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STATEMENT OF POLICY AND GUIDELINES FOR OFF-LEASH DOG PARK 
SERVICE AREA STANDARDS WITHIN THE MADISON PARK SYSTEM 

 
 
AUTHORIZATION 
 
The Madison Board of Park Commissioners is the approving authority for policies governing the 
Madison Park system.  This policy is intended to guide the Parks Division in two ways: first, to 
guide planning for new off-leash dog park (exercise) areas; and second, to set standards for 
responding to requests for the creation of off-leash dog park (exercise) areas in the Madison 
Park system.   
 
This policy is intended to achieve the following: 
 

• Provide for a system of off-leash dog exercise areas in the Madison Park system which 
balances the needs of other park users and management goals. 

• Provide off-leash dog exercise areas that generate revenue sufficient to cover their 
operating costs, including among other things the costs of ranger enforcement. 

• Promote the development of off-leash dog exercise areas having sufficient size and 
variety to provide healthy exercise for dog owners as well as for dogs. 

• Promote regional planning within Dane County to maximize the variety of off-leash dog 
exercise area options as to size, location, topography, and other relevant characteristics.  

• Assure that the use of City parks by dog owners respects park use by non-dog owners. 
 

Background information used in the development of this policy is shown in Attachment A.  
 
 
GUIDELINES FOR ESTABLISHING OFF-LEASH DOG EXERCISE AREAS 
 

1. Priority will be given to potential fenced off-leash dog exercise area locations: 
 
a. Where there are permit and license holders lacking access to fenced off-leash 

dog exercise areas,  
b. Where at least two acres of open space are available for this use,  
c. Where multi-family housing exists or is anticipated, and 
d. Where there is currently no fenced off-leash dog exercise area within one mile. 

 
2. Fenced off-leash dog exercise areas will generally be located: 

 
a. Where they do not interfere with established or planned park uses,  
b. Where parking is available, either on street or off-street, and 
c. Where impacts on the visual character of the park can be minimized. 

 
3. If a location for a fenced off-leash dog exercise area can’t be identified using the 

criteria above, consideration will be given to designating a community or 
neighborhood park as an unfenced off-leash dog exercise area during limited hours, 
where appropriate and as determined by the Parks Superintendent, taking into 
account the guidelines set forth in this policy.  A “friends” organization, as described 
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below, is required for such unfenced off-leash dog exercise areas. Such use requires 
approval by the Board of Park Commissioners as well as the Common Council. 

 
4. In coordination with Dane County Parks and other Dane County municipalities, 

identify opportunities for larger off-leash dog exercise areas that would be attractive 
and challenging to hikers and walkers.   

 
5. Once a potential fenced off-leash dog exercise area is identified, the location will 

require approval by the Board of Park Commissioners in accordance with the Parks 
Master Plan Process described in the Statement of Policy and Guidelines for 
Master Plan Activities Within the Madison Park System.   

  
 
“FRIENDS” ORGANIZATIONS 
 
The creation of a “Friends” group (either independently or within the local neighborhood 
association) is encouraged where a fenced off-leash dog exercise area is contemplated and 
required where an unfenced off-leash exercise area is contemplated. The Friends group will 
help to educate dog owners and other members of the public about the rules regarding use, to 
raise funds for amenities (e.g., landscaping, benches), to police clean-up regularly and with 
annual events, and generally to build community and local leadership in the context of dog 
ownership and use of the exercise areas.   
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