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Memo

7 February 2007
To: Parks and Environment Committee
Paula Fletcher, Committee Chair
Mary Carroll, Committee Secretary
From: Councillor Adam Giambrone, Ward 18 Davenport

Re: CELOS Municipal Outdoor Rink Report 2007

Dear Committee Members,

| am forwarding, for your consideration, the Centre for Local Research Into Public
Space (CELOS) Municipal Outdoor Rink Report 2007.

CELOS has made a series of recommendations for improvements to outdoor rink
operations in the City, based on their research and experience.

How do our rinks work? How can they work better? What can we learn from the
communities that make some of our rinks more successful than others? CELOS’
report provides insight that will help us to answer questions such as these.

| encourage you to read the report and ask staff to report on its contents and the
implementation of CELOS’ recommendations, in consultation with them.

Thank you for your consideration.
Yours truly,

ok A M

Adam Giambrone
Toronto City Councillor
Ward 18 Davenport

E-mail counciilor giambrone@uoronio.cs

Web  www.adamgiamprone ca






City of Toronto Outdoor Ice Rinks

Summary

A recent City document called “SERVICE PLANNING AND PROVISION
STRATEGY OPTIONS" has called for the building of more arenas to address a
shortage of skating opportunities in Toronto. While some areas in the city have
no nearby place to skate, other existing rinks have unused skating times and can
become a greater resource for Torontonians.

This report, presented by the Centre for Local Research into Public Space
(CELOS), will show how Toronto’s existing 46 neighbourhood compressor-
cooled outdoor rinks can attract more skaters with very litlle expenditure, mostly
using what the City already has “in the pantry.” '

Recommendations

1. That Parks, Forestry and Recreation management staftf be asked to
collaborate with Dufferin Rink staff, with the CELOS research group, and with
interested rink friends, to consider the information in this repoit, and return to the
Parks Committee with interim recommendations for the next Parks and the
Environment Committee meeting in March

2. That Parks, Forestry and Recreation management consider the following
formula for new policy development, and report back at the next nieeting of the
Parks and Environment Committee, on the feasibility of using this formula:

All new policy suggestions affecting Torontonians who use municipal outdoor ice
rinks shall include

a) detailed, public documentation of reasons for a new palicy being considered
b) thorough consultation with user group(s) affected

c) detailed, public documentation of the results of the new policy

1. That Dufferin Rink be identified as a “laboratory” for community collaboration
with front-line rink staff and City management, about what works well in
neighbourhood outdoor compressor-cooled ice rinks. That Parks, Forestry
and recreation management allow Dufferin Rink staff to do several outreach
projects in this connection:

a) To put on four more cooking fire events at outdoor rinks, working with local
rink staff and rink users who request such an event

b) To research three outdoor rinks, in collaboration with the un-site staff at those
rinks, and the rink users there, with a view to finding inexpensive changes
that can make a material difference to those rinks by next skaling season
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The following year, Council's program of “harmonizing” all City recreation
facilities to the same standard led rink friends once again to suggest the

inspired by a higher standard. The general manager, Brenda Libiecz, was
encouraging, but other events intervened and no arrangement was niade.

Dufferin Rink became busier every year, with skaters coming froim many parts of
the city. A common complaint by skaters was that they were cfteri unsure
whether the rink in their own neighbourhood was open, since there is no way for
the public to phone a rink directly (city policy). So in 2004, Duffenn Rink staff
asked City Rinks manager James Dann to let them do a real-person rink hotline
for the central and downtown rinks, using the existing Dufferin Rink phone line,
and he agreed. Rink maintenance supervisors kept the Dufferin Rink staff
informed about ice condition at other rinks, and the city’s rink information line had
the Dufferin Rink phone number added in, for “inclement weathe:” updates.

The hotline experiment resulted in Dufferin Rink staff going around to other rinks
to get to know them for the hotline, and to enlist the cooperation of the other rink
staff in keeping the information current.

