
urban heat-island effect. 

Planning Process
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Park and Open Space 
Classifications
Parks, open space and natural areas have 
many definitions specific to each jurisdiction. 
The National Parks and Recreation Asso-
ciation breaks down parks and open space 
into many sub-categories. These definitions 
were used as a basis for public input and 
feedback from the Hays County POSAB to 
create a local definition of parks, open space 
and natural areas. 

For purposes of this plan, Open Space 
includes the classification of Natural Areas 
but the County focuses attention and has in-
creased consideration for areas with natural 
resources in Hays County, thus calling it out 
specifically in the title of this plan. This plan 
defines parks and open space as follows:

Parks 
Parks are traditionally developed and 
managed to accommodate multiple 
recreation activities. They are open to the 
public and designed for a high intensity of 
use. Parks often include a wide variety of 
amenities and facilities that support active 
recreation such as sports fields and courts, 
play structures and recreation centers. 
Parks can be various sizes, ranging from the 
neighborhood to the regional scale.

This plan establishes six classifications 
of parks for Hays County: mini-parks, 
neighborhood parks, community parks, 
multi-purpose parks, sports complexes and 
special-use parks. All of these coincide 
with the NRPA definitions except for Multi-
Purpose Parks. Hays County has added 
this park type to the NRPA standard list 
of park classifications because the NRPA 
classifications lacked a park type that 
addressed the regional nature of park 
facilities for a county.   

PARKS

PARK AND OPEN SPACE CATEGORIZATION 

Neighborhood 
Parks

Mini-Parks Community 
Parks

Sports 
Complexes

Multi-Purpose 
Parks

Special Use 
Parks

OPEN SPACE

Natural Areas Greenways

Specialized facilities 
that serve a limited 
population or 
speci�c group.

Area of intensive 
recreational 
activities, such as 
�eld games, court 
games, crafts , 
playground  area, 
skating, picnicking, 
wading pools, etc.

A local park with a 
diverse environmental 
quality.  It may include 
areas suited for active 
recreational facilities 
or for more passive 
nature- oriented 
activities.  

A destination park 
that provides 
opportunity for  
multiple types of 
recreational activities 
while reserving land 
for conservation and 
natural resource 
management.

A large recreation 
facility that  provides 
a venue for active 
sports.  

An area for 
specialized or single 
purpose recreational 
activities (ie. 
fairgrounds).  

Natural areas are managed primarily for 
natural resource conservation.  They are 
often conserved because of their scenic, 
wildlife, cultural or hydrologic values.

Greenways are linear tracts of land that 
are accessible to the public  and o�er 
passive recreation opportunities. 
Often multi-use trail systems  through 
greenways enhance local and regional 
connectivity.  

Figure 5: Parks Definitions

Planning Process



Hays county Parks, oPen sPace and natural areas Master Plan  |  Hays county, texas12 

Master Plan 

Concepts and Standards
The County has a relatively small parks 
system with only six facilities, but includes 
a diversity of park types from natural areas, 
such as Jacob’s Well, to recreation facilities, 
such as Five Mile Dam Sports Complex. 

Through the planning process, a desire for 
large facility with multiple uses that was ac-
cessible to all was clear. The concept of a 
large multi-purpose facility focused on trail 
and passive recreation became the founda-
tion of project development and priorities. 

The process to identify projects and ac-
tivities to occur in a large multi-use facility 
took a four part approach that build upon 
the standard park planning analysis of 
standards, demand and resource analysis 
and additionally included a fiscal analysis. 
The standards analysis used the NRPA 
standards to analyze the baseline inven-
tory conditions. Simply, this supported the 
need for a larger, multi-purpose facility in the 
County. The demand analysis used pub-
lic input to establish the local standard for 
Hays County. This analysis supported the 
desire for trails and passive recreation. The 
resource analysis identified key location of 
resources and standards for incorporation of 
environmental practices to be incorporated 
into projects. The analysis supported the 
numerous ecological resources in the area 
to focus passive recreation around. The 
fiscal analysis looked for potential economic 
impacts and benefits for projects. Simply, 
there are many tourism and partnership 
opportunities in the area to capitalize on. By 
using a multi-dimension approach, projects 
identified for the County were able to meet 
multiple needs identified during assessment 
process. 

The Assessment Chapter of the Master 
Plan Book and the Appendix D: Assessment 
elaborate on this process and findings. 

Open Space 
Open space areas are managed primarily 
for resource conservation and low-impact 
passive recreation opportunities. These 
areas often include trails, water access and 
educational activities. Open spaces can  be 
of various sizes, from linear greenways of 
limited width to larger block areas encom-
passing significant resources. 

This plan establishes two classifications of 
open space for Hays County: natural areas 
and greenways. These two classifications 
align with the NRPA classifications. Hays 
County has added that both have public 
access included in their definitions. 

PARKS

PARK AND OPEN SPACE CATEGORIZATION 

Neighborhood 
Parks

Mini-Parks Community 
Parks

Sports 
Complexes

Multi-Purpose 
Parks

Special Use 
Parks

OPEN SPACE

Natural Areas Greenways

Specialized facilities 
that serve a limited 
population or 
speci�c group.

Area of intensive 
recreational 
activities, such as 
�eld games, court 
games, crafts , 
playground  area, 
skating, picnicking, 
wading pools, etc.

