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INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND

Smyrna Dunes Park is a 73 acre County of Volusia park, within the city limits of the City of New Smyrna Beach.  The park is located on the south shore of Ponce Inlet, at the northern tip of the New Smyrna Beach peninsula.  Historically, the park has accommodated a number of uses including bird watching, beach activities, recreational walking and jogging, and dog-walking.  A central amenity of the park is a circular 1.5 mile long boardwalk, used by patrons who enjoy jogging, walking dogs, or simply strolling.  The park also includes habitat for a large number of species, including gopher tortoises and shorebirds.

In 2007, Volusia County banned dogs from the boardwalk, in response to its perception that their presence there posed safety, liability and other issues.  At the same time, the County established a “natural path” for dog walkers to use instead.  These actions proved controversial.  The Smyrna Dunes Committee was convened as a result of conversations between Volusia County Councilman Jack Hayman and New Smyrna Beach Mayor Sally Mackay about this situation.  It represented an effort to re-examine issues at the park, including but not limited to those posed by dogs on the boardwalk, and attempt to reach consensus recommendations regarding how to address those issues.  

The Committee consisted of approximately ten citizen-members from the City of New Smyrna Beach and approximately ten from surrounding areas of Volusia County.  Its members were recruited informally by elected officials from the City and the County, and by individuals prominently involved in discussions regarding the park.  Members were not formally appointed by either the City or the County.  Staff from both jurisdictions supported the Committee and participated in its discussions, although not in its decision-making.   Committee members are listed in Appendix A.

At the outset of the discussions, the Committee adopted a consensus decision-making rule.  This required any conclusions characterized as recommendations of the Committee to be ones that all members present could either support, or at a minimum not oppose, whether or not they were every members preference.  The scale and guidelines used by the Committee to determine consensus can be found in Appendix B.  At the end of four meetings, the Committee achieved consensus on fifteen recommendations.  

ISSUES AND THEMES

In the Committee’s early discussions, members quickly highlighted their belief that the range of issues needing attention was much broader than dogs on the boardwalk, and that issues related to dogs could not be adequately addressed without dealing with the other issues as well.  That range of issues is reflected in the categories of recommendations.  These include: park facilities and design, operations; enforcement and regulation; environment; education; and city-county cooperation.

While many of the recommendations are quite detailed, at least one overarching theme describes much of what members tried to address in each of the areas:  changing the culture of the park in ways that promote respect for the parks rules and for its natural resources, and that increase mutual respect and tolerance for each other’s activities among users and between users and park personnel.  Committee members believed this was essential to resolving not just issues related to dogs, but to the range of issues they identified.  As part of these changes, Committee members also talked extensively about establishing a new set of expectations regarding responsible behavior on the part of users.

Many of the recommendations -- including those dealing with enforcement of regulations, the establishment of a Friends of Smyrna Dunes Park group, increased presence in the outdoor areas by park personnel, and educational materials and programming -- directly address changing the behavior of park users.  Others, such as those relating to the provision of “bump outs” on the boardwalk, adoption of new regulations, and protection of environmentally sensitive areas seek to provide the physical infrastructure and regulatory support needed to encourage and maintain such changes over time.

At the end of their deliberations, Committee members did make a recommendation regarding dogs on the boardwalk (Recommendation 6).  It is essential, however, that this recommendation be seen as part of a broader package of changes, all of which need to be addressed to help the park reach its full potential.

POINTS OF AGREEMENT AND DISAGREEMENT

All of the items characterized as recommendations in this report enjoyed the support of all Committee members.  This does not necessarily mean that every recommendation is every Committee member’s first preference.  As described in Appendix B (the decision-making guidelines adopted by the Committee at its first meeting) this means that these recommendations are ones that all can support (or at least agree not to oppose), because they address issues members believed important, they were arrived at fairly an openly, and they were the best solutions the Committee as a whole could reach at this time.  Within this framework of consensus several issues warrant further comment. 

Recommendation 6, recommending times of day during which dogs should be allowed on the boardwalk, represents a compromise.  It reflects the Committee’s commitment to addressing the needs of a spectrum of users, including those that do and those that do not walk dogs at the park.

Enforcement played a prominent role in the Committee’s discussions.  All members agreed that enforcement has the potential to make a significant contribution to the changes in the culture of the park described in the preceding section.  Some members thought that, in order to achieve these changes, an even greater emphasis on enforcement and especially on the presence of on-site enforcement personnel would be needed than what appears in the recommendations.  Others, citing the complexities of effective enforcement and limited resources, preferred to emphasize other ways to promote changes in park culture, such as heightening user awareness of an attention to park rules through the visible and consistent presence of volunteers and park personnel.  Recommendations 10 and 11, addressing regulations and enforcement, when taken together with the recommendations regarding the establishment of a friends of the park group and educational activities and materials, represent a balance between these two perspectives.

