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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background

During the preparation of the Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw, the Medicine Hat 
Police Service identified safety, awareness and enforcement concerns with the City of 
Medicine Hat off-leash areas. Stakeholder consultation, research and discussions with 
leaders in animal control, confirmed the Services concerns were valid.   

Issue

The current off-leash areas for dogs pose several significant safety risks and 
enforcement challenges. Their locations, vast size, lack of physical boundaries and poor 
signage, result in reduced public awareness and compliance, an inability to effectively 
enforce the rules and the inevitability that serious and avoidable incidents will occur.  

Current Analysis

The City of Medicine Hat has twenty-two off-leash areas covering approximately 1500 
hectares of land. The majority of these areas have trails that are used by the general 
public for a variety of recreational activities. For the most part these areas are not signed 
indicating dogs may be off-leash, nor what expectations are placed on dog owners.  
Many of these areas also butt up against private residential and commercial properties 
with no physical barriers. The Medicine Hat Police Service Bylaw Enforcement Unit is 
tasked with monitoring these areas. The Unit’s increased calls for service and the 
location and enormity of the areas makes visibility of and enforcement by the Unit 
difficult and most often reactive. 

Identification of Options

Option 1:  Status Quo- Make no changes or additions 

Option 2: Install proper signage to all current off-leash areas. 

Option 3:  Creation of 2 to 4 off-leash areas (one for small dogs), located some distance 
from residential and commercial properties; areas to be properly fenced with double 
gates, and signed.

Option Recommended

Option 3 is recommended.  

Extensive research in the eastern provinces has led to the establishment of best 
practices that have been employed in several off-leash areas in eastern cities. Option 3 
aligns with the best practices and standards that have flowed from eastern province 
experiences. The City of Medicine Hat can follow that model to provide pet owners a 
safe place to exercise their pets and provide enforcement officers manageable areas to 
assist in maintaining the safety and security of users.  

3



BACKGROUND

In the spring of 2008 the City of Medicine Hat experienced several aggressive dog and 
dog bite incidents. At least two of the bites were of a very severe nature that resulted in 
significant injuries to people and the death of at least one dog.   

Recognizing the seriousness of the issue, City Council asked the Police Service 
(Service) to report on the effectiveness of the current Dog Bylaw and provide 
recommendations on improving community safety. In May of 2008, a report to the Police 
Commission was submitted, suggesting that the current bylaw was generally effective, 
but processes could be updated to improve enforcement. It was further recommended 
that the age of the current Dog Bylaw would suggest the bylaw be repealed, and 
replaced by a Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw. The new bylaw would incorporate 
up to date processes, definitions and fees.  Council later approved the recommendations 
and asked that a new bylaw be brought forward for consideration. The Police Service 
was requested to assist the City Solicitor’s Office in drafting same. 

During the preparation of the Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw, the Medicine Hat 
Police Service identified safety, awareness and enforcement concerns with the City’s off-
leash areas. The off-leash areas were considered unsafe for the following reasons: 

� A 60% increase in aggressive dog complaints since 2006, intuitively suggested 
the areas are an unacceptable risk;  

� The areas butt against private and commercial properties without barriers; 
� The areas are quite vast and access difficult for enforcement officers, thereby 

limiting enforcement presence and increasing response times; 
� The mixed use nature of the areas, unintentionally promotes confrontation with 

dogs and the various users (runners, cyclists); and 
� The lack of proper signage allows users to unwittingly wander into the areas and 

become alarmed and show fear when met by unleashed dogs; 

The off-leash areas fail to promote awareness due to the: 
� Lack of signage clearly outlining boundaries and expectations of behaviour; and 
� The lack of maps readily available, which clearly indicate entry and exit points of 

the areas. 

Enforcement of the bylaw is severely compromised due to: 

� The number of areas, limit a consistent presence by law enforcement personnel; 
� The vastness of the areas and the difficultly in accessing the areas by law 

enforcement, resulting in a lack or delayed response time to the areas; 
� The lack of awareness to expectations while in the areas; and  
� Lack of identification of boundaries. 

The combination of the three issues severely compromises the Service’s philosophy of 
consistent education, awareness and enforcement to gain compliance. 
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ISSUE

The current dog-off leash areas pose several very significant risks to the community and 
enforcement challenges due to their locations, size, lack of physical boundaries, mixed 
use nature, and lack of signage that clearly specifies the responsibilities and obligations 
of users. If not addressed, community risk remains high requiring significant changes to 
enforcement strategies and priorities. 