A local park with a 
diverse environmental 
quality.  It may include 
areas suited for active 
recreational facilities 
or for more passive 
nature- oriented 
activities.  

A destination park 
that provides 
opportunity for  
multiple types of 
recreational activities 
while reserving land 
for conservation and 
natural resource 
management.

A large recreation 
facility that  provides 
a venue for active 
sports.  

An area for 
specialized or single 
purpose recreational 
activities (ie. 
fairgrounds).  

Natural areas are managed primarily for 
natural resource conservation.  They are 
often conserved because of their scenic, 
wildlife, cultural or hydrologic values.

Greenways are linear tracts of land that 
are accessible to the public  and o�er 
passive recreation opportunities. 
Often multi-use trail systems  through 
greenways enhance local and regional 
connectivity.  

Figure 6: Open Space Definitions
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County Facilities 
the County owns six facilities with a variety 
of recreational activities at four locations. 
these facilities include both parks, open 
space and trails and range in activities and 
sizes. Four of the facilities are currently in 
operation, while two have been recently 
acquired and are in the planning and 
development phases. 

Five Mile dam Park 

the Five Mile dam Park includes the Five 
Mile dam soccer Complex, dudley Johnson 
Park and randall vetter Park. these three 
parks offer a range of recreational opportu-
nities from active soccer and playscapes to 
passive river access with fishing and pic-
nicking. 

Five Mile Dam Soccer Complex
the soccer Complex at the Five Mile dam 
Complex is a 44-acre park that provides 10 
full-size soccer fields, a concession stand, 
play ground, picnic facilities, pavilion, park-
ing and trail access. the facility is operated 
and maintained through an agreement with 
the City of san Marcos. In addition to the 
recreational amenities the park offers, the 
park also generates a portion of its own 
electricity through wind and solar energy. 

as part of the planning process, an inven-
tory of existing public parks and open space 
properties was conducted to assess the 
number and types of facilities available in 
the County. this information was gleaned 
primarily from local parks and open space 
plans of communities in Hays County (Buda, 
dripping springs, kyle, san Marcos and 
Wimberley) and from the limited database 
held by Hays County. 

open space lands incorporated in the inven-
tory include those with public access and/
or where a public entity owned or purchased 
rights for public use. Private properties that 
have conservation easements where public 
access is prohibited were not included in 
this inventory. 

For purposes of this plan, school recreation 
facilities, private parks, small subdivision 
parks, golf courses and non-profit group 
parks were not included in the inventory. 
although they add recreational opportuni-
ties to the park and open space system, the 
County has incomplete information available 
for these facilities. 

total Park acreage 1,225 acres number

Mini Parks      12 acres 3
neighborhood Parks    250 acres 18
Community Parks    625 acres 26

Multipurpose Parks    132 acres 3
sports Complex Parks    145 acres 5
special use Parks      61 acres 2

total open space 
acreage

3,083 acres number

Greenways 1,090 acres 14
natural areas 1,993 acres 9
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Dudley Johnson Park 
dudley Johnson Park is located at the Five 
Mile dam Complex along the Blanco river. 
the 15-acre park includes picnic areas; river 
access; and a small, non-motorized boat 
launch. a trail currently runs along the bank 
of the river. 

Randall Vetter Park
randall vetter Park is also located at the 
Five Mile dam Complex along the Blanco 
river. the 12-acre park has river access, a 
trail and picnic facilities adjacent to dudley 
Johnson Park.
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Hays County - City of Wimberley 
regional Hike and Bike trail

the regional Hike and Bike trail in Wim-
berley is currently a 3.1-mile trail connecting 
ranch road 12 and Winters Mill Parkway to 
Blue Hole regional Park. the trail is made 
of crushed granite and concrete and con-
nects the communities of Wimberley and 
Woodcreek with Blue Hole Park. 

Jacob’s Well natural area

Jacob’s Well natural area has recently been 
acquired by the County. the 81-acre facility 
is centered around the artesian spring, Ja-
cob’s Well, and several acres of natural area. 
Jacob’s Well is the entrance to underwater 
caves that connect directly to the edwards 
aquifer and Cypress Creek. the Jacob’s Well 
facility is currently being developed and is 
anticipated to include environmental educa-
tion, passive recreation and continued water 
access. 

Regional Hike and Bike Trail Jacob’s Well 

Regional Hike and Bike Trail Jacob’s Well 
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dahlstrom ranch Public access

the dahlstrom ranch Public access project 
is a partnership between a private landown-
er, the County, a federal agency, a non-profit 
conservation organization and the City of 
austin. It utilizes a conservation easement to 
protect water resources and natural resourc-
es and character and to conserve a work-
ing ranch. through an agreement with the 
landowner, the County will lease part of the 
total conservation easement area to provide 
public access to a 384-acre portion of the 
property for education and nature programs. 
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local Plans and Parks
Hays County includes multiple cities and their 
respective parks departments or divisions. 
the goal for County park and open space 
planning is not to overlap City efforts, but 
instead to complement their work. various 
cities’ park and open space planning docu-
ments were compared in order to identify any 
overlap in goals, needs and inventory of parks 
and open space in the County. 