Recommendation 13, dealing with conservation zones to protect dunes and shorebirds, presented the Committee with the greatest challenges in reaching consensus.  All Committee members endorsed the concept of conservation zones for dune and shorebird protection.  As described in the recommendations, these exclude both people and dogs.  One of the zones extends from the jetty to walkover number two, and towards the water as far as a line between twenty and thirty feet from the toe of the dunes.  This zone excludes people to the toe of the dune and dogs throughout the zone.  At least one Committee member believed strongly that to provide the degree of protection warranted by the importance of the shorebird habitat in the park, this zone should extend (and exclude dogs) to the waterline.  This Committee member believes studies suggest that the presence of dogs, even if leashed, disturbs shorebird nesting and feeding at the waterline to a significant extent.  (Other members disagreed with this conclusion.) This member chose not to oppose the recommendation as drafted because it does in fact provide some protection, but strongly believes it does not go far enough.

RECOMMENDATIONS

PARK DESIGN AND FACILITIES
Recommendation 1  -- Install “bump-outs” on the boardwalk at regular intervals to facilitate passing.

Recommendation 2 – Some segments of the boardwalk will need major repairs or reconstruction in the foreseeable future.  Consider widening those segments to 8 feet in conjunction with the repairs or reconstruction.  The County should explore this possibility in conjunction with the repairs currently planned for later this year, and continue implementation over the long-term as additional needs for major repairs arise.

Recommendation 3 --  Install baggie dispensers at regular intervals and adjacent to all trash cans.

Recommendation 4 --  Stencil park rules at regular intervals on the boardwalk.

Recommendation 5 --  Install additional portable restrooms on the inlet beach, if they can be serviced without adversely impacting conservation zones.  If installed, make them aesthetically compatible with their surroundings.
OPERATIONS

Recommendation 6 -- Allow dogs on the boardwalk between opening and approximately 10 a.m., and one hour before closing.  

Recommendation 7 – Allow dogs on the natural path during all hours of operation, in addition to allowing dog access to the boardwalk as described in Recommendation 6.

Recommendation 8 – The County should clarify staff responsibilities to include the following.

a. Presence of park personnel at Smyrna Dunes Park during all hours of operation;

b. Frequent, regular rounds of the park (at least three times a day, at intervals to be determined) and increased visibility of park personnel to park users.

Recommendation 9 – The City and County should cooperate to establish a “Friends of Smyrna Dunes Park” Committee.  The group will assist staff with park maintenance, and with monitoring and reporting compliance with park regulations.  The County will provide necessary uniforms and equipment.  The City will assume responsibility for organizing the group and scheduling its activities.  Also establish a fund, to be administered by the group to accept donations to enhance and support the park.
REGULATIONS AND ENFORCEMENT
Recommendation 10 – The City should adopt by ordinance, and the County by park rules, a single set of park regulations for Smyrna Dunes Park.  The regulations should include the following points.

a. Significant fines for violations of park rules/city ordinance.

b. Dogs must be on a leash at all times.  Voice control will not be considered sufficient.

c. Five foot maximum leash length on the boardwalk.  Dogs to be restrained on no more than 2 feet of leash and maintained between the person walking the dog and the guardrail when passing another boardwalk user.

d. Requirement that dog owners carry baggies while walking dogs on boardwalk.

e. Regulation of dog access as described in Recommendations 6-7 above.

f. Protection of environmental areas as described in Recommendation 13 below.  

Recommendation 11 --  The City and the County should cooperate to establish a single set of enforcement protocols that include the following.

a. Clarification of measures to be taken by park staff before calling enforcement personnel (including the minimum number and kinds of requests for compliance, depending on the infraction).

b. Clarification of primary enforcement responsibilities for categories of infractions.  It is expected that city police and beach patrol may each be the primary responders for certain categories of infractions.  

c. Clarification of the kind of emergency situations that will be referred to 911.  

d. Procedures that maximize the likelihood of a timely response to non-emergency calls.  These should include routing calls to other available enforcement personnel, if the agency with primary responsibility for response cannot respond quickly).

e. Expectations for strict enforcement of key provisions of the park rules described in Recommendation 10 above.

f. Clarification of internal city and county policies as needed to communicate to enforcement personnel the new expectations established by the protocols.
Recommendation 12 --  The City and the County should cooperate to explore all possibilities for obtaining the presence on-site of enforcement personnel during peak hours (especially weekends).  Possibilities include enhanced presence by currently available personnel, additional sheriff’s personnel, retired law enforcement personnel, temporary agencies or security agencies.  Additional revenue sources (revenue neutral to county) would need to be identified to support any addition personnel presence.  Possibilities for additional revenue streams include enhanced fees and donations.
ENVIRONMENT