ANALYSIS OF CURRENT SITUATION

It is a well established and accepted principle that the consistent presence of law-
enforcement officers provides a general deterrence to crime and compliance to specified 
rules. It naturally flows that the consistent presence of bylaw officers in or at off-leash 
areas would be a general deterrent to inappropriate behaviour and promotes compliance 
with the appropriate bylaws. Unfortunately, the current off-leash areas make this 
presence difficult if not impossible. In addition, awareness, education and consistent 
enforcement are key factors in compliance with bylaws. The current off-leash areas lack 
clear boundaries and signage that outlines obligations and responsibilities. Further, they 
are located in mixed use areas and back onto private and commercial property, making 
them dangerous to the public’s safety.  

There are 22 Environmental Reserve Areas currently designated as dog off leash areas, 
encompassing approximately 1500 hectares of land.  Many of these areas border private 
residences and have very poor or no signage indicating the entry and exit points of the 
off-leash areas. Figure 1 shows a typical entrance to an off-leash area, and Figure 2 
shows one of the current off-leash signs.   

                      Figure1.  Entrance to Off- Leash Area in Southridge. 
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                         Figure 2. Medicine Hat Off-Leash Area Sign 

Many residences do not have fences, which creates a volatile situation for a home owner 
that has a dog tied in his back yard and then suddenly encounters an off-leash dog that 
runs into the yard. 

Because these areas are Environmental Reserve, they are natural habitat for numerous 
types of wildlife including deer. The current Dog Bylaw and proposed Responsible 
Animal Ownership Bylaw prohibit the destroying of animal habitat and chasing of other 
animals. Section 45 of the Wildlife Act prohibits dogs from pursuing big game.  The fact 
that dogs are allowed off-leash in these areas only magnifies and encourages the 
chance that these offences will occur and creates the untenable situation where a bylaw 
officer is asked to charge someone for a situation that was foreseeable and avoidable on 
the cities part.  

Access to maps of the off-leash areas is very limited and the maps are not detailed 
enough to properly illustrate where off-leash areas start and stop.  See Appendix 1 for 
the current off-leash map available on the City of Medicine Hat website. The issue of 
poorly defined off-leash areas on City maps is exasperated by the fact that many entry 
and exit points are not even signed.  

The number of licensed dogs in the city has increased by 15% over the last two years as 
illustrated in Figure 3. 
                                        
                                            Figure 3. 
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In fact, the number of licensed dogs per capita was found to be one of the highest in 
Western Canada, at 1 dog for every 10 people (See Figure 7). It can be expected there 
will be a corresponding increase of dogs on paths and off-leash areas. With the increase 
in users one can expect the number of aggressive dog complaints to increase.   

A recent examination of Aggressive Dog incidents, including out of control dogs in off-
leash areas and conflicts between dogs and cyclists or joggers, shows there has been a 
sharp increase in reported incidents. To November 30, there have been 77 Aggressive 
Dog incidents reported, a 71 % increase from the 23 incidents in 2006 (See Figure 4). 
14% of these incidents occurred on or near off-leash areas. These trends point to a very 
dangerous situation, one that can be mitigated by adopting standards for off-leash areas. 

                    Figure 4. 
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This critical issue cannot be unilaterally dealt with by the Bylaw Enforcement Unit. 
Increasing calls for service combined with increased demands for document service, 
limits any additional action by the Unit.  Calls for service related to bylaw enforcement 
have increased by nearly 60% since 2006. It is projected that the calls for service related 
to bylaw enforcement will exceed 10,000 in 2009.  That is up from 6300 in 2006, 7500 in 
2007 and 9100 in 2008 (See Figure 5).   

                Figure 5. 
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Document Service also continues to be an added increase on the demands of the 
section, and decreases the ability to respond to these vast areas in a timely and 
consistent manner.  In the past two years the number of court documents required to be 
served has increased by approximately 27% as illustrated in Figure 6. 

                Figure 6 
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Bylaw officers cannot be expected to deal with the increased calls for service and 
document service and also provide consistent visibility and enforcement in 22 off-leash 
areas, comprising over 1500 hectares of land. Especially since the areas cannot be 
accessed by bylaw officers in a reasonable period from time of dispatch. 

After passing of the 1st reading of the new Responsible Animal Ownership Bylaw, the 
Service was asked to host a focus group with local and provincial leaders in animal 
welfare, training and safety. Participants included representatives from the Urban 
Environment & Recreation Advisory Board, Medicine Hat SPCA, Cypress View Vet 
Clinic, Valley Pet Vet Clinic, Pit bulls for Life Rescue Society, Persian Dreams & Canine 
Themes Rescue Society and Gas City Dog Club. During the session, the groups raised 
the following concerns with the current off-leash areas: 

� Lack of signage with clear obligations and responsibilities; 
� Lack of clear boundaries; 
� Lack of fencing;  
� Lack of barriers with other areas; 
� Conflicts with other users of the areas like joggers and bicyclists; 
� Lack of Designated “dog parks”; 
� Lack of areas for small dogs; and   
� Unsafe access to the areas.   

