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This paper is one of 12 issue papers prepared by Living SJ.  The intention of each issue paper is to provide 

background information.  Each paper offers a summary of current literature that has been gathered from 

local, provincial and national sources. The issue papers are not intended to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of key issues but rather a snapshot of current literature. 

 
Operational Definition 
 

The priority area of Recreation and Culture encompasses the following two terms:  

 

Recreation refers to the health of physical spaces or locations and includes concepts such as: access to clean, 

healthy spaces and facilities for the citizens of Saint John; contribution to healthy neighbourhoods; 

environmental health and priorities for the community (e.g., garbage, cleanliness); communities facilities, 

including neighbourhood, community and regional parks, as well as recreational facilities, and gathering 

spaces (e.g., public or open spaces); and, the natural environment, such as national areas and land within the 

Saint John area.  

 

Culture refers to a number of components including traditions and values, the arts, heritage, diversity and 

social history. It includes the promotion of cultural events, activities, and strategies within the city, such as 

performing arts, visual arts and crafts, book-publishing, music, film, video, audio-visual and tourism.  

 

The Current Situation  
 
Greater Saint John is the name of the area encompassing Metro Saint John (Saint John, New 
Brunswick, Grand Bay-Westfield, Rothesay and Hampton). It is also known as Greater Saint John Census 
Metropolitan Area, or Saint John CMA, and is located in New Brunswick, Canada. Greater Saint John has a 
population of 138,644 (2011)1. 
 
Saint John is the oldest incorporated city in Canada and has a rich heritage that has been shaped by recreation 

and culture. In fact, Saint John was the first city to set aside land for public squares in its Royal Charter of 1785 

and is home to more than 1,130 ha of parks and 23,900 ha of open space, including the city’s Rockwood Park, 

one of Canada’s largest urban parks, and the Irving Nature Park. Historic and cultural resources also shape the 

city, like the Imperial Theatre, Saint John Arts Centre and New Brunswick Museum.  Residents of the City of 

Saint John, the Greater Saint John area, and tourists from around Canada and the world enjoy these places 
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and facilities in great numbers each year.  

 

Saint John has a wealth of distinctive architecture and heritage buildings. Today, there are 770 properties in 

heritage conservation areas in the city of Saint John.  Aside from its rich heritage, Saint John has a strong 

culture of people who work in the arts of music, dance, theatre, visual arts, film and writing.  A strong 

Francophone community continues to shape Saint John’s cultural landscape as do new Canadians and ethnic 

groups that have made this community home.  More than one in four people who are visible minorities 

(28.5%) in the province reside in Saint John.2  The city’s designation as a Cultural Capital of Canada in 2010 

highlighted arts and culture in the city and its unique architectural legacy. 

 

The city also offers many indoor and outdoor facilities, including arenas, recreational fields, tennis courts, 

baseball diamonds and skate parks, playgrounds, open spaces and four city sports complexes, Memorial Park, 

Shamrock Park, Allison Grounds and Forest Hills Park.  The natural landscape in Saint John provides an 

abundance of multi-purpose trails.  The city also offers various recreation programs through community 

centres and programs and partnerships with other community groups.3  

 

Significant resources are required to maintain and support Saint John’s recreational and cultural assets. For 

these to be successfully maintained, operated and developed, there are a number of factors, including 

demographics, infrastructure, access/accessibility and budgeting that need to be considered.  

 

Changing Demographics 

According to PlaySJ (2012), “three population trends are taking place within the city of Saint John: the largest 

age group (25-45) is shrinking; the youngest population (0-14) is rapidly declining; and, the overall population 

is aging, led by the baby boomer generation (aged 45-65). The city is getting older with fewer youth 19 years 

old and younger and a growing number of residents aged 55 and older.” 

Due to the rapid decline of children and youth within the province, school enrolment is also in decline, which 

may result in the closure of school playgrounds that have served a community’s recreational needs and 

services. The province of New Brunswick (i.e., the Department of Education) possesses the ultimate decision-

making authority over which schools to close within the province, making it extremely difficult for 

municipalities to plan for such an occurrence. Enhanced communication between the province and 

municipalities is necessary to ensure that an appropriate response to changing demographics on a community 

level is considered. 

