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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

The America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) national pro-
gram is based on the idea that the protection of the
country’s natural heritage is a non-partisan objective
shared by all Americans. The AGO encourages state and
local communities to develop local, grassroots conserva-
tion initiatives that work in their own communities. In
keeping with the AGO’s emphasis on local action, this
SCORP presents Wisconsin’s strategy of how state and
local goals and actions can align with AGO initiatives.
The final product of this work shows a clear vision of
how preserving and improving natural spaces in
Wisconsin fits within a broader initiative of conservation
on the national level.

In details, SCORP describes and quantifies some of
the most important benefits of recreation, and establish-
es goals that provide outdoor recreation for
Wisconsinites across the state. The SCORP further tar-
gets assessments on several key relationships: public
health and wellness, urban access to outdoor recreation,
and public and private partnerships. 

Public Health and Wellness

Access to outdoor recreation is an important predic-
tor of community health and wellness. Parks, trails, and
sports facilities provide convenient, safe, and attractive
spaces for people to get outside. Time spent outdoors is
associated with a number of important health factors,
including improved mental health, more connected
communities, and more active citizens. In particular,
there is increasing evidence that improving access to
outdoor recreation can lower obesity levels.

To assess the health benefits currently provided by
Wisconsin’s outdoor recreation, rankings of existing
recreation types by relative physical exertion levels are
examined. This work establishes a clear relationship
between outdoor recreation activities and health and
wellness benefits specific to Wisconsinites. Using this
data, this SCORP identifies those recreation facility types
that provide the greatest public health benefits. This
information can be used to make recommendations
regarding future recreation facilities to better optimize
public health and wellness across the state. 

This SCORP encourages more active outdoor recre-
ation, and presents a series of goals and actions to help
state, county, and local governments plan for facilities
that will provide the greatest health benefit to their pop-
ulations.

Urban Access to Outdoor Recreation

Accessibility to outdoor recreation has been shown
to increase health benefits and physical wellness for
local citizens, especially in urban environments.
Populations in rural counties are diminishing, while
populations in metropolitan areas are growing rapidly,
resulting in increased urbanization of Wisconsin. The
benefits and significance of urban parks—improved
health, community ties, and economy—are therefore
increasingly important. 

For insight into park planning for urban areas, this
SCORP considers various urban recreation barriers and
their solutions, and analyzes peer-to-peer statistics for
urban recreation in Wisconsin municipalities, small to

The 2011–2016 Wisconsin SCORP serves as a blueprint for state and local outdoor recreation planning

through support of national initiatives, sets the course for recreation within the state by describing 

current recreation supply and trends, and provides a framework for future recreation development and focus.  

Preserving and improving natural spaces in

Wisconsin fits within a broader initiative of

conservation at the national level.
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Executive Summary

large. This data provides specific information on where
Wisconsin can improve on recreation facilities, and
which areas need additional focus on developing
increased urban recreation. 

Public and Private Partnerships

High quality and accessible outdoor recreation
builds healthy communities, provides numerous health
benefits to citizens, and allows Wisconsinites to enjoy
the state’s many natural resources. Providing access to
outdoor recreation, however, is often a challenge.
Conservation and recreation development need a web of
community and government support. This SCORP
therefore highlights the importance of governments
working together with other government and private
organizations to provide high quality outdoor recreation
to the citizens of Wisconsin. 

Wisconsin depends on a mixture of publicly and
privately owned lands in the overall recreation land-
scape of the state. Preservation and development of
recreational land is at the core of discussion between
stakeholders and recreation groups from across the state.
Partnerships and collaborations between federal, state,
and local agencies, user groups, non-profit organiza-
tions, and others are seen as critical to success in open
space protection and management. This SCORP pres-
ents findings from four focus groups that address the
challenges and benefits to outdoor recreation, as well as
how to facilitate increased access.

The State of Wisconsin demonstrates strong dedica-
tion to the health and wellbeing of its population by pro-
viding accessible public recreation statewide. Wisconsin
is also committed to creating strong public and private
partnerships that foster recreation development and
opportunities for its citizens. This SCORP presents a
clear vision of how preserving and improving natural
spaces in Wisconsin fits within the broader initiative of
outdoor conservation on a national level.

Wisconsin is committed to creating strong

public and private partnerships that foster

recreation development and opportunities

for its citizens.
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C H A P T E R

Introduction

1

Every five years, Wisconsin publishes a Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) to

serve as a blueprint for state and local outdoor recreation planning as required by the Land and Water

Conservation Fund (LWCF) Act of 1965. For the 2011–2016 Wisconsin SCORP, the State not only met the

requirements of the LWCF Act but looked to the America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Initiative, launched April 16,

2010 by President Obama, for a modernized approach—one that asks the American people to become partners

in preserving and enhancing their natural heritage—to conservation in the 21st-century. This SCORP is present-

ed out of reverence to the state’s great outdoor recreation resources and their value to the people of Wisconsin.
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1Chapter 1:  Introduction
While the value of the great

outdoors is not in dispute, 

there is a growing disconnection

between outdoor recreation 

and the American people. 