Cleary the communities perspectives and concerns aligned with the Services. The use of 
off-leash areas has become an expected amenity within the City. However, the current 
system of off-leash areas is unsafe and hampers the Service’s ability for effective 
Education, Awareness and Enforcement. 
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RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS 

Recognizing the issues with the current system, the Service embarked on extensive 
research to determine if there were any best practices or uniform standards that could 
be recommended for adoption into the new bylaw. It was clearly evident that there is a 
vast difference in approach between communities that provide off-leash areas for dogs. 
While no national standard could be found, Ontario appears to be leaders in establishing 
best practices and recommended standards, all of which address the concerns raised by 
the Service and focus group established after 1st reading of the bylaw.  

Western Canada

Cities in Western Canada appear to have a relaxed approach, using larger spaces and 
less enclosure. Some communities have posted clear signage with rules and 
expectations and provided fencing. Others use areas similar to Medicine Hat.  A 
comparison of Western Canadian cities is identified in Figure 7. 

Figure 7.  Western Canada Off-Leash Area Comparisons 

# of 
Off

Leash 
Areas 

Are
they

Fenced

Are
they
all

Signed
Attached 
to Parks 

Dog
Parks Population

Per
Capita
Dog

Licenses 
Medicine 
Hat 22 NO NO YES NO 65000 10% 

              
Lethbridge 3 NO YES YES NO 85500 N/A 

              
Red Deer 1 NO YES YES NO 89000 7.30% 

              
Grande 
Prairie 1 YES YES NO 1 55000 0.70% 

              
Edmonton 40 N/A YES YES NO 782500 6.80% 

              
Calgary 138 N/A YES YES 1 1041900 10% 

              
Regina 1 YES YES NO 1 194000 10% 

              
Saskatoon 6 YES YES YES 2 209000 N/A 

              
Brandon 2 YES YES YES 1 50000 1.30% 

The City of Red Deer, population 89,891, offers only one off-leash park. It consists of a 
55-hectare natural area that includes canoeing ponds, a picnic area, a model car track, a 
freestyle ski jump and a dog training area, and is part of a much larger park. The park is 
very clean, not overcrowded and offers many amenities. Signage at all entry points and 
throughout the area provides a clear explanation of rules and expectations. (See Figures 
8 &9) The park is not fenced because it is completely surrounded by a natural barrier. 
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                     Figure 8. Red Deer Off-Leash Park 

                  Figure 9. Red Deer Off-Leash Park 

The City of Grande Prairie, population of approximately 55,000, has one off leash-area, 
which is designated by the Parks Department.  It is located about 2 blocks from a 
residential area, and is secured with a fence. The off-leash area is signed and includes 
benches, garbage bins and bag dispensers for dog defecation.  
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The City of Lethbridge, population 75,000 has 3 off leash-areas throughout the city. 
These off-leash areas are mixed use, with walk ways and bike paths running throughout. 
The off-leash areas are confined within natural boundaries and are designated by signs 
at the entrances. The Lethbridge SPCA advised that a need for another off -leash area, 
specifically for small dogs only, has been expressed.  They have had three small dogs 
killed in the current off-leash areas after incidents involving larger dogs. 

The City of Edmonton, population 782,439 has 40 off-leash areas within the city. These 
areas are located on undeveloped land, along river valley parks, throughout 
neighbourhoods and along green paths. These off-leash areas are designated as multi 
use areas, with walking trails and bike paths flowing throughout.  The off-leash areas are 
signed at each entry advising pet owners of the on and off- leash areas. 

The City of Calgary, with just over one million people has 138 off-leash areas designated 
by the city, and one private dog park. These off-leash areas are located in Community 
Parks and Natural Parks, which are multi-use areas with walk ways and bike paths 
flowing throughout. Signs are posted advising of the on and off-leash areas along with 
rules and expectations at each entrance. 

The City of Saskatoon population 209,400 has 6 off-leash areas throughout the city. The 
off-leash areas are located along the green belts throughout the city. There are also two 
designated “dog parks” in the city. These parks are located along side a river and along 
side the airport. There are numerous signs posted, clearly advising the dog owners of 
the rules and expectations of the off-leash areas (See Figure10). 