In all of the cities’ plans, preserving open 
space was a goal for the park and open 
space system. other common goals and 
priorities include developing diverse recre-
ational opportunities, working with neighbors 
or overlapping jurisdictions to expand the park 
network, connecting a system of parks and 
marketing parks to locals and tourists. 

all of the cities’ plans included some form of 
public outreach to determine the needs of the 
community, yet only one of the plans com-
pleted a resource-based analysis. 

In addition, the County has requirements 
under subdivision regulations regarding park 
land dedication that establishes standards for 
the dedication of park land for new subdivi-
sions developed outside the cities. this policy 
requires 1 acre of park land per 50 acres of 
development, with some exceptions. a fee-in- 
lieu of dedicated park land/open space may 
also be paid, to be utilized by the County for 
acquisition, development, rehabilitation or 
improvement of parkland and open space.

Inventory Conclusions 
Hays County has 1,225 acres of park land 
and 3,083 acres of open space. local 
jurisdictions are responsible for 1,151 acres 
of park land and 1,466 acres of open space. 
the majority (72%) of park land in the 
County is made up of local facilities such as 
neighborhood and community parks. only 
eight facilities include multi-purpose parks 
and sports complexes.

the County has a relatively small parks 
system with only six facilities, but includes a 
diversity of park types from natural areas to 
recreation facilities. 

a full inventory can be found in appendix C: 
Inventory. 

Inventory
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This study uses several different approach-
es to identify the needs of park and open 
space facilities in the County. An assess-
ment and analysis of existing conditions was 
conducted, resident’s desires for additional 
resources were complied and opportunities 
for future projects were identified. The needs 
assessment used in this plan included four 
categories: 

• Standards-Based
• demand-Based 
• resource-Based
• Fiscal-Based

The first three methods are commonly ac-
cepted in park planning practices and are 
utilized throughout the nation. The fourth 
method is a way to address the economics 
of parks and potential revenue generation to 
offset operational costs, along with benefits 
to other economic sectors of the community.

Each assessment resulted in recommenda-
tions on potential projects and strategies 
that could be implemented in Hays County 
to meet their goals and objectives. These 
assessments were the basis for the list of 
County priorities. diagrams explaining the 
process of each assessment can be found 
in Appendix d: Assessment. 

Standards-Based 
Assessment
The standards-based assessment uses 
commonly agreed upon standards to com-
pare Hays County parks and open space 
facilities to the national recommended aver-
ages. Historically in parks and recreation 
administration, analysis has been completed 
using population or “capacity” ratios known 
as the National recreation and Parks As-
sociation (NrPA) Standards. The NrPA 
standards were developed in the 1980s and 
revised in 1990 as a method for calculating 
the number of park and recreation facilities a 
community should have based on providing 
X number of acres or X number of facilities 
per 1,000 population.

These standards were intended to help 
define the needs based on a national level, 
although it is recognized that they must be 
adjusted for the needs and desires of each 
community. different geographic areas 
of the country have varying user groups, 
trends, interests, etc. In many cases, the in-
dividual community needs are different from 
those of the historically-referenced popula-
tion ratios. 

Although these ratios have been used 
over the last 30 years in parks and recre-
ation planning, most park and recreation 
professionals now consider the standards 
methodology obsolete because they do not 
include newer types of recreation. Some of 
the types of parks amenities in Hays County, 
such as recreation centers, disc golf cours-
es, dog parks, skate parks, playscapes, 
community gardens, picnic areas, nature 
centers and fishing docks, are not listed in 
the NrPA standards. Also not included are 
standards for open space or passive recre-
ation activities.

Process

The NrPA capacity ratios can provide a 
snapshot over time but are limited to specific 
components and are shown here primarily 
for reference only.

This report uses population numbers based 
on the 2010 uS Census data and projec-
tions. Park amenity and facility information 
used to calculate comparison to the NrPA 
Standards for Hays County was based 
on the inventory and available data at the 
time this report was complied. Deficiency 
estimates are based primarily on those 
numbers. An inventory of school and private 
facilities was not conducted as part of this 
study and may adjust these deficiencies, 
specifically organized sports facilities such 
as football. A full table of the NrPA Stan-
dards comparison can be found in Appendix 
d: Assessment. 

Assessment
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results and recommendations

Based on the current population, the existing 
level of service indicates that Hays County 
is deficient in the following categories: 

• overall Park Acreage 
• Trails
• Swimming Pools 
• Baseball Fields
• Softball Fields
• Basketball Courts
• Volleyball Counts
• Tennis Courts
• Track
• Shooting Sports 

In addition, the County would also be de-
ficient in football fields in 2020, based on 
the projected growth of Hays County to a 
population of 271,388.  School facilities were 
not factored into the inventory or projections. 
Many have football fields.  

Based on the standards assessment, priority 
projects in Hays County should focus on: 

• Increasing the total acres of parks in the 
parks and open space system

• Increasing the number and length of 
trails in the park and open space system 

• locating active recreation facilities in 
areas of denser population

demand-Based 
Assessment
The demand-based assessment relies 
on identifying those types of facilities and 
amenities that people desire to have avail-
able. demand is dependant not only on the 
opinions and desires of the participants, but 
also on evaluating the overall facilities in the 
County and comparing those to the demo-
graphics of the local population. 