Recommendation 13 – Establish no-access conservation zones, off limits to people and dogs, to protect the environmental resources of the park.  The zones should be recognized in the single set of park rules described in Recommendation 10 above.  These zones should include the following.

a. The dunes area within the boardwalk, to exclude people and dogs. 

b. A shorebird protection area encompassing the dunes outside of the boardwalk, and constituting an extension of the conservation zone currently in place on the Atlantic beach. The zone would extend from the jetty to walk-over number two, and towards the water as far as a line between twenty and thirty feet beyond the toe of the dune. This zone would exclude people and dogs to the toe of the dune, and dogs between the toe of the dune and the outer edge of the zone.  The County Coastal Division Director would have discretion to vary the line to accommodate seasonal changes and to ensure that sufficient area remains between the line and the water to accommodate to accommodate dog-walking along the water.

The County should evaluate the effectiveness of these zones six months from the adoption of this report.
EDUCATION

Recommendation 14 – Enhance educational programming at Smyrna Dunes Park to include the following.

a. Educational tours and other programming that highlight the natural values of the park.

b. Brochures and other printed materials that describe the natural resources and how to protect them while enjoying the park.

c. Free programs to provide orientation or training in “boardwalk dog-walking” for people who frequently bring their dogs to the boardwalk.

ADDITIONAL CITY-COUNTY COOPERATION

Recommendation 15 – The city and county should establish a communication protocol that addresses the following.

· Identification and discussion of perceived issues affected the park.

· Notice of and opportunities to discuss proposed new park management actions.

· Monitoring the implementation of any recommendations agreed to by the city and county as part of the Smyrna Dunes Park Committee process.  As part of the monitoring process, periodically examine all incident reports generated within the park by any agency.
· A public meeting six months from the adoption of this report to allow the City and the County report on progress in the implementation of its recommendations.
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New Smyrna Beach City Manager John Hagood, City Attorney Frank Gummey.
APPENDIX B – CONSENSUS GUIDELINES AND SCALES

The following process and decision-making guidelines were used by the Committee.

AN APPROACH TO CONSENSUS

Consensus is a process, an attitude and an outcome.  Consensus processes have the potential of producing better quality, more informed and better-supported outcomes.

As a process, consensus is a problem-solving approach in which all members:

· Jointly share, clarify and distinguish their concerns;

· Educate each other on substantive issues;

· Jointly develop alternatives to address concerns; and then

· Seek to adopt recommendations everyone can embrace or at least live with.

In a consensus process, members should be able to honestly say:

· I believe that other members understand my point of view;

· I believe I understand other members’ points of view; and

· Whether or not I prefer this decision, I support it because it was arrived at openly and fairly, because provides an good and acceptable way to solve the problems we are addressing, and because it is the best solution we can achieve at this time.

Consensus as an attitude means that each member commits to work toward agreements that meet their own and other member needs and interests so that all can support the outcome.

Consensus as an outcome means that agreement on decisions is reached by all members after a process of active problem solving.  In a consensus outcome, the level of enthusiasm for the agreement may not be the same among all members on any issue, but on balance all should be able to live with the overall package.  Levels of consensus on an outcome can include a mix of: 

1. I can say an unqualified “yes” to the decision.  I am satisfied that the decision is an expression of the wisdom of the group.

2. I find the decision perfectly acceptable.

3. I can live with the decision; I’m not especially enthusiastic about it.

4. I do not fully agree with the decision and need to register my view about it.  However, I do not choose to block the decision.  I am willing to support the decision because I trust the wisdom of the group.

5. I do not agree with the decision and feel the need to stand in the way of this decision being accepted.

6. I feel that we have not clear sense of unity in the group.  We need to do more work before consensus can be reached.

The Committee will consider all items that receive a rating of “4” or higher from all members present at the final meeting to be consensus recommendations.

DISCUSSION GUIDELINES

· Expect and respect differing perspectives.

· Listening indicates a desire to understand, not necessarily agreement.

· Offering an idea for discussion indicates a desire to explore the idea, not necessarily support for it.

· Clarify your assumptions.

· Ask questions.

· Seek solutions that work for everyone.

· Speak one at a time.

· Say everything that needs to be said, concisely.

· Focus on issues, not personalities.

`

CONSENSUS-TESTING SCALE

The Committee used the following scale to evaluate individual ideas or groups of ideas before making final decisions.

· Wholehearted support.  This is what I would do.

· Support, although it may not be what I would do.

· Minor reservations.  I can probably support this, but I need more discussion for clarification or refinement first.

· Major reservations.  I cannot support this without major changes.

