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Calarco from Carlsbad (Cal-
ifornia) Parks & Recreation 
began thinking about whom 
he could contact about pro-
moting a sportsmanship 
program in his city called 
T.R.U.S.T. (Teaching Respect, 
Unity, and Sportsmanship 
through Teamwork), he knew 
he wanted a professional ath-
lete that would make people 
take notice. 

He says, “I wanted to create a vid-
eo with a little hook and somehow 
tie sportsmanship to a locally well-
known or nationally well-known per-
son. I thought it would be signifi cant 
for the city.”

He began reaching out to sports 
stars like Tony Hawk and Shaun 
White, both from the nearby San Di-
ego area, hoping they’d want to help 
the Carlsbad community. Calarco 
says it didn’t work out, but he didn’t 
give up and continued to “cultivate 
contacts” when he could.

Eventually in 2009, one of Ca-
larco’s staff members revealed he 
knew someone who was in contact 
with NBA Hall of Famer Bill Walton. 
Calarco wrote a letter to the contact 
explaining the program, but admits 
he thought it was a bit of a longshot. 

“We knew Bill does a lot for the 
community, and sure enough he was 
responsive to our request,” says Ca-
larco. “And he was more than willing 
to do whatever we needed.”

Calarco and his team worked with 
Walton to shoot hours of footage that 
eventually became the T.R.U.S.T. vid-
eo. “He became our spokesperson 
and really did drive a good sports-
manship message home,” explains 
Calarco. “He was great for the cause.”

In today’s tough economic 
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climate, using a familiar face like Walton’s may be a great way 
to engage your community with parks and recreation. Accord-
ing to Jon Kirk Mukri, general manager of the City of Los An-
geles Department of Recreation and Parks, fi nding creative 
ways to highlight the benefi ts of parks and recreation is in-
creasingly important. 

“We provide the most social services in the world—the 
youngest child and the oldest adult all use parks and recre-
ation,” he says. “We need to bring that into focus.” And a local 
or national celebrity can be just the one who’s needed to direct 
his or her spotlight on a program or park.

Look in your own solar system
Working with well-known faces to promote parks and recre-
ation doesn’t always mean enlisting Hall of Famers. Many times, 
someone “famous” in your community won’t be known to any-
one outside your own town or city. Or, it may not be a some-
one at all.

That was the case in Chandler, Arizona, when Information 
Specialist Liam O’Mahony enlisted the help of a gorilla, a bob-
cat, and a cow, and had huge success. Last fall, the City of Chan-
dler Recreation Division partnered with ShapeUpUS.org for 
the city’s Day of Play event. Even though Chandler hosted the 
event, by bringing in a partner non-profi t that had connections, 
the city was able to add a “mascot Olympics” with the Phoenix 
Suns Gorilla, the Arizona Dia-
mondbacks Baxter the Bob-
cat, and even the Chick-Fil-A 
Cow. The event drew more 
than 4,000 people.

“The mascots made a 
great visual story and are 
such headline grabbers,” 
says O’Mahony. “We didn’t 
have those exist ing re-
lationships with the pro 
teams, but they were able 
to come and represent our 
event through the partner-
ship with Shape Up US.org.”

Nearby sports teams 
seem to be a great place 
to enlist talent that believes 
in recreation and will help 
promote parks and sports 
programming.

Los Angeles’ Mukri says 
that his department has reg-
ularly used pro athletes to 
add some star power to a 
program or park. In 2008, 
the L.A. Dodgers organiza-
tion committed to renovat-
ing 50 baseball fi elds in and 

around Los Angeles as part of the club’s 50th anniversary. Mukri 
also worked with the soccer club Chivas USA to involve the or-
ganization in L.A. parks. Through the “Kick It in the Parks” pro-
gram, the stars and coaches of the team came out to hold soccer 
clinics and games for the youth of the city.

“I strongly recommend working with agencies and teams 
you have around you,” says Mukri. “Do some research and fo-
cus on other organizations with a like-minded core mission.”

Lisa Bransten, manager of sponsorships and events at San 
Francisco Department of Recreation and Parks, agrees that the 
sports angle is a good one to take when looking for celebrity tal-
ent. Her department recently hosted a hitting clinic for kids at 
the end of June with Hensley Meulens, the hitting instructor for 
the San Francisco Giants. 

“Since the Giants just won the World Series, anything to do 
with the team is exciting,” says Bransten. “It’s a great thing we can 
offer to our kids in summer camp and we held it at Kimbell Field 
so we could showcase that location which was recently redone.”

Basketball legend Bill Walton 
with Carlsbad Parks and 
Recreation staff .
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Bransten says that the relationship with Meulens came 
about because the director of San Francisco’s parks and rec-
reation department, Phil Ginsburg, met him at another event 
at Golden Gate Park. Ginsburg is a huge baseball fan and ap-
proached Meulens on the spot about working with the depart-
ment. Bransten worked with the Giants to iron out logistics and 
made it happen.

“I think the best thing you can do is to play to [a celebrity’s] 
strengths,” says Bransten. “Try and make an event work with 
what they are good at and how they like to engage. They are ce-
lebrities because they are really good at something—capture 
that and bring it to your kids or citizens to provide new oppor-
tunities and highlight what you offer.”

Aligning the stars
Sometimes a celebrity who wants to help promote parks and 
recreation can’t fi nd time to make an appearance at your park 
or programs. You may have to get creative to engage them with 
your community. 