Process

The interest of residents in specific activi-
ties was taken from an online poll as well as 
community input during meetings. Although 
not considered statistically valid, these 

polls provide good information concerning 
general trends and desires of the commu-
nity. This information is used to inform the 
direction of park and open space planning 
specific to the local needs. Participants were 
asked to rate the importance and signifi-
cance of recreational activities from not at all 
important to very important. responses for 
each activity were then plotted on a chart. 
Activities that have high importance and 
low satisfaction indicate an unmet need and 
could become future priorities for County or 
City parks and open space projects. Activi-
ties that have a high importance and high 
satisfaction could be maintenance projects 
that cities and counties should continue to 
address as the County population increases. 
details from this process can be found in 
Appendix d: objective Assessment. 

results and recommendations

Based on the demand-based analysis, Hays 
County has many active recreation facili-
ties located in urban areas. Many of these 
are connected through small trail systems. 
There is currently a deficiency in overall park 
and open space acres for the County; this is 
especially true for larger multi purpose parks 
that have both passive and active facilities. 

Based on the demand assessment, priority 
projects in Hays County should focus on: 

• Creating larger-sized facilities with both 
passive and active recreation 

• Providing river or creek access
• Providing multi-use trails that allow for 

biking, hiking and connecting parks 
where appropriate

• Promoting the addition of camping and 
youth outdoor facilities 

• Providing educational opportunities on 
general nature enjoyment and sports 
activities when possible 

Assessment
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resource-Based 
Assessment 
Hays County has diverse ecological regions 
and environmentally sensitive landscapes. 
The resource-based analysis looked at vary-
ing land sensitivity in Hays County. When 
possible, the purchase of these lands from 
willing land owners can allow the County 
to provide additional conservation to these 
lands and allow the public to enjoy the 
beauty and uniqueness of Hays County. 

Process

This resource analysis used Geographic 
Information System (GIS) information to map 
the various land conditions related to the 
environmental goals for the Hays County 
Parks, Open Space and Natural Areas Mas-
ter Plan. The resources mapped are exist-
ing conditions in Hays County. Each map 
identifies a percentage of the County that 
has the sensitive land feature and a baseline 
condition of the percentage of the sensitive 
land feature that is currently protected by 
parks or open space in Hays County. details 
from this process can be found in Appendix 
d: Assessment.

results and recommendations

According to the resource-based analysis, 
water issues are a large concern for Hays 
County. Efforts need to be taken to protect 
and enhance water quality and quantity 
throughout the County. Great opportuni-
ties exist for protection and enhancement 
through the parks and open space system. 

In addition, there is support to protect the 
natural beauty and ecosystem services 
the County has to offer. These range from 
scenic corridors, erosion protection, tree-
canopy enhancement and protection, and 
general natural-area protection. 

Based on the resource assessment, priority 
projects in Hays County should focus on: 

• Providing river or creek access and 
restoration 

• Conserving land that provides oppor-
tunities for ground-water recharge and 
surface-water protection

• Protecting scenic corridors along rivers, 
roads and ridgetops that allow for views 
to general open space lands

• Creating Park Stewardship Plans 
for County facilities: removing 
invasive species, repairing unstable 
soil conditions, and practicing land 
management and programs to better the 
environmental conditions at County park 
or open space.

Fiscal-Based Assessment
Although not a commonly employed method 
of assessment, Hays County also completed 
a fiscal-based assessment in order to iden-
tify opportunities for funding partnership and 
development of their parks and open space. 
This assessment focused on implementa-
tion opportunities used in the past and ones 
that could potentially be furthered moving 
forward. 

Process

The fiscal analysis looked at potential fund-
ing opportunities in the County related to the 
parks and open space activities existing and 
potentially occurring throughout the County. 

As a current tourism destination, Hays 
County already has opportunities for eco-
nomic development and revenue-generation 
through sales tax. The fiscal analysis 
reviewed existing tourism and potential tour-
ism based upon recreational facilities and 
scenic resources in the County. details from 
this process can be found in Appendix d: 
objective Assessment.

results and recommendations

Based on this analysis, projects for the 
County should build upon already exist-
ing partnerships and development of new 
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partnerships for future park and open space 
development. 

In Hays County, there are significant sports 
tourism events currently held and natural 
amenities exist that could be further en-
hanced.  

Based on the financial assessment, priority 
projects in Hays County should focus on: 

• diversifying tourism opportunities be-
yond sports to potentially include nature 
tourism, festivals or special events and 
educational events

• Building upon existing and new funding 
opportunities and partnerships to grow 
the parks and open space network.