Methodology of this report

In 2004, the Metcalf Foundation funded CELOS to research and write about what
makes Dufferin Grove Park work well, and how those expetriciices might be of
use to other neighbourhoods. Part of this research has focused on Toronto's
outdoor compressor-cooled rinks, and it is presented here. The research was
conducted by volunteers, interested citizens and the front-line recreation staff at
Dufferin Rink, before or after their own rink shifts.

The researchers visited 23 Toronto central and downtown rinks over three years.
Each rink has been visited at least once a season since 2004, 15 were visited
twice in 2005/2006, and all were visited at least twice in 2006/2007. 8 of those
rinks have been visited on a weekly basis during the current rink season.

The Outdoor Rink Report is based on these visits, on the stories collected by the
Dufferin Rink hotline over three winters, on anecdotal evidence from rink

users across the city, and on the researchers’ first-hand experieii.e

as rink users, volunteers and staff.

In general manager Brenda Librecz’ first Committee presentation afier the
election of the new Council, she said that two of her division’s main aims are to
“promote community engagement and to improve service using existing
resources.” This outdoor rink report hopes to make a contribution to those aims.
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2.

Ice maintenance

The Parks, Forestry, and Recreation document “SERVICE PLAMNNING AND
PROVISION STRATEGY OPTIONS” suggests that outdoor riiks are
fundamentally unreliable: “Due to weather conditions, programs on outdoor rinks are
frequently cancelled and/or rescheduled. For registered instructional piograms, this
results in a significant amount of administrative work to issue refunds and/or reschedule
programs and also results in dissatisfaction among participants.”

What this statement omits is that outdoor ice quality is affected by many other
factors besides the weather.

a)

b)

c)

e)

Ice thickness: when ice is kept between 1 %2 and 3 inches, compressors work
well at keeping it frozen. In years when there’s lots winter rain and it's not
removed before it freezes, the ice on outdoor rinks can get as thick as 7
inches, at which point ice maintenance becomes very probleimatic.

Availability of ice resurfacing equipment: this situation has been improved in

the past three years, with acquisition of more ice resuiiacers (Zambonis or
Olympias). All but one double pad now has its own machine, and the “flying
squads” for the single-pad rinks are drawing on a better supply of machines
as well. In previous years, there was often a zamboni operator on a site but
no equipment for him to use. It's good that this has gradually become less
common. The cost per operator for a 12-week season ranged from
$22,449.59 in the west to $25,563.99 in the North in 2003 - per rink. So
having the operator sit in the office with no equipment is expensive.

Equipment well-maintained on a priority schedule: This has also improved

from four years ago when it could take five days or more to repair a machine.
Broken machines need to be repaired fast because when the travelling
zambonis (“flying squads”) break down, or the zamboni trailer gives trouble,
outdoor ice can get too thin from lack of resurfacing and the iink has to be
closed for emergency ice build-up

Good rink access for flying squad zambonis: Not all city rinks nave good

parking for zamboni trailers or access for a zamboni to get over curbs and
other obstacles, to reach the rinks they're supposed to plough. At some parks
the zambonis have to drive a far distance over rough paths. This slows them
down in poor weather and jolts the machines, causing them to need repair
sooner.

Scheduling of ice maintenance times around programs: single pad rinks are

maintained by “flying squads” — two drivers go from rink to rink with a zamboni
on a trailer and maintain them in series. Until last year, these visits were
sometimes less than once a day. Now the zamboni usually comes twice a
day, which is better. However the on-site rink staff don’'t always kriow the

O
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evening times for public skating, and about 50% of their weekend timies for public
(non-permit) skating. But if instructional skating time is taken away, lhe total
drop-in public skating and shinny times offered are much less.

3.1 Arena public skating time:

North York (north district) is the highest with 10% of the (utal une; Scarborough
(east district) is lowest with 7%.

