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Introduction

Mount Vernon Area DOG is the sponsoring group for the Off Leash Dog Area at Grist Mill Park. Among its various responsibilities, the sponsoring group helps educate park guests about the OLDA and creates an environment of rules compliance necessary for the safe operation of the facility. Grist Mill Park, and the OLDA, is the property of the Fairfax County Park Authority (FCPA) and open to the public. Everyone is welcome to use the OLDA provided they follow the posted rules and guidelines.

The Mount Vernon Area DOG Park Monitor Program is a part of the FCPA’s Park Monitor program, which trains volunteers to help operate the specific facility of their choice. Volunteers receive a photo ID badge, shirts, and the authority to act as an agent of the FCPA.
Please Read Carefully!

Park Monitors must have the temperament necessary to deal with a wide variety of individuals, some of whom will test your patience and resolve. This training is intended to give you the confidence to help enforce OLDA rules and knowledge of procedures to handle all situations professionally. 

Park Monitors should be able to strictly enforce OLDA rules without confrontation. Your primary role is as an ambassador for the FCPA and Mount Vernon Area DOG. We ask that you inform guests of the rules and calmly deal with rules violations. 

If you do not believe your personality is suited for dealing with the general public, please ask about other volunteer opportunities.

What Is The Park Monitor Program?

The Park Monitor Program is a joint effort between the FCPA and Mount Vernon Area DOG. Trained volunteer monitors work at the OLDA to help educate guests about the rules, common practices, and park etiquette. Monitors also enforce the posted rules and help mediate incidents.

Monitors are not present at all times at the OLDA. Volunteers work at the OLDA whenever possible, either in teams or alone. Monitors are agents of the FCPA, meaning they can call the Police for assistance and if necessary the Police can charge rules violators with trespassing when all other options for compliance fail.

Perhaps most importantly, Park Monitors are ambassadors at the OLDA representing the FCPA and Mount Vernon Area DOG. Monitors help introduce guests to the rules, answer questions, and report facility issues to Mount Vernon Area DOG.

Volunteers report their hours regularly to the Mount Vernon Area DOG Park Monitor Coordinator. 

Park Monitor Program Details

Volunteer Requirements

· Mount Vernon Area DOG member in good standing

· At least 18 years of age 
· Mount Vernon Area DOG requires that you must commit to a minimum of 5 hours per month

· Monitors must wear their photo ID and their FCPA t-shirt when officially monitoring the OLDA.

· Volunteers must surrender their photo ID and t-shirt when leaving the program or upon request of the FCPA.

Responsibility and Reporting

· The Monitor Program is run by the Fairfax County Park Authority’s Park Operations Division.

· Mount Vernon Area DOG helps train and manage volunteers for the Grist Mill Park OLDA.

· The FCPA has final authority on all Park Monitor Program decisions.

· Volunteers should report regularly to the Mount Vernon Area DOG Park Monitor Coordinator.

Volunteer Actions and Behavior

· Volunteers should be very familiar with the rules at the OLDA and comfortable discussing their purpose with guests.

· Be informative and educate the public regarding OLDA operations.

· Be diplomatic and tactful when handling situations.

· Encourage compliance with OLDA and park rules.

· Avoid confrontation. Call the Police non-emergency number (703-691-2131) only when enforcement is necessary.

· Park Monitors are authorized to enforce rules and handle issues at the facility for which they are trained (Grist Mill OLDA for Mount Vernon Area DOG volunteers). If you have a concern outside the OLDA, such as dangerous behavior on the nearby athletic fields, please contact Mount Vernon Area DOG or the FCPA Park Operations Division.

Terminology

· Fairfax County officially refers to the facility as an “Off Leash Dog Area” or OLDA. OLDAs are also referred to as dog parks and dog runs in other areas of the country.

· Please do NOT refer to the OLDA as a puppy park, as puppies under 4 months of age are not allowed.