 

Aging Infrastructure 

The city is facing challenges addressing an overabundance of outdated facilities. Many recreational facilities 

within New Brunswick and Saint John are over 40 years old and are considered to be either reaching, or at the 

end of their useful life span. Taking this into consideration, a review of New Brunswick recreation facilities 

estimated the total renewal/replacement cost for the current recreation infrastructure (e.g., swimming pools, 

community centres, arenas, and athletic and ball fields) is $327 million for facilities that are presently at life 
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cycle stages 3, 4 and 5. (Stage 3: 15-24 Years Old; Stage 4: 25-34 Years Old; and, Stage 5: 35+ Years Old). 

 

Access  

Programs offered by partner organizations, like the YMCA and the Boys and Girls Club, were previously 

supported by in-house/private transportation that provided the opportunity for participants to get to and 

from recreational programming. However, due to a number of factors, many organizations have eliminated 

private bus and van services, thereby placing a higher demand on public transportation (such as Saint John 

Transit) and other forms of transportation to support participation. This has increased the participation cost 

for many individuals and families, thereby further limiting access to recreational opportunities.   

 

Potential Barriers 
 

Budget Constraints 

The 2011 Census states that the population of Saint John was approximately 70,063; however, many of Saint 

John’s recreation facilities were constructed to serve a population 25% larger (closer to a population of 

90,000). Taking these numbers into consideration, a review of the city of Saint John’s recreation facilities and 

parks against a population-based (per capita) recreation industry standard has shown that Saint John has an 

oversupply of a number of recreation facilities.  These facilities were built in anticipation of larger population 

and thus, a larger tax base to support service and maintenance levels.  As a result, funding for these spaces is 

spread too thin, meaning many parks and facilities remain in substandard condition.4  

 

The city of Saint John has decreased its municipal budget for parks and recreation. According to PlaySJ 

(2012), “The city of Saint John reported an average recreation and culture budget equal to 6.54% of its total 

operating budgets between 2004 and 2008. Other comparable communities in the region invest significantly 

higher ratios of their operating budgets. For example, the City of Fredericton operating budget for 

community services, which is responsible for recreation spending, as well as parks and trees and public transit, 

represents 11.4% of that city’s total operating budget.”5  A reduction in municipal funding to recreation and 

culture translates to an increase in participation costs for individuals and families.6 

 

Investment 

Lack of investment in arts and culture has been noted as a barrier to building a more vibrant Saint John. 

Stimulating investments in sectors such as arts and culture helps to diversify and grow the regional economy. 

One strategy is to invest in post-secondary education and research facilities. For Saint John to maintain and 

develop its professional workforce in the creative industries, strong post-secondary links are required. 

Stronger training, education and research facilities and capacities – particularly if located in the Uptown – are 

essential to building the creative economy and the local capacity for innovation.7 

 

There are also concerns around investment in the maintenance of heritage property in the city.  There are 

                                                        
4
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5
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6
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high vacancy rates above street level in a large number of historic properties and little life above the 

storefronts in the historic centre of the city. There has been a focus among developers to invest in new 

construction as opposed to reviving the historical and cultural spaces that enrich the city of Saint John.  

Residents have voiced the desire to build the capacity of the arts and culture sector by providing hubs and 

spaces where cultural industries can innovate and flourish.8 

 

Accessibility 

According to “A Community Research Report for Saint John”, families have identified transportation issues as 

a prominent barrier to participation for children.9 High levels of urban and rural poverty in the city make it 

challenging for families to access programming. Moving forward, it will be important for the city to ensure 

recreation services are accessible, geographically, economically, and socially. 

 

The Premier’s Council on the Status of Disabled Persons (2012) highlighted the need for better accessibility 

for participants and spectators with different disabilities at recreational facilities.  The Council also identified 

the need for better participation access for persons with disabilities, in terms of associated costs (e.g., 

admission fees and equipment) and transportation (i.e., to and from recreational facilities). Persons with an 

intellectual disability are specifically impacted by lacking accessibility to recreation facilities, and have often 

been excluded from programs and activities, largely due to the “inability of recreation service providers to 

adapt their programs to enable individuals with intellectual or developmental disabilities to actively 

participate in a meaningful and sustained way.” This has led to individuals feeling isolated and has led to 

health issues such as obesity and cardiovascular problems.”10 

 

Benefits of Supporting Recreation and Culture 
 

Community Wellness 

The arts and culture sector creates jobs, increases youth retention, supports increased tourism, and 

immigration, provides health and educational benefits and supply’s many other positive spin-offs. Similarly 

recreation has a number of benefits including reducing health care costs and increasing labour force 

productivity due to healthier lifestyles and reduced time at health care facilities and out of the office.11   