With 80% of the population 

now living in or near cities,

nature has become distant.

Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF)

The 2011-2016 Wisconsin SCORP was prepared in

accordance with the LWCF Act for the eligibility of

LWCF acquisition and development assistance.

Administered by the Wisconsin Department of Natural

Resources (DNR) as authorized by the Governor, the

LWCF Program is a vital source of grants for state and

local outdoor recreation projects. This SCORP continues

to meet LWCF eligibility with the following components:

• Description of the process and methodology(s)

chosen to meet LWCF guidelines

• Generous public participation in the planning

process

• Comprehensive identification of outdoor

recreation issues

• Comprehensive evaluation of outdoor

recreation supply and demand 

• Implementation program with strategies,

priorities, and actions to serve as detailed

project selection criteria for LWCF funding

• Wetlands priority component

Fifteen combined federal and state outdoor recre-

ation funding programs require projects applying for

funds to use the SCORP’s implementation program (see

Appendix A for a complete list of programs). 

America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Initiative

The AGO Initiative is established in recognition of

the importance of conservation to the American people,

and it calls for greater federal support to grassroots con-

servation efforts through financial and technical assis-

tance. Direction for the AGO Initiative was taken from

the American people through 51 public listening ses-

sions held across the country as well as 105,000 submit-

ted comments. The consensus was clear: America’s out-

door spaces are essential to our quality of life, economy,

and national identity. Nature reduces stress and anxiety,

promotes learning and personal growth, and fosters

mental and physical health. 

While the value of the great outdoors is not in dis-

pute, there is a growing disconnection between outdoor

recreation and the American people. Time and access

restricts the public’s participation in outdoor activities.

With 80% of the population now living in or near cities,

nature has become distant. Children spend half as much

time outside as their parents did, choosing instead to

spend an average of seven hours a day on electronic

devices. It’s no surprise that America presently faces an

epidemic of childhood obesity. 

As a result, three clear visions emerged as a founda-

tion of the AGO Initiative. The AGO first envisions a

reconnection and enhancement of relationships between

the American people and vast outdoor recreation oppor-

tunities. The second AGO vision seeks to ensure avail-

ability of quality outdoor recreation to the American

public through open space conservation and restoration,

especially by funding the Land and Water Conservation

Act. Finally, the AGO vows to become a more effective
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Chapter 1:  Introduction

Figure 1-2:  Outline of Wisconsin SCORP Alignment with AGO Visions

conservation partner by fostering cooperation and 

collaboration between federal, state, and local govern-

ments, and AGO partnerships.

To meet such challenges, a new vision for conserva-

tion in the 21st-century is needed. The American people

and federal, state, local, and tribal governments must col-

lectively work together to preserve and promote

America’s great outdoors and its benefits. The AGO

Report, released February 2011, outlines goals and

actions to be accomplished by such partnerships. For the

2011-2016 Wisconsin SCORP, Wisconsin charges for-

ward with dynamic recreation planning that keeps in

mind the actions of the AGO Report. 

Description of Plan

The State of Wisconsin uses this SCORP to support

AGO visions. Figure 1-2 illustrates how multiple approach-

es of the 2011-2016 SCORP align with these visions. 

SCORP Alignment
Compile Recreational Demand Survey of

in-state residents

SCORP Alignment
Engagement with SCORP External 

Review Panel

America’s Great Outdoors Vision 3: Working Together for AGO

Goal: Provide Quality Jobs, Career Pathways, and Service Opportunities

Goal: Engage Young People in Conservation and the Great Outdoors

Goal: Make the Federal Government a More Effective Conservation Partner

SCORP Alignment
An assessment of statewide outdoor

recreational issues

SCORP Alignment
A wetlands planning summary

America’s Great Outdoors Vision 2: Conservation & Restoration (LWCF)

Goal: Conserve Rural Working Farms, Ranches, and Forests through Partnerships and Incentives

Goal: Strengthen Land and Water Conservation Fund

Goal: Conserve and Restore Our National Parks, Wildlife Refuges, Forests, and Other Federal
Lands and Waters

Goal: Protect and Renew Rivers and Other Waters

SCORP Alignment
Understanding and enhancing the

relationship between outdoor recreation
and health and wellness

SCORP Alignment
Evaluation of urban parks and 

greenway open spaces

SCORP Alignment
Connecting urban and rural populations
to open space lands for recreation and

conservation

America’s Great Outdoors Vision 1: Connection & Enhancement

Goal: Enhance Recreational Access and Opportunities

Goal: Raise Awareness of the Value and Benefits of America’s Great Outdoors

Goal: Establish Great Urban Parks and Community Green Spaces
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1Chapter 1:  Introduction

Chapter 2 analyzes the demand for outdoor recreation activities by
popularity and by setting. Further, this chapter reviews the effect of
migration and urban population growth on outdoor recreation and its
access. 