Needs Assessment 
Conclusions 
Through the four assessments, some 
themes came up in multiple categories. 
These common elements were recognized 
as having the potential to meet many of the 
goals for the County and should therefore be 
considered a priority for the County to incor-
porate into future projects. The priorities for 
the County were based upon the following 
re-occurring themes: 

• Need for a larger-sized, regional facility
• Need for increased trail access 
• Need for activities and facilities that 

provide opportunities to passively enjoy 
the scenic and natural beauty of Hays 
County

• Need for river or creek access and 
restoration

• Need for outdoor education opportuni-
ties through public access

Assessment
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through the planning effort, a number of 
activities were identified by the various 
participants that would serve to enhance 
and further develop those amenities impor-
tant to Hays county residents in the parks 
and open space system. these ranged from 
those elements considered somewhat “pas-
sive’ in character, such as trails and nature 
based opportunities, to active sports venues 
and special purpose facilities. the re-
occurring themes from the assessment and 
analysis phase placed emphasis on passive 
opportunities to enjoy the scenic qualities of 
Hays county through trails, river access and 
educational opportunities in large, regional-
sized parks and open space facilities.

the focus for the county is to encompass 
many of the priority needs into one large 
facility that offers diverse activities to serve 
a large population. the ideal property would 
combine qualities of both park and open 
space by having scenic values and cor-
ridors, river or creek access and aquifer 
recharge opportunities while allowing more 
active uses for portions of the property. the 
ideal property would combine qualities of 
both park and open space by having sce-
nic corridors, river or creek access, aquifer 
re-charge opportunities and road access in 
some portions for more active uses.  

in support of the vision for parks and open 
space in Hays county, priorities support 
opportunities for citizens to enjoy special 
features, such as river and creek access, 
to conserve valuable resources, such as 
general nature enjoyment and rivers and 
creeks and to provide a variety of recreation 
opportunities in the county through active 
recreation and passive trails and camping. 
the following projects are listed in order of 
priority. 

 1. river and creek access

increased public access to rivers will 
provide recreational opportunities such as 
swimming, floating, kayaking and fishing. 
special attention and education needs to 
be given to users in order to minimize the 
environmental impact on the river and any 
conflicts with river-side private landowners. 

 2. Multi-use trails

new trails will offer hiking and biking 
opportunities and can be designed as part 
of the city-developed system for local 
connectivity and part of the larger system for 
increased regional connectivity. 

 3. camping

increasing the number of designated 
campgrounds will allow for a diversity of 
overnight getaway locations as well as 
provide new park space for day users.

 4. youth camping Facilities

this type of facility offers a venue for 
educational activities and scout-type camps. 
the multi-purpose site would have other 
facilities and spaces that are accessible to 
all users. 

 5. General nature enjoyment     
 lands

natural areas provide wildlife viewing,  water 
resource protection and general nature 
enjoyment. 

 6. nature center

a nature center will showcase the unique 
ecology of the Hill country while providing 
educational opportunities for students 
and local residents. these can include 
elements for education, nature enjoyment 
and classroom opportunities while 
showcasing best management practices for 
environmental restoration and conservation. 

Project Priorities
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Planning areas
due to the diversity of both county terrain 
and resident desires, priority/preference 
lists were developed for specific regions of 
the county called Planning areas. Planning 
Areas were defined based on zip codes 
(that include the community and adjacent 
areas). Priorities/Preferences for each plan-
ning area were based upon area-specific 
demand analysis, evaluation of resources 
and opportunities in each planning areas, 
input from the public, and city parks and 
open space projects and partnership op-
portunities, and analysis based upon current 
satisfaction of facilities and importance of 
facilities. Further discussion of this analysis 
can be found in appendix F: Planning area 
Priorities/ Preferences. 

When cities indicated certain projects were 
priorities/preferences, the county did not 
indicate that project type would be a priority/
preference for this study in order to reduce 
duplication of efforts. 

additional information on planning area pri-
orities/preferences can be found in appen-
dix F: Planning area Priorities/ Preferences.

Buda Planning area

the Buda area responses indicates prefer-
ence for more active recreation and com-
munity facilities. as in all planning areas, 
trails and river and creek access were high 
priorities/preferences. the Buda area had 
some satisfaction with active recreation 
activities but dissatisfaction with passive 
activities. the city of Buda’s location allows 
for more direct connections to the highway 
and opportunities for more active recreation 
partnership. the following are priorities/pref-
erences for the Buda Planning area:  

1. river and creek access
2. Multi-use trails
3. community Gardens
4. recreation center and sports com-

plex
5. shooting sports complex

 7. Festivals and special           
 event spaces

these facilities offer a venue for public 
events and community activities. they can 
be  varied in scale and range from large 
amphitheaters to smaller outdoor classroom 
spaces.

 8. recreation center and       
 sports complex 

this space will serve as a location for 
a large-amount of active recreation in a 
concentrated space. this can include both 
indoor and outdoor facilities that provide a 
range of facilities, activities and classes for 
the public. 

 9. shooting sports complex

This project will offer firearm enthusiasts 
the opportunity to engage in a wide range 
of shooting activities as well as provide 
education on firearm safety. 

 10. community Gardens

these gardens create productive social 
spaces that can bring the community 
together and produce local fresh food. 

Priority Project details can be found in ap-
pendix e: Priority Project descriptions. 