 

Recreation reduces stress levels, develops leadership capacities and social skills in both adults and children, as 

well as contributes to reductions in self-destructive and anti-social behaviour, which has a direct impact on 

the safety of a community. Recreation has also been shown to build stronger families, as a direct result of 

engaging in activities together. For those families that cannot afford the luxury of a stay-at-home parent 

present before and after school, available recreational programming has also provided safe, developmental 

opportunities for children.12  

                                                        
8
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Cultivating Economic Growth 

Arts and culture generates significant municipal revenue and is an engine for growing local economies.  The 

Conference Board of Canada research shows that arts and cultural industries contribute $85 billion dollars 

annually to the economy, which is 7.4 per cent of the GDP. That's more than the forestry and auto sector 

combined (each roughly 2 per cent of GDP).13  Within Saint John, the average household spending on arts and 

culture was $961 in 2009, higher than the provincial average ($893) and lower than the national rate ($962).14 

 

The cost to generate one job in the arts and culture sector is roughly $20,000, while the cost to generate one 

job in industry is $200,000. Investment in the arts creates more jobs per dollar than investment in industry- 

ten times more.15 In 2010, the proportion of the population employed in cultural industries in Saint John 

(CMA) was 1.09% (representing 700 persons).16 

 

The presence of recreational facilities and parks also supports a community’s economic wellness through 

increased tourism, the attraction and retention of business, and as employment generators.   Saint John is 

home to a number of visual artists, and hosted the first New Brunswick International Sculpture Symposium in 

2012, which was a huge success, bringing in over 35,000 visitors who watched six international artists carve 

120 tons of New Brunswick granite17.  Public art has become a part of the cityscape.  

 

The New Brunswick Tourism Indicators Summary Report, Government of New Brunswick (2011) highlights 

the importance of tourism to the New Brunswick economy.  

 In 2010, 34,700 employees worked in the tourism sector, representing 9% of New Brunswick’s labour 
force. 

 Visits in the province of New Brunswick in 2010 contributed an estimated $1.1 billion in tourism. Non-
resident visitor spending was estimated at $638 million in 2010.  

 This economic activity associated with the tourism sector sustained an estimated 19,600 full-time 
equivalent jobs in 2010.  

 Visitor spending also benefited New Brunswick’s provincial and municipal governments through 
estimated tax revenues of $103 million and $17 million, respectively, in 2010. This allows for further 
investment in culture and recreation facilities that benefit the residents of New Brunswick, and 
provides incremental funding to support education, health care, and other vital programs. 

 

Social Cohesion  

Recreational facilities and parks provide the opportunity to enhance community cohesion, through shared 

management and ownership of resources. This shared agenda facilitates improved community relationships, 

as different groups are expected to work together to maintain the quality of their community (e.g., youth, 

seniors, persons with disabilities, and people of different cultural backgrounds). Opportunities to engage with 

fellow community members for which one might not otherwise, contributes to greater cross-cultural 

                                                        
13 

The Arts Save Lives, Angela Birdsell (published in the Telegraph Journal September 3, 2011). 
14 

Greater Saint John’s Vital Signs 2011: Our Region’s 6th Annual Check-Up, Greater Saint John Community Foundation (2011). 
15 

Support for the Arts Sector, ArtsLinkNB (2012). 
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tolerance, reduces alienation and loneliness, and increases intergenerational understanding, which ultimately 

helps to create local attachments.18  Community cohesion also contributes to a community’s economy. The 

“know-your-neighbour” social capital helps to “ward off antisocial problems that would otherwise cost the 

city more in police and fire protection, prisons, counseling, and rehabilitation.”19 

 

A University of Pennsylvania research report demonstrated that a high concentration of the arts in a city leads 

to higher civic engagement, more social cohesion, higher child wellness and lower poverty rates. A robust arts 

community ensures that young people are not left to be raised solely in “a pop culture and tabloid 

marketplace”.20 

 

Partners Supporting Recreation and Culture 

 

Recreation 

At the federal level, the principal partners are Environment Canada and Parks Canada, which both play an 

active role in protecting the environment, conserving Canada’s natural and cultural heritage, and fostering 

public understanding for present and future generations. The Government of Canada, through Canada’s 

Economic Action Plan 2012, has also provided specific funding through the Community Infrastructure 