West Indoor Arenas (12 rinks) East Indoor Arenas (9 riiks)
" Public Public
Skating/ Slating!
Shinny - Shinrey
Hours Hours
8% 7%
Non Non
Puklic Public
titne time
92% 93%
North Indoor Arenas (17 rinks) South Indoor Arenas (7 rinks)
Pub}ic Semi- Publlc
Skating/ ) Skatings
Shinny pubic e SHINRY
Hours Wadutt - Hours
7% % S%
Non
Public Non
time PI..JbllC
93% fime
92%

Data from Toronto Parks, Forestry & Recreation Drop-in Skate 2006-2007. Priwme-iime hours are defined
as Mon-Fri 15:00-22:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-22:00.

3.2 Outdoor rink public skating time:
There are also big differences between different parts of the city, in the amount of

drop-in public skating and shinny hockey offered in outdoor rinks, ranging from
33% of rink time in the west to 68% in central and downtown Toronto. If Wayne
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Lansdowne, which was transferred to West management last year. This once
popular double-pad rink, rebuilt new about ten years ago, is kept locked during
most of the weekend. According to its schedule, the rink is only open three and a
half hours on Saturdays, and three hours on Sundays. Many cutdoor rinks close
early on weekend evenings, or even on weekday evenings, while other rinks
remain open and very busy with shinny hockey until 11 pm.

If more outdoor rinks can be opened to the public (and for shilny houkey permits)
for more hours of the day and evening, the existing available rink hotirs across
the city will be considerably less scarce. To have the compressor plants running
at all these million-dollar rinks, but the ice locked, is a false economy.

4. Permits

Outdoor rink permits are considerably cheaper than those ior induor ice, but
there’s a problem: in the case of snow or other bad weather, when the rink may
be in such rough shape it can’t be used or perhaps even has (o be locked, permit
holders don't get a refund in most city outdoor rinks. The exception right now is
the central rinks, but that's only for this year. From the Panmits officer: “There will
be refunds due to inclement weather for this season, based on past practice.
However, keep in mind that other districts are already not refunding for inclement
weather and we may all follow suit next year in keeping with our goal of
harmonization.”

There are also no refunds for poorly maintained ice (see Section 2). Charging
people for rink time even when they can't use it discourages rink users, and so
the outdoor rinks have fewer permit contracts than one would expect. Some have
none.

5. Helmet Policy

Toronto's outdoor rinks have a policy of mandatory helmets foi siunny hockey.
This is a very unpopular policy: many shinny hockey players say that lhe City is
trying to change the sport of shinny hockey, and they are not pleased. They have
a point: Football has helmets, soccer does not. Hockey has helmets, shinny
hockey does not. There are a number of problems with trying to force helmets
into a non-equipment sport:

a) Resistance from rink users: many shinny players refuse to wear them,
including women, who are playing the sport in greater nunbers. Not all of
them quote Don Cherry — that more equipment means more recklessness
and therefore more injuries — but most resisters tell some version of the same
story. This doesn’'t mean that no one wears a helmet — about 10 per cent of
shinny players choose to wear one. But the consensuis seems to be that,

16
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6. Communication

6.1 Bulletin boards:

A survey of city bulletin boards at 23 rinks showed that rink Lullctii boards need
to be better maintained and rink schedules more widely posted.
xigla leti rds, outdoors — there are 13, of which ten were

broken or defaced. 9 of them had out-of-date information, soime as old as six
years. Two more were empty.

b) unlocked/open access bulletin boards, outdoors - there were 110 open-access
outdoor bulletin boards, but 8 rinks had their schedules taped to the wall or in
a window.

¢) unlocked/open access bulletin boards/indoors — 8 rinks have bulletin boards
inside

d) up-to-date schedul osted anywhere: 10 rinks didri't have any schedules
posted at all, indoors or out.

6.2 Web site
a) The City of Toronto web site

The rink section has the same information as the city’s printed rink schedules. It
lacks certain basic details such as rink opening dates or rink phone numbers,
and it also has no capacity to report on rink closures for mechanical failure, or
rink re-openings after a snowstorm.

b) The dufferinpark.ca “City Rinks” section

In 2004 CELOS added a ‘city rinks’ section to the dufferinpark.ca website. This
city rinks sections gives all the basic rink information including phione numbers,
photos, and map links for 23 outdoor rinks. In addition there is a “rink diary” for
each of those rinks. The diaries chronicle ice conditions, weatlie:, and rink
stories, and post the occasional letter from a rink user. The traffic on the “city
rinks” section has doubled from last year to just under 400 page requests a day.
It may continue to increase as more skaters bookmark the page.
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the Dufferin Rink staff into trouble sometimes, since the city has a policy ~ hard
to understand - of not publishing rink numbers.

