A Proposal to Increase Access to Soccer and Increase Field Quality:

Keep the Upper Melville Field Open and Increase Junior Field Space on the Lower Playing Fields

In a recent column, the Mayor said “Westmount is not overly endowed with athletic facilities, nor do we have a lot of choices about where to put them in our fully built community. We do however have lots of young people and older residents who are very enthusiastic athletes.” 

If these athletes are our priority, and we recognize the limitations of Westmount geography, there is only one possible decision on this field.  It either stays open or we face the fact that after this expensive refurbishment, we will have reduced field space, increased wear on grass and reduced ability to accommodate soccer demand.

Keeping the upper Melville field open for senior games has a number of positive consequences for the lower playing fields which would flow naturally from the decision to install only junior playing fields there.  First, three junior playing fields could fit in the lower playing field area.  Below is a graphic representation, to scale, showing three junior fields that meet the minimum recommended dimensions for ages 8-11 by the Quebec Soccer Federation (40x55m). This is the age group that has the highest enrolment in the Westmount program and has the largest need for field space.  
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The proposal to put three junior fields here, rather than a senior and a junior field, has a number of advantages:

1) Reduced wear: The grass can survive, which it is unlikely to do if senior games are moved on to the same grass that hosts junior games, Westmount Park School recreation, Selwyn House rentals and community use.  By keeping the senior field open, the demands on the lower playing fields remain at the level grass can support. By spreading use among three fields, instead of the current two, the wear on the grass is further reduced.

2) Increased playing field quality: if the fields are 40m wide (instead of the wider senior dimensions) and oriented east-west as above, there would be a 15m grass buffer between the asphalt area in front of Westmount Park School and the nearest field.  Therefore, if students exiting the school did cause wear on the southern edge of the field, it would not compromise the playing surface as it would with a senior field or with a junior field oriented north-south.

3) Increased capacity for soccer enrolment: If we add a third junior field, where currently there are two, we would increase the City’s ability to offer soccer to the age group (8-11) where there is the most demand. Although the fields are slightly smaller than what is there currently, essentially every soccer governing body urges reduced playing field size for this age group to increase “touches on the ball.”

4) Reduced cost and visual impact of the refurbishment: if we keep only junior fields on the lower field area, we will not need to regrade the field, build and maintain a retaining wall the length of the bike path, or cut down any trees.  Further, if the junior fields are oriented east-west as they are above, shots on net will not endanger passersby.  In the City’s plan, the junior fields are oriented north-south to allow the senior field to fit; this will require 5m high nets behind the field to protect park users and bicyclists. If the fields are oriented east-west, these nets won’t be necessary.  In addition, the east-west arrangement will likely obviate the need for the large nets that are between fields in the City’s plan, since the fields are separated by more distance and since smaller players are shooting.

5) Protects Westmount Park School children: If we had a 3rd junior field, WPS kids could be asked to use the easternmost field as their primary recreation and sports area during the 6 weeks of soccer season.  Since the front door of the school empties on to the eastern third of the field, this would mean they could use the area in front of them, they would have adequate space to play, and the grass on the remaining fields would be less stressed.  The eastern field would not require hedging and thus the students could evacuate safely.  This eastern field could still host City junior soccer games (although it would make sense to schedule fewer than on the western fields), while at the same time guaranteeing available space to Westmount Park School, school rentals and community use. 