In detail, this plan consists of six chapters and seven appendices, which are summarized below. 

2

3

4

5

6

Chapter 3 looks at the inclusion of health and wellness in outdoor
recreation planning. The effect of outdoor recreation access on health
determinants is examined, as are the participation rates in outdoor
recreation activities that yield the greatest health benefits. The push to
consider public health in planning is relatively new to SCORPs, and
the 2011-2016 Wisconsin SCORP sets itself apart with this
challenging chapter.  

Chapter 4 explores the current offerings of urban recreation across
municipalities in Wisconsin when compared to similar peers. Focus
groups discussed barriers to urban recreation and identified potential
solutions to meet modern needs in urban recreation by addressing
such factors as demographics, safety, and aesthetics.  

Chapter 5 examines the public and private holders of recreation land
throughout Wisconsin and the programs that encourage conservation
and acquisition of public land and protection and public access of
private land. Extensive findings from focus groups of stakeholders are
presented, including successes, challenges, and big ideas for open land
conservation.

Chapter 6 describes seven goals, each with a list of actions, designed to
encourage the connection of Wisconsin’s residents to the great
outdoors within their state. The goals and actions presented in this
chapter were developed with the input of DNR groups, the SCORP
External Review Panel, and the citizens of Wisconsin. 
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C H A P T E R

Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation
Uses and Trends

2

As the America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Initiative looks to reconnect Americans to the great outdoors,

Wisconsin must examine its outdoor recreation uses and trends to better understand how Wisconsinites

currently connect to the state’s outdoor recreation resources. The second theme of the AGO Report, “Enhance

Recreational Access and Opportunities,” was developed out of the public’s desire to remove barriers to recre-

ation and to make recreation a higher priority for land and water management agencies. The survey analyses

in this chapter can be used to determine what improvements are needed in regard to access and opportunities

in outdoor recreation. 

By identifying outdoor recreation demand by demographics and by projecting outdoor recreation activity

trends relevant to the immediate future, Chapter 2 of the SCORP gives Wisconsin communities direction in out-

door recreation planning. Under AGO, community-based efforts to increase outdoor recreation access will

receive federal government support (AGO Recommendation 2.2). Such support will include technical assis-

tance for local, state, and tribal efforts to enhance recreation (AGO Action Item 2.2a), and backing of com-

munity programs that improve safety of open spaces and access routes (AGO Action Item 2.2c). 



Overview

Over 87% of Wisconsinites enjoy some form of out-
door recreation. This staggeringly high number reflects a
state that is passionate about outdoor recreation and the
traditions that go with it. Outdoor recreation happens
over a variety of landscapes—whether in a duck blind
along the Mississippi River or bicycling on a paved trail
in Milwaukee, Wisconsin provides high quality outdoor
recreation experiences for a diverse population. The
challenge for recreation providers is to understand the
ever-changing needs of the outdoor recreation public.

This chapter explores several of the factors that
influence a person’s recreation preferences—recreation
settings, recreation experiences, and geographic loca-
tions—and classifies recreational activities and users
according to these groupings. By dividing recreational
activities into standard categories, this chapter seeks to
explain recreation preferences within Wisconsin.

Recreation demand survey results for this SCORP
are primarily based on the 2005–2009 National Survey
on Recreation and the Environment (NSRE). The
NSRE’s Wisconsin data is based on 718 survey respons-
es across five versions. In addition to these results, data
for 19 additional recreational activities was added from
the 1999-2004 NSRE and the Outdoor Industry
Foundation 2002 Outdoor Recreation Participation &
Spending Study, A State-by-State Perspective.
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The challenge for recreation providers is to

understand the ever-changing needs of the

outdoor recreation public.
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2Chapter 2:  Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation Uses and Trends

Table 2-1:  Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation Participants by Participation Rate (Age 16+), 5-year view

2005–2009 Participation
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Off-highway vehicle driving 19.8 891
Trail running 18.6 773
Snowmobiling 18.3 824
Big game hunting 18.0 810
Canoeing 17.9 806
Visit prehistoric/archeological sites 15.5 698
Boat tours or excursions 13.9 626
Ice skating outdoors 13.5 608
Ice fishing 13.1 590
Waterskiing 13.0 585
Coldwater fishing 12.8 576
Primitive camping 11.4 513
Small game hunting 11.3 509
Rafting 9.2 414
Cross country skiing 8.8 396
Horseback riding (any type) 8.7 392
Tennis outdoors 8.5 383
Backpacking 7.4 333
Kayaking 7.3 329
Rowing 7.2 324
Downhill skiing 7.0 315
Horseback riding on trails 6.6 297
Use personal watercraft 6.5 293
Snorkeling 6.2 279
Snowshoeing 6.1 275
Migratory bird hunting 4.1 185
Sailing 3.9 176
Rock climbing 3.8 171
Snowboarding 3.7 167
Mountain climbing 2.7 122
Caving 2.6 117
Inline skating 2.5 113
Orienteering 1.6 72
Scuba diving 1.1 50
Windsurfing 1.1 50
Surfing 1.0 45