Project Priorities
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driftwood Planning area

the demand assessment for the driftwood 
area indicates the desire for mostly pas-
sive recreation and outdoor activities. there 
was an emphasis on youth in the driftwood 
area with education opportunities and youth 
camping and outdoor facilities, as there is a 
dissatisfaction with existing passive activ-
ity opportunities. as in all planning areas, 
trails and river and creek access were high 
priorities/preferences. the driftwood area 
indicated low importance of active recre-
ation. the location of the driftwood area 
away from major highways but connected 
with developed Farm-to-Market roads, 
provides many opportunities for open space 
and passive activities for larger groups. due 
to these factors, the following are priorities/
preferences for the driftwood Planning area: 

1. river and creek access
2. Multi-use trails  
3. General nature enjoyment lands 
4. nature center 
5. youth camping Facilities

dripping springs Planning area

Preferences for dripping springs area were 
for mostly passive recreation and outdoor 
activities. there was a strong emphasis 
in the dripping springs area on education 
opportunities and passive activities. as in 
all planning areas, trails and river and creek 
access were high priorities/preferences. the 
location of the dripping springs area along 
a major highway but in the Hill country, 
provides many opportunities for open space 
and passive activities for that require more 
access. due to these factors, the following 
are priorities/preferences for the dripping 
springs Planning area: 

1. Multi-use trails
2. General nature enjoyment lands
3. river and creek access
4. nature center
5. community Gardens

kyle Planning area

the demand assessment for the kyle area 
indicates the desire for community spaces 
and passive recreation activities. there was 
a strong emphasis in the kyle area on the 
importance of community facilities but also 
general satisfaction with them. there was 
overall dissatisfaction with existing passive 
activities in the area. as in all planning ar-
eas, trails and river and creek access were 
high priorities/preferences. the kyle area’s 
location along a major highway provides 
opportunities larger gathering facilities that 
require access and nearby amenities to 
support them. due to these factors, the fol-
lowing are priorities/preferences for the kyle 
Planning area: 

1. Multi-use trails
2. river and creek access
3. camping
4. recreation center and sports com-

plex  
5. Festivals and special event spaces

san Marcos Planning area

the san Marcos area demand assessment 
indicates the desire for cultural and special 
use spaces and passive recreation activities. 
overall, the residents of san Marcos were 
satisfied with the existing facilities and activi-
ties available to them, but there was also 
overall dissatisfaction with existing camping 
facilities. as in all planning areas, trails and 
river and creek access were high priorities/
preferences. the location of the san Marcos 
area along a major highway and the san 
Marcos river provides opportunities for 
focused larger activities that provide passive 
outdoor recreation easily accessible to a 
larger population. due to these factors, the 
following are priorities/ preferences for the 
san Marcos Planning area: 

1. camping
2. Multi-use trails
3. river and creek access
4. community Gardens
5. Festivals and special event spaces
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Wimberley Planning area

the Wimberley area preferences indicate 
mostly passive recreation and outdoor activi-
ties. there was a strong emphasis in the 
Wimberley area on general nature enjoy-
ment and education. there was also overall 
dissatisfaction and lack of desire for active 
recreation in the area. as in all planning ar-
eas, trails and river and creek access were 
high priorities/preferences. the location 
of the Wimberley area in the Hill country 
provides opportunities for open space and 
passive activities for that can also provide 
conservation benefits. Due to these factors, 
the following are priorities/preferences for 
the Wimberley Planning area: 

1. river and creek access
2. Multi-use trails
3. General nature enjoyment lands 
4. nature center
5. camping

Project Priorities
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Zip code Groups

CAPCOG, TCEQ, USGS, Hays County, City of Kyle, City of San Marcos, City of Buda, TXDOT
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PARKS, OPEN SPACE & NATURAL AREAS MASTER PLAN FOR HAYS COUNTY
Data Sources: 

Figure 7: Parks and Open Space Project Master Plan 
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As a regional governmental entity, Hays 
County has the capacity to organize large 
planning and implementation efforts. The 
County can use this to focus on land ac-
quisition for the implementation of projects 
that meet the County priorities. This is best 
achieved through partnering with other enti-
ties for the capital development and opera-
tions and maintenance of the park or open 
space facilities. 

If the appropriate opportunity arises, the 
County may also participate in capital devel-
opment and/or operations and maintenance 
of park or open space facilities.

Implementation Timeline
The County has recently made two major in-
vestments for future facilities: the acquisition 
of Jacob’s Well Natural Area and the dahl-
strom ranch conservation easement. (The 
County and the dahlstroms have agreed to 
negotiate a lease to allow for public ac-
cess on the property.) These two facilities 
are currently natural areas where gener-
ally more passive recreational activities are 
being planned. Both of these facilities are 
potentially larger than most current park and 
open space opportunities the County has 
and have multiple natural resources on the 
properties. 

Over the 10 year life-span of this document, 
the emphasis of the County is developing 
a large-multipurpose facility that includes 
multiple activities, including trails, river or 
creek access and passive recreation. some 
of this could be accommodated in either of 
the recent County acquisitions but further 
acquisitions of larger acreage should be 
pursued. The focus of the County should be 
to partner and work together on moving the 
development of these facilities forward and 
identification of additional land for acquisi-
tion that can accommodate larger facilities. 

short-Term 

due to the economic situation of the na-
tion and Hays County, limited resources 
are available for implementation of projects. 
Therefore the tasks for the County in the 
immediate future should be on establishing 
master plans for each park facility and initiat-
ing partnerships for capital implementation, 
fund-raising, and operations and mainte-
nance. 

Mid-Term

The mid-time range should include tasks 
related to designing the park facilities, creat-
ing operations and management plans and 
continued work with partners for funding. 
Once enough funding is secured, the master 
plans could be implemented.

Long-Term

Long term, the County should look toward 
purchasing land for additional large-multi-
purpose facilities to complement the growing 
park and open space system in the County. 

