DOGS IN OFF-LEASH AREAS REPORT
- April 27, 2011
ISSUE:
Presentation of the Dogs in Off-Leash Areas Report and approval of criteria for the designation of
off-leash areas.

RECOMMENDATION:
Whereas:
• On August 17, 2010 City Council passed the Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw No. 3935,
which states that “The City may designate areas where a dog may be exercised while not
restrained by a Leash.” 15.(1)
• The Medicine Hat Police Service prepared a report which identified safety, awareness and
enforcement concerns with the current off-leash areas. The report recommended development of
designated, fully fenced off-leash areas to reduce these concerns.
• The current practice is to designate Environmental Reserve parcels as off-leash areas.
• There are currently 22 off-leash areas covering approximately 1,500 hectares of Environmental
Reserve.
• The Parks and Outdoor Recreation Department carried out public engagement through online
and in-person surveys, conversations with stakeholder groups, and contacted other Alberta
municipalities to determine their practices.
• The common practice in other Alberta communities is to designate select areas as off-leash.
Therefore:
It is recommended through the Administrative Committee and the Public Services Committee that
City Council:
A. Receive the Dogs in Off-leash Areas Report as information;
B. Approve the following criteria for the designation of Off-Leash Areas:
i.
Off-leash areas should have clear and discernable boundaries.
ii. Signs should be clearly posted at the formal entrances indicating the boundaries of the area
and referencing the Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw No. 3935.
iii. Areas should be located at least 50m from commercial or residential property.
iv. Areas should be at least 1 hectare in size.
v. Parking should be available.
C. Submission for consideration of the capital funding request for the development and designation
of off-leash areas within the 2012 – 2014 Capital and Operating Budget process.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS:
Development of a fully fenced area adjacent to the Moose Community Ball Complex is estimated to
cost $50,000 and operating and maintenance costs (i.e. routine maintenance, fence repairs, regular
mowing, water, etc.) are estimated at $3,000 and is to be considered in the 2012 – 2014 Capital and
Operating Budget process.
For a future fenced site the cost for a typical 1 hectare area and corresponding parking lot is
estimated to be $115,000.
Designation of six defined off-leash areas on Environmental Reserve parcels as per the Report is
estimated to cost a total of $7,500 with minimal operating and maintenance expenses and will be
addressed within the 2011 Parks and Outdoor Recreation Operating Budget.

PUBLIC CONSIDERATIONS:
Medicine Hat currently has 1,500 hectares of off-leash areas. The recommended development of
one fully fenced off-leash dog area and designation of six defined off leash areas would reduce the
size of off-leash areas to approximately 163 hectares. This number compares favourably with similar
municipalities across the province, address residents’ concerns, provide opportunities for dog
owners, and facilitate bylaw enforcement.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS:
Off-leash areas, as they exist currently, are located on all Environmental Reserve parcels. Some of
these areas are environmentally sensitive, e.g. Ross Creek Natural Park, and may be home to
various wildlife and plant species. Dogs that are allowed to run off-leash in these areas may damage
existing vegetation, and chase or injure wildlife. Some of these issues would be alleviated by
reducing the number of off-leash areas in Environmental Reserve parcels, and/or through the
development of fully-fenced off-leash areas.

BACKGROUND/RATIONALE/ANALYSIS:
The existing 1,500 hectares of off-leash areas are not fenced. Some blend in with storm water
management facilities which are sometimes immediately adjacent to Environmental Reserve
parcels.
Response from the public engagement found that 80% of dog owners reported using the current offleash areas, often multiple times per week. 44% of respondents agreed that current areas were
meeting the city’s needs, while 44% noted that improvements were required. The top three
responses for improvements were

1. more fenced areas;
2. more people picking up after their dogs; and
3. increased Bylaw Enforcement.
These comments were similar to the points reiterated by stakeholders.
The review also examined what other Alberta municipalities are doing in terms of off-leash areas.
Most municipalities designate areas for off-leash use and develop a small number of fully fenced and
serviced off-leash areas.
Following review and analysis of the feedback it was determined that the best way to meet the
needs of the community is to:
• initially develop one fully fenced off-leash area;
• designate and sign a number of off-leash areas on Environmental Reserve parcels based on
the recommended criteria; and
• remove off-leash designation from the remaining Environmental Reserve areas.
The area adjacent to the Moose Community Ball Complex offers a number of advantages: it is close
to a highly popular off-leash area; adjacent to both the Saamis Tepee and Moose Community Ball
Complex; water service is on site; is fenced on one side; less expensive to develop relative to other
areas; highly visible and meets the criteria.
The criteria for off-leash areas include:
• Off-leash areas should have clear and discernable boundaries.
• Signs should be clearly posted at the formal entrances indicating the boundaries of the area and
referencing the Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw No. 3935.
• Areas should be located at least 50m from commercial or residential property.
• Areas should be at least 1 hectare in size.
• Parking should be available.
Bylaws do not require amendment.

OPTIONS CONSIDERED:
1.

Leave the off-leash areas as they currently exist. This option is not recommended as the
current issues would remain.

2.

Installation of additional signage in all off-leash areas; i.e. Environmental Reserve parcels.
This option is not recommended as many of the issues would not be addressed and
additional signage installation and inspections only are not viewed as sound expenditures or
effective methods of control. It would do little to fix the current issues and incur major costs
associated with purchase and maintenance of signage.

3.

Phase out the current off-leash areas, replacing them with four fully fenced, designated offleash areas. The estimated cost is in the order of $460,000 - $600,000. This option is not
recommended due to cost and radical change in off-leash areas.

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN:
Subject to City Council approval of the criteria for the designation of Off-Leash Areas:

A) the designation of six defined off-leash areas complete with signage illustrating the
boundaries of each area would occur;
B) a communications plan and public education program to make residents aware of the
changes to off-leash areas within the city would be developed; and
C) the designation and construction of one fully fenced off-leash area adjacent to the Moose
Community Ball Complex would be considered in the 2012 – 2014 Capital and Operating
Budget process.
Parks and Outdoor Recreation would continue to review the use of these areas and potential future
fenced areas sites within the Report for future consideration.
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