· The entrance area beyond the first gate is called the “box”, “entrance pen” or “holding area”. This area is for leashing and unleashing dog only. People and dogs should not loiter in the Box.

· This OLDA is for all size dogs. 

Park Monitor Training

Monitor Supplies

· Monitors will receive a key to the Monitor Box located near the OLDA entrance.

· The Monitor box contains vests, clipboards and pens, incident reports, and other supplies.

· Contact the Park Monitor coordinator immediately if you find supplies in short supply.

OLDA Rules

· Review all OLDA rules (posted outside the main gate and issued as an addendum to this document).

· Monitors must request compliance for all rules. Do not suggest to guests that any particular rule is more or less important than others. Each rule is considered important by the FCPA and compliance is required. 

· Every OLDA operated by the FCPA has identical rules. Just because someone got away with a rules violation at another OLDA does not give them an excuse to get away with it at Grist Mill Park’s OLDA!

· A Park Monitor may grant no exemption to a rule. Granting exceptions will cause confusion to other park guests and makes enforcement more difficult for other Monitors. There is a subtle difference between granting an exemption (not allowed) and using appropriate actions to meet a given situation.

Rules Enforcement

· Safety is the top priority! Rules violations that threaten the safety of other guests should take precedence in terms of your attention and action.

· Park Monitors can ask guests to comply with all rules. You should use judgment when requesting enforcement and emphasize education.

· Serious violations can be reported to the Police non-emergency number at 703-691-2131. 

· Police cannot issue a ticket for violation of individual rules but an officer can charge a violator with trespassing if appropriate.  “No Trespassing” is not posted at our dog parks and by law, trespassing can only be enforced when posted.  However, should the monitor have a confrontation and the violator in question refuses to leave, the Police should then be called.  If the violator then refuses to comply with the Police’s directions, THEN the Police can charge the violator with trespassing.
· You should call the Police only as a last resort.  In many cases it is best to write an incident report to share with other Park Monitors so we can identify repeat violators for appropriate action. 

· If there is a question about a rule’s interpretation, the Monitor is the final authority. Guests can contact Mount Vernon Area DOG to discuss the rule’s interpretation or request the FCPA to intervene, but at the OLDA guests should comply with Park Monitor requests.

Behavior of Guests, Dogs and Monitors

· Park Monitors should remain calm and professional at all times. Many guests will thank you for helping keep the OLDA safe while some guests will call you nasty names. Take it all in stride!

· Park Monitors shall not use physical contact or weapons of any kind when dealing with guests. 

· Any threat against a Park Monitor by a guest is unacceptable. Call the Police non-emergency number to report any such actions and file an incident report immediately with Mount Vernon Area DOG.

· Dogs must be under the control of their handler at all times and must exhibit safe, normal play behavior. You should ask handlers to remove dogs that do not meet this requirement.

Dealing With Rules Violations

Failure to enforce posted rules will result in unacceptable conditions and/or the potential closing of the OLDA. We want the emphasis to be on guest education & assistance; however, it is ultimately our responsibility to enforce the FCPA rules.

1. Approach the guest, identify yourself as a Park Monitor, and determine if they are first time guests or regular park users. Ask if they have read the rules, assuming they simply are unaware of the violation.

2. Provide the guest with a Rules Brochure (if available) and answer any questions. 

3. Help the guest resolve any issues if possible. If resolution is not possible, ask that they resolve the issue before returning to the OLDA. We strongly recommend that you ask guests to leave until a resolution is possible.

4. If a guest refuses to comply with a rule, explain that rules are not voluntary and are in place to help maintain everyone’s safety. This is a public facility and compliance with rules is necessary to continue the safe operation of the OLDA.

5. Guests who continue to refuse compliance should be asked to leave. Identify yourself (again) as a Park Monitor and inform the guest that if they continue to refuse to comply with the rules or fail to leave, the Police will be contacted and it is possible that they will be charged with trespassing.
6. If you are unable to obtain cooperation, write an incident report and/or contact the Police via the non-emergency number.