When Bransten’s San Francisco Department of Recreation 
and Parks wanted to somehow use celebrity chef Tyler Flor-
ence to help promote their programs, they had to fi nd the best 
way to use his talents in the kitchen. Even though he was local 
and wanted to help, they decided the best use of his culinary 
talents would be to auction off a private dinner cooked by Flor-
ence at their annual Party for the Parks Gala.

Bransten explains that not only did his dinner raise a lot of 
money, but “all the people who attended Tyler’s dinner were 
won over by what we do because of his passion. Although they 
weren’t in a park or directly involved in recreation program-
ming, Florence’s love of the community was evident to those 
who attended.

In Chandler, Arizona, O’Mahony decided not to use trainers 
of the professional Arizona teams in a programmatic setting, 
but instead asked them to contribute personal guest blogs to 
a website about fi tness created by the mayor’s offi ce. “We still 
leveraged their expertise and used their pro affi liation and high-
profi le fi tness knowledge to enhance the mayor’s website,” ex-
plains O’Mahony.

He thinks that it only took the trainers a couple hours to write 
up the blogs, which was attractive because they could do in their 
spare time. “They have families too, so they can do this on a day 
off and still feel good about sharing and giving back to the com-
munity,” O’Mahony says.

Make your plan shine 
Once you fi nd your star, sometimes the trickiest part is 
getting that celebrity on board. According to Bransten 
in San Francisco, the majority of the celebrity relation-
ships she’s formed have been through personal con-
nections. But maintaining those relationships takes time 
and each one will be different. 

Calarco suggests working with your own park and 
recreation supporters and asking them if they know of 
anyone with name recognition who could help promote 
programs or park sites. 

“It isn’t always easy to reach out, and you don’t al-
ways get success,” he says. “But just look for connec-
tions and go for it.”

O’Mahony from Arizona agrees. Prior to joining the 
parks and recreation department, he worked in public 
relations for professional sports teams like the Seattle 
Supersonics and Chicago Bulls—having seen the oth-
er side, O’Mahony says reaching out also means do-
ing your homework (see sidebar on Making the Pitch). 

“Do some research and fi nd a tie-in,” he suggests. 
“Look for organizations that a particular celebrity might 
be involved in and fi nd the connection to parks and rec-
reation.” O’Mahony says he regularly consults media 
guides for player and team bios to look for an angle 
where he can appeal to them on a personal level. 

At the end of the day, it is no easy task. Mukri man-
ages a staff of 40 devoted to looking for partnerships 

San Froncisco Giants 
hitting instructor 
Hensley Meulens lets 
a camper try on his 
World Series ring.
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and celebrity engagement opportunities. “We have hundreds 
of relationships to manage already—and we are looking for new 
ones—and it takes a lot of work,” he says. “Recognize that these 
[celebrities] will not be beating our door down, so you have to 
go out and fi nd them.”

Out of this world
Even when you think you know how a celebrity relationship may 
go, it may sometimes surprise you. Mukri wanted to partner 
with the organization Shane’s Inspiration—not just for the amaz-
ing work they do to install accessible playgrounds, but also for 
the organization’s celebrity relationships. Instead of just one or 
two celebrity engagements, the two groups have partnered on 
at least 20 playgrounds throughout the city of Los Angeles.

In San Francisco, Stanford University would annually hold its 
spring intersquad game at Keyzar Stadium in Golden Gate Park. 
The game brought a lot of publicity to the park itself. But Brans-
ten took it to a new level, and asked some of the football players 
if they’d help at an event with kids at a nearby recreation center. 
They agreed and the community benefi tted from the opportu-
nity to play football with seasoned athletes. 

And remember that Carlsbad T.R.U.S.T. video with Bill Wal-
ton? Although Calarco developed that program for use just in his 
own city, because of the exposure largely created by Walton’s 
involvement, it is now in use throughout cities across California.

Calarco says he likes working with celebrities and says in 
the end, they are just like the rest of us. “It is a chance for people 
to make a statement about the things they value… like parks and 
recreation.” 

Making the pitch
Not everyone has celebrities on speed dial to help at any turn. You 
may need to create a “cold pitch” to get someone onboard. Liam 
O’Mahony, information specialist in Chandler, Arizona, has a back-
ground in public relations and shared his tips for eliciting a response 
through a cold pitch.

 ■ Educate them up front about your programs or parks. He sug-
gests sending them information not just about your general 
department but also lesser-known specialty programs that 
may appeal to them.

 ■ Create an event brief. Outline the day’s schedule as much as 
possible—will you need them for the entire time period or just 
a portion of it? How will they interact with the public and what 
will they be doing? Explain the event as you see it unfolding, 
and you can make changes at the celebrity’s request.

 ■ When reaching out to a professional sports organization, work 
through the public or community relations department. Be sure 
to talk to someone there to fi nd out about any specifi c proce-
dures you may need to follow when submitting your pitch.

 ■ Make sure you follow up and close the loop. Perhaps the celeb-
rity will not be able to participate this time, but if you keep the 
contact it could pan out in the future.

 ■ Be persistent but polite. Most people interviewed for this arti-
cle cited a time frame of at least a year to engage a celebrity. 
Remind your contact that you are patient and fl exible and will-
ing to wait for the right opportunity.

 ■ Grab a good luck charm. It can never hurt. 

Mascots served as “celebrities” 
at Chandler, Arizona’s, Day of 
Play event—drawing more than 
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