2005–2009 Participation
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Walk for pleasure 87.7 3,947
Gardening or landscaping for pleasure 65.4 2,944
View/photograph natural scenery 65.3 2,939
Attend outdoor sports events 65.0 2,926
Family gathering 63.5 2,858
Visit nature centers, etc. 63.5 2,858
View/photograph other wildlife 57.9 2,606
Driving for pleasure 52.8 2,377
View/photograph wildflowers, trees, etc. 52.4 2,359
Sightseeing 50.6 2,278
Bicycling 48.7 2,192
Boating (any type) 47.3 2,129
Picnicking 47.0 2,115
Visit historic sites 46.7 2,102
Snow/ice activities (any type) 45.9 2,066
Yard games, e.g., horseshoes 44.7 2,012
Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 42.8 1,926
Visit a beach 42.3 1,904
Golf 41.8 1,881
Swimming in lakes, streams, etc. 41.7 1,877
View/photograph birds 41.7 1,877
Freshwater fishing 37.4 1,683
Day hiking 36.7 1,652
Motorboating 36.0 1,620
Visit a farm or agricultural setting 35.3 1,589
Swimming in an outdoor pool 34.5 1,553
Visit a wilderness or primitive area 33.7 1,517
Warmwater fishing 33.2 1,494
Attend outdoor concerts, plays, etc. 32.8 1,476
Soccer outdoors 32.3 1,460
Running or jogging 32.1 1,445
Mountain biking 30.7 1,382
Sledding 28.2 1,269
View/photograph fish 26.7 1,202
Developed camping 25.4 1,143
Handball or racquetball outdoors 23.5 1,058
Visit other waterside (besides beach) 22.6 1,017
Hunting (any type) 22.2 999

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ participation in
outdoor recreation.

Participation in Outdoor Recreation
Wisconsinites are active participants in most forms of out-

door recreation; recreation participation rates within
Wisconsin are higher than most other regions of the country.
This high level of participation may be attributed to the com-
bination of Wisconsin’s abundant recreation resources as well
as the state’s four season climate, which provides unique recre-
ational opportunities year-round. Table 2-1 lists the 72 outdoor
recreation activities surveyed for this SCORP.
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Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation Setting
Segmentation

While the above rankings are useful in determining
which outdoor recreation activities are popular among
Wisconsinites, it is also useful to understand what caus-
es an activity to be popular. One method of examining
outdoor recreation participation is by recreation setting,
or the environment in which people recreate. For the
purpose of this plan, the NSRE activities were divided
into five groupings describing different activity and set-
ting trends. These groupings, listed below, suggest that
people in different recreation setting segments seek dif-
ferent kinds of experiences from outdoor recreation. By
understanding recreation use in terms of these segments,
we may begin to see how individual recreation activities
fit within a broader spectrum of recreation settings.

Developed Land Activities
Outdoor recreation in developed settings includes a

wide mix of recreational activities, all of which use some
form of manmade development (such as roads or side-
walks) or involve a high level of social interaction.
Developed land setting outdoor recreation is by far the
most popular form of recreation in Wisconsin; more
Wisconsin residents participate in two developed land
recreation activities—walking for pleasure (87.7% partic-
ipating) and gardening/landscaping for pleasure (65.4%
participating)—than any other activities. Family gather-
ing and bicycling are other popular activities in this cat-
egory. Table 2-2 lists the percentage of Wisconsin resi-
dents participating in several popular developed land

activities.

2Chapter 2:  Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation Uses and Trends

Segmentation of Wisconsin Outdoor 
Recreation Activities:

1.  DEVELOPED LAND
2.  LIMITED DEVELOPMENT

3.  WATER

4.  WINTER

5.  VIEWING AND INTERPRETIVE

Table 2-2:  Percent Wisconsin Residents Participating
in Developed Land Activities 
(Age 16+)

Estimated
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Walk for pleasure 87.7 3,947
Gardening or landscaping for pleasure 65.4 2,944
Attend outdoor sports events 65.0 2,926
Family gathering 63.5 2,858
Driving for pleasure 52.8 2,377
Bicycling 48.7 2,192
Picnicking 47.0 2,115
Yard games, e.g., horseshoes 44.7 2,012
Golf 41.8 1,881
Soccer outdoors 32.3 1,460
Running or jogging 32.1 1,445
Developed camping 25.4 1,143
Handball or racquetball outdoors 23.5 1,058
Horseback riding (any type) 8.7 392
Tennis outdoors 8.5 383
Horseback riding on trails 6.6 297
Inline skating 2.5 113

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ 
participation in outdoor recreation.