7. If the rules violation could create immediate harm to other guests (or yourself) consider calling the Police. An example: 3-year-old child inside the OLDA or an obviously aggressive that dog won’t leave.
Repeat Violations

Some guests simply refuse to follow the rules or common sense. Dealing with these guests requires a group effort and often requires detailed documentation over several visits.

· If a guest violates rules in a manner that endangers other guests or dogs, call the Police per the guidelines above.

· Obtain as much documentation of violations as possible, sharing these details with fellow Monitors via the incident report and email. This is our best weapon if the Police must be involved.

· When a guest has repeatedly violated the rules and refuses to follow your requests for compliance, you can consider calling the Police or discuss the situation with the Monitor Coordinator.

Dealing With Incidents

Whether an incident involves a small fight between dogs or an irate OLDA guest, knowing how to deal with the situation is key to keeping the OLDA calm.

1. If the incident involves dogs, ask that everyone pull their dog to safety and separate any packs immediately. Should any dog (or person) appear injured, treat the injury first but ask all guests to stay nearby as witnesses.

2. If the incident involves an irate guest, ask that they and their dog step away from any crowds to discuss the situation. 

3. Immediately ask for detailed information from any participants or witnesses. This is vital in resolving most situations.

4. Determine if any rule was violated or a dog acted aggressively. Handle as needed.

5. If you consider this to be a major incident or receive a formal complaint from a guest, file a written incident report with detailed information about the guests, dogs, and situation.

6. Ultimately, handlers use the OLDA at their own risk. If they or their dog are injured they have no claim against the other party or parties, including Mount Vernon Area DOG or the FCPA. However, we encourage handlers to “do the right thing” if their dog injures another.

7. Important! You must call Animal Control immediately if a dog bites a person. This is the law!

Canine Aggression

Perhaps the most difficult part of a Monitor’s job is identifying aggression. Is a dog simply playing rough or crossing the line? Ultimately you may be asked to make a decision. Remind guests that you are a volunteer, but your decision is the ultimate authority!

· No female dogs in heat allowed! If you suspect a dog is in heat, they should leave the park immediately.

· In-tact males are permitted in the OLDA, but Mount Vernon Area DOG encourages neutering of males by non-breeders for health and behavior reasons. As with all dogs, in-tact males must exhibit safe, normal play behavior at all times.

· Any dog that bears its teeth, bites another dog with intent to injure, or otherwise attempts to cause pain during play is considered aggressive. 

· Mounting (humping) is NOT a sign of aggression and not specifically a reason to oust a dog from the OLDA. However, constant mounting is unacceptable because it can cause injury or instigate an aggressive response from the dog being mounted.

· Dogs must be removed from the OLDA at the first sign of aggression. If the problem repeats the dog should not return until the dog and handler obtain proper obedience training.

Tips For Reducing Incidents

· The quickest way to sort out problem dogs and guests is via dog license enforcement. All dogs must display a current dog license from the county, city or town in which they reside. Experience shows that a majority of “problems” dissipate when licensing is enforced.

· Current licenses are accepted from any jurisdiction, but every dog must display a dog license. This is not the same as a rabies tag or ID tag, neither of which is an acceptable substitute for a license.

· Ask guests to keep “play packs” to less than five. When a pack reaches five dogs or more, the dynamics often change for the worse. You can separate many dogs by simply walking through the pack a few times.

· Stop problems before they start. If you see a dog that is becoming too excited, ask the handler to take him/her to a “time out” for a few minutes.

Facility Issues

· Report any facility issues to Mount Vernon Area DOG or the FCPA. If the problem is urgent, contact the Mount Vernon Area DOG President.

· All guests must leave at dark. It is unsafe for dogs and people at dark and handlers are unable to properly pickup after their dog!

· Guests should not hang any item on the fence. This policy helps prolong the life of the fence and reduces clutter, improving the overall appearance of the facility.
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