Partnerships
The County should look to a variety of 
entities for partnership. In many cases the 
County will need to partner with a combina-
tion of public, private and non-profit agen-
cies in order to implement projects. These 
partnering entities will be specific to the 
project being pursued. 

The following is a list of potential partners 
the County could look to for implementation 
support:

• Municipalities
• Texas Parks & Wildlife Outdoor Grant
• Texas Parks & Wildlife Trails Grant
• Lower Colorado river Authority Commu-

nity development Partnership Grant
• Capital Area Metropolitan Planning Or-

ganization/ Texas department of Trans-
portation – Bike/Pedestrian Grant

ImplementatIon
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• u.s. department of the Interior – Fish 
and Wildlife

• Edward’s Aquifer Authority
• Water Control and Improvement district 

Park development Fund
• u.s. soccer Foundation
• McCoy Foundation
• Boy scouts of America Troops
• donations through Trust for Public Land
• Friends of the Blue Hole
• Burdine Johnson Foundation
• National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
• HEB Foundation
• rachael and Ben Vaughn Foundation
• raymond dickson Foundation
• dripping springs rotary Group - Fund-

raising
• san Marcos soccer Association
• dripping springs soccer Association
• North Hays Optimist Club (in-kind 

match)
• Buda Economic development Corpora-

tion Contributions
• Community donations (banks, busi-

nesses, individuals)
• Meadows Foundation

Partnership Criteria

A partnership is a cooperative venture 
between two or more parties with a com-
mon goal, who combine complementary 
resources to establish a mutual direction 
or complete a mutually beneficial project. 
Partnerships should enhance public offer-
ings to meet the mission and goals of the 
Hays County and the Parks, Open Space 
and Natural Areas Master Plan. 

In order for partnerships to be successful, 
the following elements should be in place: 

• support for the project at the highest 
level of organization

• Establishment of a partnership policy 
with clear parameters and selection 
criteria for proposed partnerships

• Identification of priorities and multiple 
points for go/ no-go decisions on the 
project

• Creation of a public process for review 
of partnership creation. 

Partnerships can take many forms. These 
include cash gift and donor programs, 
improved access to alternative funding, 
property investments, charitable trust funds, 
labor, materials, equipment, sponsorships, 
technical skills and/or management skills, 
and other forms of value such as volunteer-
ing. 

Partner members can also take various 
roles in decision making. Active partnerships 
include management agreements, program 
partnerships, facility leases, intergovern-
mental agreements and marketing partner-
ships. Limited decision-making partnerships 
include grant programs, donor programs and 
volunteer programs. 

Partnership Agreements

detailed agreements between partners 
should outline specific roles and responsi-
bilities of each partner. Partnership agree-
ments could take the following forms:

• Lease Agreements
• Management and/or Operating Agree-

ments
• Maintenance Agreements
• Intergovernmental Agreements (IGAs)
• Combination of these and/or other ap-

propriate agreements

Partnership agreements should ensure that 
the mission and goals of the partnership are 
compatible with the goals and objectives 
for the Hays County Park, Open Space and 
Natural Area Master Plan. At a minimum, 
the partnership proposal and agreements 
should include: 

• description of Proposing Organization
• decision-making Authority
• summary of Proposal
• Benefits to the Partnering Organization
• Benefits to the County 
• details regarding meeting the needs 

of the community, financing, logistics, 
agreements and evaluations
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Funding sources 
Funding can come from a variety of sources. 
Potential funding sources are listed below 
and are ranked according to their appropri-
ateness for Hays County. Current funding 
sources include partnerships, fees, grant 
awards, private donations and voter-ap-
proved park bonds. Other funding sources 
that could be easily incorporated include 
foundation grants. Longer term options for 
funding would require additional planning, 
approvals and partnerships include agency 
grants, additional bonds, corporate or 
private marketing or sponsorship and fees. 
Full descriptions of the existing and potential 
funding sources that have been classified by 
the County for appropriateness for pursuing 
for park and open space projects are below.   

1. Current Funding sources

These funding sources are currently being 
used by the Hays County Parks Department 
to create the existing budgets for capital and 
operational expenditures. 

Partnerships
Partnerships are joint development fund-
ing sources or operational funding sources 
between two separate agencies, such as 
two government entities, a non-profit and 
the County, or a private business and the 
County. Two partners jointly develop poten-
tial revenue-producing park and recreation 
facilities and share risk, operational costs, 
responsibilities and asset management 
based on the strengths and weaknesses of 
each partner.

Dedication/Development Fees
These fees are assessed for the devel-
opment of residential and/or commercial 
properties with the proceeds to be used 
for parks and recreation purposes, such as 
open space acquisition, community park site 
development, neighborhood parks develop-
ment, regional parks development, etc.

Texas Parks and Recreation Account
These funds are awarded for acquisition 
and development of parks, recreation and 
supporting facilities through the state Park 
system.

Land and Water Conservation Fund
These funds are awarded for acquisition and 
development of parks, recreation and sup-
porting facilities through the National Park 
service and state Park system.

Inter-local Agreements
Contractual relationships entered into be-
tween two or more local units of government 
and/or between a local unit of government 
and a non-profit organization for the joint 
usage/development of sports fields, regional 
parks or other facilities.

Friends Associations
These groups are formed to raise money 
typically for a single focus purpose that 
could include a park facility or program that 
will better the community as a whole and 
their special interest.