Bicycling is a very popular activity in Wisconsin.
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Parks, Trails, and Pedestrians in Wisconsin

Public parks and trails are essential components of
Wisconsin’s outdoor recreation infrastructure. Aside from
other benefits, parks and trails serve as the setting for many of
the state’s most popular outdoor activities. Walking is by far
the most popular outdoor activity in Wisconsin. While much
of recreational walking takes place on neighborhood side-
walks, the presence of parks and trails plays a significant role
in activities like walking. Research has linked the presence of
parks, trails, enjoyable scenery, and other people exercising to
increased physical activity. 

Table 2-3:  Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation: Most Popular 
Activities by Participation Rate 
(Age 16+)

1 Walk for pleasure
2 Gardening or landscaping for pleasure
3 View/photograph natural scenery
4 Attend outdoor sports events
5 Family gathering
6 Visit nature centers, etc.
7 View/photograph other wildlife
8 Driving for pleasure
9 View/photograph wildflowers, trees, etc.
10 Sightseeing

In 2011, a study assessed the pedestrian accessibility of
Wisconsin’s parks and trails. This network analysis consid-
ered where people live, where parks and trails are located, and
how parks and trails are connected by public sidewalks. This
led to a county-by-county estimation of how many residents
live within a ½-mile walk of a park or trail.The results indi-
cate that over 70% of Wisconsin residents do not live within
a ½-mile walk of a public park or trail. The assessment also
revealed wide variation in park walkability across the state.
For example, more that 50% of all residents in Dane,
Milwaukee, and Rock counties live within a ½ mile of a park
or trail. Meanwhile, in 31 other counties, less than 5% of res-
idents have that level of pedestrian access.
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Limited Development Activities

Wisconsin offers many outdoor recreation activities
in undeveloped, or primitive, sites. Generally, these activ-
ities involve hiking, camping, or some form of hunting.
Over 1/3 of Wisconsinites participate in day hiking. One 
in five participate in some form of hunting. While limit-
ed development facilities may be used in conjunction
with these activities, the typical nature-based land activ-
ity participant wants to experience natural surroundings.

Water Activities
Water-based outdoor activities are among the most

popular recreation activities in Wisconsin. Abundant
water resources across the state offer a wide variety of
recreation options from high speed motorboating to lazy
lounging at the beach. Just under half of Wisconsin resi-
dents participate in boating, visiting a beach, or swim-
ming in a lake or stream. The lakes and rivers of north-
western Wisconsin provide ample opportunities for
water-based recreation. The Lake Michigan and the
Mississippi River regions, both of which provide many
miles of shoreline for water-based participants, are also
popular areas for water recreation. 

Table 2-4:  Percent Wisconsin Residents Participating
in Limited Development Activities 
(Age 16+)

Estimated
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Day hiking 36.7 1,652
Visit a wilderness or primitive area 33.7 1,517
Mountain biking 30.7 1,382
Hunting (any type) 22.2 999
Big game hunting 18.0 810
Small game hunting 11.3 509
Primitive camping 11.4 513
Migratory bird hunting 4.1 185
Backpacking 7.4 333
Rock climbing 3.8 171
Mountain climbing 2.7 122
Caving 2.6 117
Orienteering 1.6 72

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ 
participation in outdoor recreation.

Table 2-5:  Percent Wisconsin Residents Participating
in Water Activities 
(Age 16+)

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ 
participation in outdoor recreation.

Estimated
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Boating (any type) 47.3 2,129
Visit a beach 42.3 1,904
Swimming in lakes, streams, etc. 41.7 1,877
Freshwater fishing 37.4 1,683
Motorboating 36.0 1,620
Swimming in an outdoor pool 34.5 1,553
Warmwater fishing 33.2 1,494
Visit other waterside (besides beach) 22.6 1,017
Canoeing 17.9 806
Waterskiing 13.0 585
Coldwater fishing 12.8 576
Rafting 9.2 414
Kayaking 7.3 329
Rowing 7.2 324
Use personal watercraft 6.5 293
Snorkeling 6.2 279
Sailing 3.9 176
Scuba diving 1.1 50
Windsurfing 1.1 50
Surfing 1.0 45Abundant water resources across the state

offer a wide variety of recreation options.
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Winter Activities
Snow- and ice-based activities are those that involve

some form of frozen water. These activities are very pop-
ular among Wisconsinites with just over 45% of residents
participating in some form of snow or ice activity.
Sledding is the most popular of these activities, with just
over a quarter (28.2%) of the state participating. Ice-
related activities are also very popular in the state, with
608,000 Wisconsinites participating in ice skating and
590,000 participating in ice fishing.