                                          Figure 10.  Saskatoon Off-Leash Sign 
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The City of Regina, population 194,978, has one-off leash area. This dog park is 
secured with a 2 meter fence and a creek on one side. The park is equipped with bulletin 
boards to provide education on responsible pet ownership. Signs stating rules and 
expectations are posted along the fence surrounding the dog park.  

Brandon Manitoba has a population of about 50,000 and has two off leash-areas.  Both 
are open from 7 am to 11pm. One area is within another park and the second is a 
specific park for dogs in an industrial area. The one within the park is a multi use area 
with walk ways, bike paths and pavilions that the public have access to and that runs 
along a river. The second park is designated for dogs only, and is fenced in. Both of 
these parks are signed at the entrances. (See Figure 11) 

   Figure 11. Brandon Off-Leash Sign  
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Eastern Canada

Eastern Canada with its greater population density, restricted open spaces and 
increased number of animals, were required to deal with the problems associated with 
off-leash areas sooner then western cities. Extensive research projects and pilot 
programs have produced best practices and recommendations for others to follow. The 
Richmond Hill Dogs Off Leash Feasibility Assessment and the Town of Markham 
Guidelines for Permanent Off Leash Areas, represent excellent resources for the 
development of new off-leash areas.   

In September of 2008, the Town of Richmond Hill, Ontario, conducted a study of nine 
jurisdictions in Ontario titled the Town of Richmond Hill Dogs Off Leash Feasibility 
Assessment (See Appendix 3). The study revealed that all of the off-leash locations in 
the various jurisdictions were fenced areas of .2 hectares to 10 hectares. The report 
goes on to recommend that  a 1.5 meter chain link fence with a double gate entrance 
become standard, along with a notice board near all entrances to the enclosure, that 
outlines the rules and consequences of non compliant behaviour. 

In the July 2008, Markham Ontario released a document titled Guidelines for Permanent 
Dog Off Leash Areas (See Appendix 4). The document provided standards that would 
assist in providing safe, enforceable and enjoyable off-leash areas. The document 
recommended the following guidelines: 

� Minimum distance from a residential or commercial property of 120m; 
� Minimum of a .5 hectares area; 
� Signs be posted outlining rules of conduct; 
� Fencing of at least 1.2 m in height; 
� Double gated enclosures to ensure leashing and unleashing of dogs; and 
� Off leash areas should not be mixed use areas. 

Both documents stress the importance of signage in off-leash areas. In this way 
members of the public are clear when entering and exiting off-leash areas and can make 
an informed decision. In addition, those who choose to use the park with a dog are given 
clear obligations and responsibilities. Those who enter without a dog for other purposes 
do so under the same understanding, or may choose to not enter at all.   

The importance of off-leash areas in a very safe location was also evident. Fencing with 
a double gate is optimal for keeping dogs in and away from busy roadways and adjacent 
residential and commercial properties. 

Policing of off-leash areas with proper fencing and signs becomes much more effective 
because of the awareness of dog owners and other members of the public.  Fencing 
also assists to confine the problems within a manageable area that can easily be 
monitored.

A perfect example of an ideal set up for an off-leash area is included in Appendix 2.  
These photos show an off-leash area in Woodstock Ontario and clearly indicate the 
fencing, gates and signage to ensure awareness and safe use of the area. 
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IDENTIFICATION OF OPTIONS

The following three options have been taken into consideration: 

Option 1:  Status Quo- The City of Medicine Hat makes no changes to the current off-
leash areas. 

Option 2: Install proper signage to the entry points of all 22 current off-leash areas. 

Option 3:  Creation of 2 to 4 off-leash areas (one for small dogs), with the following 
requirements:

� Off-leash areas to be enclosed by a fence at least 1.5 m in height; 
� A double gate installed at each entry and exit point; 
� Signs posted at each entry point indicating expectations and 

consequences; and
� Location to be at least 120m from any residential or commercial 

property.

OPTION ANALYSIS

Option 1.  Status Quo 

Strengths;

No Cost 
No further time invested in project 

Weakness;
Increased incidents of avoidable 
dangerous aggressive dog and dog bite 
incidents
Continued public frustration/confusion 
Growing number of incidents of bad dog or 
irresponsible owner behaviour as 
population increases 
Continued enforcement challenges 
Compromised public safety 

Opportunities;

None

Threats;

Public and Canine safety 
Current off-leash areas will deteriorate due 
to lack of cleanliness 

This option would require no changes to the current off-leash areas in the City of 
Medicine Hat. Aggressive dog incidents with mixed users will continue to rise as 
additional users take to the areas. Enforcement will not be able to effectively deal with 
the issue.
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Option 2.   Sign all 22 off leash locations. 