2. Easily Incorporated Funding 
source

These funding sources are relatively easy 
for the Hays County Parks Department to 
create the existing budgets for capital and 
operational expenditures. These would be 
used to attempt to fund the Master Plan and 
Projects currently being developed. 

Foundation/Gifts
These dollars are raised from tax-exempt, 
non-profit organizations established with 
private donations in promotion of specific 
causes, activities or issues. They offer a 
variety of means to fund capital projects, 
including capital campaigns, gifts catalogs, 
fundraisers, endowments, sales of items, 
etc.
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Grants
A variety of special grants either currently 
exist through the Federal and state gov-
ernmental systems or will be established 
through the life of current and proposed 
facilities.

3. Potential Long-range Funding 
sources

These are potential funding opportunities 
the Hays County Parks Department could 
consider. These would be used for long-
range projects and plans. 

Inter-modal Transportation and 
Efficiency Act
This funding program, commonly called 
TEA-21 Grants was authorized by the Fed-
eral Government in 1991. Funds are distrib-
uted through the state. There are several 
million dollars in enhancement revenues 
available for transportation related projects, 
including bicycle and pedestrian trails, rail 
depot rehabilitation, landscaping and beauti-
fication projects.

General Obligation Bonds
Bonded indebtedness issued with the ap-
proval of the electorate for capital improve-
ments and general public improvements.

Volunteerism
This is an indirect revenue source in that 
persons donate time to assist the depart-
ment in providing a product or service on 
an hourly basis, such as trail clean ups, 
forest management, etc. This reduces the 
County’s cost in providing the service plus it 
builds advocacy into the system.

Security and Clean-Up Fees
Counties will charge groups and individuals 
security and clean-up fees for special events 
and other types of events held in parks. 

4. Potential Partnership 
Agreement Funding sources

These are potential funding opportunities 
the Hays County Parks Department could 
consider. These funding sources may 
not be available currently in the state or 
an intergovernmental agreement may be 
necessary for implementation. These funding 
sources may meet with some resistance and 
be more difficult to implement.

Corporate Sponsorships
This revenue-funding source allows cor-
porations to invest in the development or 
enhancement of new or existing facilities in 
park systems. sponsorships are also highly 
used for programs and events.

Naming Rights
Many counties have turned to selling the 
naming rights for new buildings or reno-
vation of existing buildings and parks for 
the development cost associated with the 
improvement.

Private Developers
These developers lease space from County-
owned land through a subordinate lease that 
pays out a set dollar amount plus a percent-
age of gross dollars for recreation enhance-
ments. These could include a golf course, 
marina, restaurants, driving ranges, sports 
complexes, equestrian facilities and recre-
ation centers, and ice arenas.

Irrevocable Remainder Trusts
These trusts are set up with individuals who 
typically have more than $1 million in wealth. 
They will leave a portion of their wealth to 
the County in a trust fund that allows the 
fund to grow over a period of time and then 
is available for the County to use a portion 
of the interest to support specific park and 
recreation facilities or programs that are 
designated by the trustee.
   
Life Estates
This source of money is available when 
someone wants to leave their property to 
the County in exchange for them to live on 
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their property until their death. The County 
usually can use a portion of the property 
for park purposes and then all of it after the 
person’s death. This revenue source is very 
popular for very wealthy individuals whose 
estates will be highly taxed at their death 
and whose children will have to sell their 
property because of probate costs. This 
allows the person to receive a good tax de-
duction yearly on their property while leaving 
a life estate. The County benefits because 
they do not have to pay for the land.

Permits (Special-Use Permits)
These special permits allow individuals to 
use specific park property for financial gain. 
The County either receives a set amount of 
money or a percentage of the gross service 
that is being provided. 

Reservations
This revenue source comes from the right 
to reserve specific public property for a set 
amount of time. The reservation rates are 
usually set and apply to group picnic shel-
ters, meeting rooms for weddings, reunions 
and outings or other type of facilities for a 
special activity.

Special Fundraisers
Many park and recreation agencies have 
special fundraisers on an annual basis to 
help cover specific programs and capital 
projects.

Manufacturing Product Testing and 
Display
This is where the County works with specific 
manufacturers to test its products in parks, 
recreation facilities and program services. 
The County tests the product under normal 
conditions and reports back to the manufac-
turer how its product is doing. Examples are 
in lighting, playground equipment, vehicle 
tires, mowers, irrigation systems, seed and 
fertilizers, etc. The County gets the product 
for free but must pay for the costs of installa-
tion and tracking results.

Recycling Centers
some counties operate recycling centers for 
wood, mulch and glass as profit centers for 
their park systems.
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Plan Conclusion
This plan represents the opinion, desires 
and needs for Hays County for a specific 
period of time in 2011. Invariably, the needs 
and desires of the community will change 
over time and should be reassessed regu-
larly. Public input should be pursued through 
multiple means during implementation of 
project priorities. 

This plan will need to be updated again in 5 
years to be current with TPWd guidelines. 
At regular intervals between plan adoption 
and then, the County should assess how 
well the plan is being implemented and con-
sider where to focus resources for upcom-
ing years. This regular monitoring of plan 
implementation will assist in the information 
needed for the TWPd 5-year update. 
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