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Introduction 
Pender County, a traditional rural and agriculture community, offers county residents limited various recreational 
opportunities.  However, as the population increases and demand for parks and recreation facilities and opportunities 
intensifies, it is imperative that Pender County initiate development of new parks and recreation facilities as well as 
enhance existing facilities.  
 
Park and recreation facilities and programs provide a variety of economic, social and health benefits for a community.  
Parks provide an opportunity for stress relief, exercise, social interaction, and offer a place for families and friends to 
spend time together.  Communities with adequate parks and recreation opportunities are generally more highly valued 
and are more desired locations for development of homes, neighborhoods, businesses and industry.   
 
As population increases, the demand for parks and recreation facilities also increases.  Pender County has been one of 
the fastest growing counties in North Carolina.  Due to its proximity to the Atlantic Ocean and the fast growing 
Wilmington metropolitan region, the county has attracted dramatic population increases since 1990.  The NC State Data 
Center projects population growth for Pender County at 96.1% from 2000 to 2030 – the 11th fastest projected growth 
rate in NC.  At the 2000 Census, Pender County ranked 58th in population among the 100 counties within the state.  If NC 
State Data Center population growth rates hold true, Pender County will increase to the 39th most populous county by 
the year 2030.   
 
Pender County is currently significantly deficient in public recreational acreage and facility inventory.  The 2009-2013 
North Carolina Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) indicates that Pender County ranks 66th or 
below out of the 100 North Carolina counties in 13 out of 14 park and recreation opportunity types, including 99th in 
playgrounds, 97th in basketball courts, 96th in picnic shelters, and 95th in tennis courts.  These deficiencies are further 
reflected in the Regional Growth Management Plan prepared by North Carolina’s Eastern Region Military Growth Task 
Force, which indicates that an additional 8-10 acres of neighborhood parks, 13 acres of community parks, and 25-127 
acres of district parks are needed just to address the park acreage needed to support the projected military-induced 
growth in Pender County.   
 
As population continues to increase in Pender County, the landscape of the county will shift from a rural character to a 
more urban one.  As such, the land available for parks and recreation within the county will decrease as development 
occurs to accommodate the population growth.  Without an increase in parks and recreation areas and facilities, existing 
facilities will become increasingly crowded and negatively impacted by use and surrounding development.  New areas 
need to be identified and steps taken to acquire them prior to their being impacted by or lost to development. 
 
Recognizing the importance to accommodate the recreational needs of current county residents and visitors and 
adequately plan for future users, the Department of Planning and Community Development initiated a project in 2009 to 
evaluate existing parks and recreational opportunities, recommend new facilities and improvements and identify 
possible funding for the recommendations, evaluate the partnerships with private recreational providers, and evaluate 
the budget, operations, and structure of parks and recreation staff and responsibilities and recommend areas for 
improvements.  The result of the project is the 2010 Pender County Comprehensive Parks and Recreation Master Plan. 
 
Several plans and documents have been prepared in the past that also address parks and recreational opportunities and 
recommendations, all of which were considered in the creation of this document.  These include the 1993 Pender 
County Waterfront Access Plan, the 1998 Pender County Recreation and Open Space Plan, and the Coastal Pender 
Collector Street Plan.  Additionally, several other plans and projects were strongly considered during the creation of this 
plan, including the parks and recreation plans for the towns of Surf City and Burgaw and also the Wilmington 
Metropolitan Planning Organization’s Cape Fear Commutes 2035 Transportation Plan and Bicycle Facilities Study for the 
Blue Clay Corridor. 
 
The facilities recommended in this plan were developed based on a variety of information and criteria, including existing 
service areas, existing park acreage, existing facilities, guidelines set forth by the National Recreation and Park 
Association, public input, existing county-owned property, user demand, existing and projected population trends, and 
other factors.  Overall, the recommendations were crafted to plan for new facilities that will provide a variety of 
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recreational opportunities to meet a broad spectrum of users in all areas of the county, and include a total of three park 
expansions and improvements, one mini-park, five neighborhood parks, seven community parks, one regional park, four 
new county-partnered facilities, a variety of bicycle and pedestrian improvements, and new public water access areas to 
the Intracoastal Waterway, the Black River, Moores Creek, and Rockfish Creek.  Each of these new facilities was 
recommended to alleviate the current deficits that exist within the county’s parks system, and provide an improved 
quality of life to the residents and visitors of Pender County. 
 
Public input is a major component of this document.  During the project, a public input survey was available to county 
residents for eleven weeks.  This survey was distributed in paper form through a variety of businesses, offices, 
organizations, and meetings; an online version of the survey was also available for county resident and publicized 
through emails, the county’s website, newspaper articles, and other methods.  Public surveys were also distributed at 
the six public input meetings that were held throughout the county during January and February, at which time further 
input was gathered from county residents through town-hall type discussion.  In total, 327 surveys were returned and 
over 80 people came to the public input meetings, all contributing to the public input considered for the plan’s 
recommendations.  Lastly, the final draft of the plan was made available for public review and comment for a period of 
three weeks prior to the plan being supported by the Parks and Recreation Advisory Board, the Planning Board, and the 
Board of County Commissioners.   
 
This plan is designed to analyze the existing and future conditions of parks and recreation supply and demand in Pender 
County, the operations related to parks and recreation, and to make recommendations for new facilities, programs, and 
improvements.  The facilities recommended in this plan are not prioritized; a prioritization system based on a variety of 
criteria shall be created following this plan to prioritize the recommended facilities and improvements.  Additionally, this 
plan is designed to have a 10-year lifespan, with a major update in 2015 and subsequent minor updates annually or as 
needed. 
 
This plan also serves several additional purposes and intentions.  For county residents and visitors, this plan provides an 
overview of the existing parks and recreational opportunities that are available within the county, and also provides 
existing and future residents and visitors an overview of the expectations for future facilities and opportunities.  
Additionally, this plan provides the justification to elected officials for budget requests, and also to grantors for 
validation and justification of funding requests.  This plan should also be utilized when reviewing land use and 
development project proposals to capture opportunities to enable developer participation in parks and recreation 
development within the county.  Finally, providing a plan for future parks and recreational services and facilities may 
attract new businesses, industrial development, and county residents. 
 
In summary, Pender County currently has very limited parks and recreation facilities and opportunities and is 
experiencing trends that will continue to increase demand for such facilities.  The 2010 Pender County Comprehensive 
Parks and Recreation Master Plan is designed to serve as the blueprint for meeting the increasing demand, and 
demonstrates that Pender County is committed to address that demand by acquiring, developing, and improving parks 
and recreation facilities for the social, health, economic, and quality of life benefits to its residents. 
  