Strengths;

Dog owners continue to have access to off-
leash areas throughout the City 
Awareness of off-leash areas will increase 
No need to eliminate areas. 

Weakness ; 

Very costly 
Doesn’t address the needs of other path 
users
Continuation of uncontrolled dog issues, 
Doesn’t address law enforcement 
visibility issues or timely access by 
enforcement officers to areas. 

Opportunities 

Medicine Hat would have the highest 
number of off-leash areas per licensed dog 
ratio in Alberta and perhaps Canada. 

Threats;

Public concern with costs and limited 
return.
Other trail users will encounter difficulty 
and frustration. 

Some concerns of awareness and education may be addressed with this option because 
of the signs; however the safety concerns of the current situation have not been 
addressed.  In addition the cost of appropriately signing these vast areas could be 
extremely costly. 

Option 3.   Creation of 2 to 4 off leash areas, away from residential and 
commercial property, including one for small dogs, proper signs, fencing and 
gates.

Strengths;

Increased public safety. 
Increased public awareness. 
Cost Effective. 
Increased user satisfaction.

Weakness;

Some cost for signs, fencing and 
maintenance.
Decrease of areas. 
People would need time to adjust to the 
change.

Opportunities; 

More effective enforcement opportunities. 
Positive public awareness initiative. 
Increase the quality of the off-leash areas’ 
Other trail users can easily avoid off-leash 
areas.
Dog owners will feel more compelled to visit 
the off-leash areas due to the improvements. 
Off leash areas will become cleaner. 
Increase in user pride/accountability. 

Threats;

Public concern over the decrease in 
areas.
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This option would require the City to put aside some parcels of land for the new off-leash 
areas. In addition, there would be costs for fencing and signage and regular 
maintenance of the areas. It is anticipated that that the cost of establishing 2 to 4 modest 
areas would not be a significant difference in cost, compared to properly signing all the 
current off-leash areas that have multiple entry points.   

Although the number of off-leash areas would be reduced, the quality of the remainder 
would increase. A set of standards to ensure better education, awareness and 
enforcement should be implemented.  These standards should include: 

� Off-leash areas to be enclosed by a fence at least 1.5 m in height; 
� A double gate installed at each entry and exit point; 
� Signs posted at each entry point indicating expectations and 

consequences; and 
� Location to be at least 120m from any residential or commercial 

property.

This option will also provide a better trail experience for the multi users (cyclists, joggers 
and families), as they won’t have to deal with off-leash dogs.  

Option #3 allows for a consistent and visible presence of bylaw officers, which would 
promote compliance. Enforcement is simplified as areas would be easy to access, 
expectations and rules clearly posted and any incident outside the areas are simplified 
as the dog   is or is not on leash and it is not a matter of whether it was aggressive off-
leash.

RECOMMENDATION OF BEST OPTION

Option 3 is recommended. The creation of 2 to 4 small off-leash areas that are properly 
fenced, signed and placed a reasonable distance from commercial and residential areas 
is the best strategy. This option provides pet owners a safe place to exercise their pets 
and enforcement officers’ manageable areas to assist in maintaining the safety and 
security of users. Surround it, Sign it and Segregate it. 

Fencing of an entire off-leash area, creating specific points of entry and placement in 
appropriate areas, speaks to the safety of the community.  Fencing increases safety and 
clarifies the boundaries. Placement of off-leash would be carefully considered according 
to this recommendation. The goal would be to eliminate the interference of each 
individual’s enjoyment of the parks, thus creating less disputes and the necessity for 
enforcement action. 

This recommendation would ensure all the off-leash areas would be signed clearly at 
every entrance to ensure each user has the opportunity to become familiar with the rules 
and remain in compliance with the current Bylaws.

This recommendation aligns well with the concept of increased public safety, higher 
public awareness and more effective enforcement. 
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IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

Research has concluded that option 3 meets the challenges of the current off-leash 
areas. Implementation steps include: 

1. Presentation of this change initiative to the Police Service executive team for 
approval.

2. Presentation of the change initiative to the Police Commission in open session as 
an information item. 

3. Decision item by Commission to provide change initiative to City Council as an 
information item.  

4. Provide assistance to a committee and/or City Solicitor’s Office in developing 
wording for the bylaw. 

5. Provide information and assistance to committee implementing 
recommendations.  

6. If approved by Council, initiate a strong awareness campaign so the public is 
clearly aware of issues and rationale. 
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Appendix 2 
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