Improvement Fund to support infrastructure projects that focus on improving the quality of facilities enjoyed 

by Canadians, including community centres, cultural centres, parks and recreational trails, recreational 

facilities, and tourism facilities.21  

 

Recreation has many supporters within the province of New Brunswick, including both public (the 

Government of New Brunswick) and private/non-profit entities (e.g., RecreationNB and the Nature Trust of 

New Brunswick). The Government of New Brunswick supports recreational facilities and parks through the 

Department of Tourism, Heritage and Culture, the Department of Environmental and Local Government, and 

the Department of Healthy and Inclusive Communities. The Premier’s Council on the status of Disabled 

Persons guides the recreation industry through the promotion of universal design and barrier-free design in 

the restoration and development of community facilities. The Council’s Action Plan (2012) focuses on 

Recreation/Wellness as a priority area, within which, one of the objectives is “to ensure that all public 

recreational programs and facilities are doing what is necessary to enable the inclusive participation of 

persons with disabilities.” The New Brunswick Association for Community Living also guides recreation within 

the province through its Inclusive Recreation Program. It can also be suggested that organizations like 

SportNB, the Healthy Eating Physical Activity Coalition, the Department of Health, and the Economic and 

Social Inclusion Corporation indirectly contribute to recreation within the province through its various 

mandates related to health and wellness. 
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 Social/Community Values and Benefits of State Parks – The National Association of State Park Directors (2013). 
19

 Measuring the Economic Value of a City Park System – The Trust for Public Land: Conserving Land for People (2009). 
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Recreation is strongly supported within the City of Saint John through the municipality and community 

entities. Under the new “Transportation and Environmental Services” service area, “Sport and Recreation 

Facilities Services” and “Parks and City Landscape Service” are responsible for: the scheduling and booking of 

sport fields, arenas, facilities; development, operation and maintenance of all community parks, trails, tourist 

sites; preservation and protection of natural areas; and, coordination of urban forestry operation and 

initiatives. Under “Growth and Community Development Services”, “Recreation and Cultural Programming” 

and “Neighbourhood Improvement Service” are responsible to promote community well-being and enhance 

the quality of life for citizens to produce a healthy, vibrant, positive and strong community.  Services are 

focused on meeting the diverse recreation, cultural and leisure needs of citizens. 

 

The City of Saint John recently developed its own strategic plan, PlaySJ (2013) that “puts forth strategies for 

recreational facilities within the city, including playgrounds, parks, outdoor facilities, indoor recreation 

facilities, community centres, neighbourhood improvement, and trails,” taking PlanSJ’s directives into 

consideration. Recreation is also supported at the municipal level through the development of initiatives like 

the Trails and Bikeways Strategic Plan (2010), which aims to promote non-motorized access to key 

destinations around the city, and the Marsh Creek Restoration Initiative, which also aims promote 

connectivity within the city, as well as promote environmental benefits, like improved water quality. There 

are also plans being developed in Greater Saint John such as the GrandBay Westfield recreation plan, along 

with other municipal plans under development that will add to the opportunities available in the Saint John 

CMA. 

 

At the community level, environmental efforts are largely supported by priority neighbourhood organizations 

(i.e., Westside PACT, PULSE, Waterloo Village Association, Crescent Valley, the ONE Change Environment 

Team, and East Side Motivators) through garbage/recycling programs, neighbourhood clean-ups, community 

garden projects, and energy efficiency programs. Youth in the Old North End have been involved in the 

“Green Team”, responsible for initiatives like the development of a bottle recycling program, maintaining 

community gardens, cleaning garbage-filled lots, painting/installing street garbage cans, and providing 

environmentally-friendly themed activities for youth.  

 

Other organizations that provide direct support to ensuring that the quality of Saint John’s environment is 

maintained and enhanced include the Atlantic Coastal Action Plan, which works to improve the 

environmental health and integrity of the Saint John Harbour and its estuaries, and the Canadian Rivers 

Institute, which focuses on conservation and sustainable management of water resources. Vibrant 

Communities Saint John has played a role in supporting the environment through its research on alternative 

transportation modes that could contribute to an environmentally sustainable transportation, such as light 

rail transit and linkages between pedestrian and bicycle trails.22  

 

Culture 

The primary federal department responsible for culture is the Department of Canadian Heritage which is 

responsible for formulating policies and delivering programs that help all Canadians participate in their shared 
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cultural and civic life. The Department’s main activities involve funding community and other third party 

organizations who contribute to departmental objectives rated to culture, arts, heritage, official languages, 

citizenship and participation, Aboriginal, youth, and sport initiatives.  The only Saint John based organization 

receiving funding is the Imperial Theatre for the “Imperial Theatre Presentation and Outreach” project.  