Viewing and Interpretive Activities
Statewide, the most popular viewing and interpre-

tive activity is viewing or photographing natural scenery,
an activity in which over 65% of Wisconsinites partici-
pate. The second most popular viewing and interpretive
activity is attending outdoor sporting events, with 65% of
residents participating. Over half of all state residents
have gone sightseeing within the last year, while just
under half have visited historic sites. Physical activity is
not generally a primary component of these activities,
although it is often a complementary component. In gen-
eral, rates of participation in viewing and interpretive
activities are higher in Wisconsin than they are in other
states. This may be a reflection of Wisconsin’s strong edu-
cational system and history of environmental awareness. 

Wisconsin Recreational Trends and
Observations

As society grows and changes, so too does the recre-
ational landscape. Changes in demographics, the econo-
my, user preferences, and availability of recreation venues
all influence the demand for different recreational activi-
ties. As part of the NSRE survey work, Wisconsin recre-
ational activities have been tracked over the last 15 years.
By far the biggest change in Wisconsin has been the
migration of rural populations to urban centers, which is
reflected in increased demand for urban-based recre-
ational activities. 

Demographics
Demographics play an important role in the popu-

larity of outdoor recreation activities. From the years
2000 to 2010, the 2010 Census showed that Wisconsin's
population grew 6%, which is well below the national
average of 9.7%. The state fared better than four of the
other six states in the Midwest region, trailing only
Minnesota and Indiana in population growth. However,
2010 census data shows that rural counties in northern
Wisconsin continued to lose population to urban areas in
the past decade, while counties adjacent to major metro
areas grew in population.

Table 2-6:  Percent Wisconsin Residents Participating
in Snow- and Ice-Based Activities 
(Age 16+)

Estimated
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
Snow/ice activities (any type) 45.9 2,066
Sledding 28.2 1,269
Snowmobiling 18.3 824
Ice skating outdoors 13.5 608
Ice fishing 13.1 590
Cross-country skiing 8.8 396
Downhill skiing 7.0 315
Snowshoeing 6.1 275
Snowboarding 3.7 167

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ 
participation in outdoor recreation.

Table 2-7:  Percent Wisconsin Residents Participating
in Viewing and Interpretive Activities 
(Age 16+)

See also 2005–2010 Wisconsin SCORP for additional detail on residents’ 
participation in outdoor recreation.

Estimated
Number of 

Percent Participants
Activity Participating (1,000s)
View/photograph natural scenery 65.3 2,939
Attend outdoor sports events 65.0 2,926
Visit nature centers, etc. 63.5 2,858
View/photograph other wildlife 57.9 2,606
View/photograph wildflowers, trees, etc. 52.4 2,359
Sightseeing 50.6 2,278
Visit historic sites 46.7 2,102
Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 42.8 1,926
View/photograph birds 41.7 1,877
Visit a farm or agricultural setting 35.3 1,589
Attend outdoor concerts, plays, etc. 32.8 1,476
View/photograph fish 26.7 1,202
Visit prehistoric/archeological sites 15.5 698
Boat tours or excursions 13.9 626
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Rustic Roads, Byways, and Circle Tours

One relaxed way to enjoy the beauty of Wisconsin is to
travel its rustic roads and byways. Wisconsin is the only state
with a rustic road program, which was established in 1973.
Over 110 rustic roads now cut across the state. These pre-
served areas travel back in time through miles of selectively
undeveloped paths. Rustic roads offer access to scenic resting
points and connect scenes from Wisconsin’s past, from light-
houses to Amish farms. As the only nationally designated sce-
nic byway in the State, the Great River Road runs through 33
river towns while showcasing some of the oldest communities
in Wisconsin.  Other Wisconsin byways allow visitors to wit-
ness the beauty of our state through vantage points along
lakes, rivers, bluffs, valleys, and swamps, all with various ani-
mal and plant life. With spans of 15 to 250 miles, byways offer
historic and seasonal scenery through lakes, rivers, and
national forests, all in flexible driving tours of 2 to 10 hours. 

Wisconsin motorists can also enjoy highway expeditions
around both Lake Michigan and Lake Superior via their respec-
tive circle tours. The Wisconsin portion of the Lake Michigan
Circle Tour (LMCT) is 325 miles in length, and it extends
along the entire eastern shore of Wisconsin. The Lake Superior
Circle Tour (LSCT) on the northernmost shore of Wisconsin
is 144 miles long, complete with optional passage through Big
Bay State Park and Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. Both
circle tours provide views of scenic waterfalls and miles of
shoreline beaches, as well as numerous boating, camping, and
fishing opportunities. 
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Table 2-8:  Top Growth Wisconsin Recreation Activities 
1994–2009 (Age 16+)

From the years 2000 to 2010, twenty of
Wisconsin’s 72 counties lost population. They include
two rural counties: Iron County, which lost 14% of its
population, and Florence County, which lost 13% of its
population. In stark contrast, just two Wisconsin coun-
ties lost population in the 1990s. A factor in this
increased rural population loss is the recession that
started in 2008, which pulled people away from rural
areas and toward metro areas.