The Dufferin Rink hotline is maintained with the informal co-operation of rink
supervisors and recreation staff at other rinks. Each morning rink supervisors in
the former City of Toronto and East York are called for an updaic on their
outdoor rinks. (NB: the Park supervisor for Etobicoke south has advised staff that
they no longer want to participate). The staff are rink-boosters, and they enjoy

" being able to answer new skater questions and relay good news about good ice.
The city has so many outdoor rinks ~ it's easy to satisfy the callers and
encourage callers to go and skate.

Dufferin Rink staff have little time to count callers, but they did monitor one
sample hour on Wednesday December 27 from 10am to 11ari. In that time, rink
staff answered 31 phone calls. Call Requests: Nathan Phillip Square: 51%
Dufferin Rink: 19% East End: 16% West end (excluding Duffcnn) 11% Skate
sharpening services: 2% Etobicoke: 2%

7. Design & maintenance

The staff report SERVICE PLANNING AND PROVISION STKAITEGY OPTIONS
says that city-run arenas “do not provide a high quality of user environment for
this activity.” (l.e. skating.) This is certainly true for the city's commpressor-cooled
outdoor ice rinks as well. It results from many problems with design, a few of
which are illustrated here as examples (beginning with the small and ending in
the large).

7.1 Rink change rooms
a) Windows

Of the 23 rinks visited, 10 had change rooms with no windows, and 5 had
windows that were either very small, or too high up to see oul, or not facing the
rink. The absence of windows, together with harsh lighting and drab interiors,
often give rink change areas a slummy look. The 8 change arcas with good
windows are much more cheerful and attractive to families, wiil a good view of
the rink so that an observant parent can keep warm inside if the kids won't stop
skating.

Those rink change areas that are more pleasant and have large windows do not
report more vandalism; if anything, there seems to be less.
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involving food, skaters and tobogganers. However, a Parks, Forestry and
Recreation Business Services officer gave the news that “due to the fact
that there is an agreement in place at this location, it is not currently
available for community use.” When asked if the city has any problenm with
a private lessee of a community kitchen keeping the kitchen closed for
most of the year, the officer's response was that this is a “concession
area” whose ‘fenant is in good standing with the Parks, Forestry and
Recreation Division with regard to the terms of the lease.” Although the
lessee may pay his fee on time and thereby satisfy Business Services, an
unused snack bar reduces the “quality of the user environment” for skaters
and other park users.

* Some late-breaking good news: After the inquiries made for this report, the
lessee made an arrangement to let the Christie Pits baseball commitiee run the
shack bar on winter weekends. He will allow them to put any profits toward their
baseball program. This sounds promising!

7.2 Access to rink entryways

Few rinks provide parking for users arriving in cars. The immediate pedestrian
access to rink buildings is often by driveways meant for Parks vehicles, by out-of-
the-way stairs, or by inclined walkways without railings, which get treacherously
slippery with snow and ice.

7.3 Capital projects:
The two main kinds of City capital projects we have researched are “state-of-
good-repair’ projects involving existing facilities, and the building of new facilities.
In this report we touch on two examples of difficulties in this area, relating to
costs and design of rinks.

a) State-of-good-repair:

Costs here are sometimes hard to understand. The cost and content of various
rink facility inventories will be addressed in another report. On a very small scale,
here is an example of the puzzling arrangements of one state-of-good-repair
item:

The skate-friendly Dufferin Rink floor material was slated for replacerment in
2005, and not a moment too soon, since it was visibly crumbling. It was replaced
by a lighter floor of the same type. Associated with the cost was a $2000 fee to
an architect for designing the new floor installation. The flooring was made up of
large tiles of two colours and it was installed by a flooring company. It was not
possible to find out why an architect was needed for this, but the inoney went cut
anyway.
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Comments:

1. Outdoor rinks as winter social centres

Neighborhood rinks can play several roles. They are obviously places where
people can skate and play shinny hockey for free, or permit organized hockey
times for low fees. But they can also be neighborhood social centres for winter,
where Torontonians can meet and engage with one another. This potential is far
from fully realized at the city’s compressor-cooled outdoor rinks, but there are
many good possibilities.