Another agency, the Canada Council for the Arts is a national arm’s length arts funding agency that provides 

grants to professional artists and arts organizations, awards fellowships and prices and conducts research and 

arts promotion.  

 

Provincially, the mandate of the Department of Tourism, Heritage and Culture is to facilitate cultural 

development in the province by providing leadership in the development, implementation and monitoring of 

government strategies, initiatives and programs.  The mandate of the Heritage Branch is to coordinate and 

support those activities in the province designed to promote heritage awareness and protect and preserve 

heritage resources. The mandate of the Arts Development Branch is to facilitate community cultural 

development in New Brunswick by providing leadership in the development, implementation and monitoring 

of government policies, strategies, initiatives and programs supporting the arts. The New Brunswick Arts 

Board is an arm’s length arts funding agency with a legislated mandate to facilitate and promote the creation 

of arts as well as administer funding programs for professional arts in the province.   

 

The city of Saint John and the municipal plan, PlanSJ guide many of the city’s cultural strategies.  The Cultural 

Affairs Office is responsible for delivering the Arts & Culture Service to citizens and visitors, through the Saint 

John Arts & Culture Policy.  This involves the promotion of community awareness of arts, culture and heritage 

in Saint John.  The office supports the Saint John Community Arts Board’s Community Arts Funding Program, 

which provides project support for non-profit organizations or groups wishing to offer quality arts activities in 

any discipline of the creative arts within the city.  The 1% For Art Program is designed to provide 

opportunities for artists to exhibit works of art in public spaces. Through the Saint John Community Arts 

Board, the City will allocate at least 1% of the cost of a City capital project to the creation and installation of 

public art, as part of such municipal projects. 

 

PlanSJ acknowledges that the vitality, quality of life and quality of place in the city are influenced by arts, 

culture and heritage. Strengthening the vitality of these assets requires continued investment of resources 

into arts and cultural initiatives and the continued celebration and conservation of the city’s history. Goals in 

the plan involve further developing arts and culture in the city by working with the arts community to 

maintain appropriate arts and culture facilities; supporting and enhancing the city’s multicultural community; 

continuing to recognize, value and conserve heritage resources; and increasing the provision of appropriate 

programs and assistance to newcomers. 

 

On a community level, the Saint John Arts Centre and the Saint John Theatre Company lead a number of 
programs, workshops and productions in the city.  The Saint John Arts Centre is a multidisciplinary venue, 
dedicated to serving the community through arts, educational and cultural programming that is accessible to 
all. The Saint John Arts Centre is host to many workshops, artist talks and art classes as well as maintaining an 
active schedule of art exhibits in its galleries. The Saint John Arts Centre is also host to cultural events such as 
concerts and plays, as well as private fundraisers for many different charities.  The Saint John Theatre 
Company: Saint John Theatre is a volunteer run, community-based, non-profit organization. They house 
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performance space, various production departments and offer a number of performances during the year. 
l’Association Régionale de la Communauté francophone de Saint-Jean (ARCf), offers a lively cultural calendar 
for the francophone community in the city. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Moving forward, the involvement of tri-level government support (i.e., municipal, provincial, and federal) will 

be critical in better supporting and enhancing current linkages with other governmental responsibilities, such 

as health and wellness.  Recreational and cultural resources, such as facilities, buildings, programs and 

partnerships are incredibly interwoven and complex and will rely on increased communication among varying 

levels of government to ensure that the needs of the community are heard.   

 
Saint John’s recreational and cultural landscape enriches the community and shapes the identity of the city. It 

contributes to community wellness, economic growth and social cohesion and it is crucial that programs 

linked to recreation and culture, are accessible to all residents socially, economically and geographically.  

 

Cultural vibrancy, healthy spaces (neighbourhoods, parks, open spaces, etc.) and facilities (indoor and 

outdoor) rely on considerable resources and investment.  Cultivating economic growth in Saint John will 

involve giving more thought to the kind of recreational and cultural opportunities the city wants to support 

that would benefit residents, retain youth and attract newcomers and visitors. With resources, innovation and 

commitment alongside the city’s rich culture, heritage and landscape, the potential is great.   
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