Wisconsin counties across the state line from the
Chicago and Minneapolis metropolitan areas saw rapid
population growth since the year 2000. St. Croix
County, which lies within commuting range of
Minneapolis and St. Paul, was the fastest-growing
county in the state, increasing in population by more
than 33% since 2000. Kenosha County, across the bor-
der from Chicago, grew 11.3% during the same period.

The state's Hispanic population has grown 74.2%
since the year 2000. Hispanics now account for 5.9% of
the state's population. Blacks remain the largest state
minority group at 6.3%.

Fifteen Year Recreation Trends
A number of recreation activities have seen expo-

nential growth over the last 15 years. In terms of sheer
numbers, soccer has outpaced every other outdoor
recreation activity. This growth can be attributed to the
number of youth soccer leagues that have been formed
over the last decade. Table 2-8 shows the top 10 recre-
ational activities by total numbers.

Another way to show growth is by percentage
change. This method shows a different set of recreation
activities that have grown in popularity. Interestingly,
most participants in these activities are urban residents.
Table 2-8 reflects the top 10 recreational activities by
total percentage change. 

Survey of Survey of
1994* 2009* Difference

Recreation Use (1,000s) (1,000s) (1,000s)
Soccer outdoors 179.1 1,460.0 + 1,280.9
View/photograph other wildlife 1,582.9 2,605.8 + 1,022.9
Golf 888.8 1,882.3 + 993.5
Handball or racquetball outdoors 96.8 1,058.3 + 961.5
Walk for pleasure 2,988.0 3,946.9 + 950.9
Attend outdoor sports events 1,995.2 2,923.5 + 928.3
Bicycling 1,486.8 2,190..8 + 704.0
Day hiking 949.0 1,652.8 + 703.8
Running or jogging 803.8 1,446.8 + 643.0
View/photograph birds 1,261.4 1,877.5 + 616.1

*Each survey represents a rolling average of five previous years.

Table 2-9:  Top Growth Wisconsin Recreation Activities by Percent 
1994–2009 (Age 16+)

Survey of Survey of
1994* 2009* Percent

Recreation Use (1,000s) (1,000s) Difference
Handball or racquetball outdoors 96.8 1,058.3 + 993.3%
Soccer outdoors 179.1 1,460.0 + 715.2%
Kayaking 46.6 328.4 + 604.7%
Surfing 10.3 44.5 + 332%
Football 282.5 852.4 + 201.7%
Horseback riding 139.3 389.9 + 179.9%
Mountain/rock climbing 53.3 122.9 + 130.6%
Use personal watercraft 131.9 293.7 + 122.7%
Golf 888.8 1,882.3 + 111.8%
Snowboarding 77.7 164.4 + 111.6%

*Each survey represents a rolling average of five previous years.

A number of recreation activities have seen

exponential growth over the last 15 years. 

In terms of sheer numbers, soccer has outpaced

every other outdoor recreation activity.



Table 2-10 considers the percentage changes in
recreation participation rates, as well as industry fore-
casts and opinions from recreation professionals, to sug-
gest which activities will be popular in the future. These

observations are made for a five year period, and there-
fore reflect the most pressing demands on recreation in
the immediate future. 
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Summary
As society continues to change and evolve, so too does outdoor

recreation participation. Recreation participation reflects many elements:
recreation preferences, the diversity of the Wisconsin population, the
variety of recreation landscapes available throughout the state, and the
increasing barriers placed upon the average recreationalist. Taken as a
whole, these factors contribute to a diverse range of recreational activity
preferences and demands throughout the state. As recreation providers
attempt to accommodate these various needs, proactive planning will
become increasingly important to ensure that recreation in Wisconsin
remains accessible and adaptable to the needs of the state’s population.

Table 2-10:  Projected Trends in Wisconsin Outdoor Recreation Activities  

Increasing
Demand

�

Adventure racing Popular as both an individual and a group activity.
Driving for pleasure An easy activity for the aging baby boomer generation.
Developed/RV camping Baby boomers are a continued driving force for this growth.
Kayaking Cheaper entry points have attracted more participants. 
Visit a dog park Urban residents continue to demand more of these areas.
Soccer outdoors Youth growth is still strong in urban areas.
BMX biking X Games popularity may be driving this growth. 
Climbing Indoor climbing walls have led to an outdoor resurgence.
Stand up paddling A fast growing water sport sweeping the country.
Triathlon (on- and off-road) Varying distance events have allowed for growth.
Off-highway vehicle driving Post recession growth continues.
Gardening or landscaping for pleasure The “grow local” concept is taking hold at many levels.

Stable
Demand

Walk for pleasure Market saturation does not allow for large growth.
Running or jogging Gen Y is replacing the baby boomers for this activity.
Water parks Recession may have caused this growth to slow.
Motorboating Still easy access in a water-based state.
Day hiking Popular with many generations.
Golf Time constraints do not allow for growth.
Tent camping Continues to be stable, but growth is illusive.
Snowboarding May have peaked after 20 years of growth.
Trail running A stable niche activity with Gen Y.
View/photograph wildlife An easy activity that spans generations. 
Bicycling (road and non-paved) Popular with many generations – access is still key.
Snowshoeing After large growth, this has stabilized.