The good potential of outdoor rinks fits in very well with two primary interests of
the Parks, Forestry and Recreation Division, as outlined by their general
manager Brenda Librecz: using parks to promote “community engagement” and
making service improvements that are not costly.

As these possibilities are explored, another point of Ms.Librecz’ receit
presentations to City Councillors should be kept in mind: her statement that the
Division is moving from a focus on "revenue generation" to "community
development.”

1.1 Families

Families with young children are the secret weapon of rinks. Rinks that make
friends with such families will have loyal friends who use them often, and around
which all the rest can be built. Families are attracted to comfortable rink houses
and double-pad rinks where they can be sure to get pleasure-skating time.
Dufferin Rink is one such place, and the details of what works well there are all in
the “Outdoor Rink Handbook” published in 2006. Dufferin Rink staff found that
there should be some games and toys for kids, storybooks, cheap nutritious food,
a wood stove if possible, helpful staff if a parent needs help, and a quiet spot for
fussy babies.

1.2 Balance of ages

Families are the matrix for a sociable rink but rink change areas are usually a
small space and in order to balance all groups, the change area imustin't be
turned itinto a day care. Youth need to feel they're still in a real rink house. Rinks
don’t do well as ghettos, and they can only be social centres if they include all
ages and some people with problems, too. If any one group begins to treat the
rink as their own turf — parents, or the old card players, included - it's important
for rink staff to restore balance.
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This drift has recently brought Dufferin Rink campfires to the attention of Parks
management, making it difficult for recreation staff to carry on with them or to use
them as a community building device at other city rinks. This is a problem that
needs to be addressed.

1.5 Food

Skating makes people hungry. At Dufferin Rink there are two small community
kitchens, one of them a snack bar called the “zamboni café.” It offers a variety of
foods prepared on site, including soup, English-muffin pizzas, cookies, and hot
chocolate, seven days a week. The rink staff prepare and serve the food, often
together with volunteers (mostly high school students doing their community
hours). Although food prices are kept very cheap, the snack bar is so popular
that it makes about $20,000 a winter for putting back into expanded park
programs.

Parents tell the staff that they can get their kids away from their cuhputer games
and out of the house with the promise of “a skate, a mini-pizza and a cookie.”
The hospitality of a rink is enormously increased by the smells as well as the
taste of good food. There are two other city outdoor rinks which have kitchens
(see 7.1.f) A number of other rinks are attached to a community centre and so
have a kitchen nearby. Not every outdoor rink could or should have food, but
some rinks are ideal for such an addition.

1.6 Skate lending

City outdoor rinks generally don't offer skate rentals. When the recreation
supervisor at Dufferin Rink suggested applying to the NHL Players’ Association
in 2004 for skates, hockey sticks, helmets, and gloves, rink friends were dubious.
But when the fifty sets arrived and were sprayed yellow and $2 loaris were set
up, the number of kids and adults who came to skate doubled. The supply of
skates seems to have attracted more skate donations. Zarboni café income paid
for even more, and now there are close to 80 pairs of skates available to rent for
$2. This is cheap enough that whole families come out, teenage shinny players
bring their girlfriends on Fridays, and kids whose families can't afford new skated
every year as they grow, can still keep playing shinny. Skate rental could be
considered for a few more outdoor rinks in the city.

2. Staff structure

An organization that has frequent restructuring is obviocusly casting around a bit,
trying to address some problems. During the last twenty-five years, there have
been four major and three medium restructurings (“re-orgs” in slang) at Parks
and Recreation (more recently called the Parks, Forestry and Recreation
Division). The most recent one was probably the most drastic to date.
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