Decreasing
Demand

�

Hunting Continues to struggle with generational loss and private access. 
Inline skating A large decrease in the last six years, the bottom may be near. 
Skateboarding/skate parks Gen M is free-skating with longboards.
Horseback riding on trails Recession impacts have caused this to decrease with no rebound.
Softball Baby boomers continue to leave this sport.
Downhill skiing Gen Y does not have the numbers to replace aging baby boomers. 
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C H A P T E R

Outdoor Recreation and Public Health

3

TThe third goal of the America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Report, “Raise Awareness of the Value and Benefits

of America’s Outdoors,” was developed out of the public’s concern that youth are lacking exposure to out-

door education. AGO sets out to partner with Let’s Move Outside! to instill lasting values of health and well-

ness, and environmental conservation in youths.

By examining the component of health and wellness that motivates recreation and by comparing the most pop-

ular outdoor activities that yield the greatest health benefits, Chapter 3 lays the groundwork for recreation

planners seeking to make outdoor recreation relevant to today’s youth and Wisconsinites. Wisconsin, too,

should raise public awareness of the physical and mental health benefits of the great outdoors (AGO

Recommendation 3.1). Communities can look to the federal government for support of campaigns that demon-

strate and advertise outdoor recreation for wellness as well as support of parks and outdoor spaces that facil-

itate physical activity (AGO Action Item 3.1b).
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Overview

Statewide comprehensive outdoor recreation plans
(SCORPs) are important documents that help guide the
development of local parks and recreation. Increasingly,
SCORPs are including public health and wellness as cen-
tral elements of recreation planning (Bloecher and
Merriam 2011), with notable efforts being made by the
States of California, Indiana, and Oregon. Traditionally,
SCORPs have focused on recreation supply and demand
assessments as a way to guide recreation development.
However, health and wellness, along with other factors,
have been shown to be a critical component of how and
why people recreate (see Figure 3-1). In this light,
Chapter 3 is written to outline several elements impor-
tant for understanding the role of outdoor recreation in
fostering local public health and wellness. 

The built environment plays an important role in
our ability to affect public health and wellness (Gordon-
Larsen et al. 2000; Frumkin et al. 2004). For example,
parks, trails, and sports facilities are key local assets that
allow for convenient, safe, and attractive places for peo-
ple to participate in physical activities of all kinds (Sallis
et al. 2006). While public health and wellness are affect-
ed by a number of social, economic, and environmental
determinants,  there is increasing evidence that improv-
ing access to outdoor locations favorable for physical
activity can act to lower obesity levels and improve
health outcomes among target populations (Campbell
and Cornelssen 2004; Kelly et al. 2007; Lovasi et al.
2009).

The Connection Between Public Health and
Wellness, MET, and Outdoor Recreation1

Outdoor recreation encompasses a wide variety of
activities, each of which has a different level of physical
activity. In many cases, health and wellness outcomes
can be improved through participation in activities that
require higher levels of physical exertion. This section
will explore how different types of outdoor recreation
compare for their level of physical exertion and how
recreation sites across Wisconsin provide opportunities
for different types of outdoor activity. The primary ques-
tion being addressed in this section is straightforward:
how do outdoor recreation facilities relate to recreation
activities and health and wellness metrics? 

To answer this question, various outdoor recreation
activities appropriate to Wisconsin were arranged by
their relative levels of physical exertion. Available sec-
ondary data on outdoor recreation activities were
arranged to provide a ranked list of caloric exertion rates
for a specific period of time. Further, an inventory of
recreation sites offering activities with the most health
benefits provides an opportunity to prioritize recreation-
al sites.  

A variety of data sources were used to address these
issues. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) is a source of secondary quantitative and qualita-
tive data regarding the relative and absolute intensity of
physical activities. For the rankings, health benefits of
activities are measured as the ratio of work metabolic
rate during recreation to resting metabolic rate, known
as MET. This measure of metabolic intensity of various
physical activities is found in research from the
American College of Sports Medicine journal, Medicine
& Science in Sports & Exercise (Ainsworth et al. 2000).
This data was used to rate the metabolic intensity of

3Chapter 3:  Outdoor Recreation and Public Health

Figure 3-1:  Converging Elements Related to Outdoor Recreation

Source: Bloechner and Merriam 2011 as originally presented in the Colorado SCORP.

1 This section is taken from work done during the fall of 2010 by students of the UW-Madison
Graduate Planning Workshop (URPL 912). Their report, entitled Outdoor Recreation, Health, and
Wellness: Enhancing the Relationship through SCORP (Birringer, et al. 2010), contains a complete
description of this effort and can be accessed online at http://www.urpl.wisc.edu/people/
marcouiller/courses/912/3final.pdf. 
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Specific features found in parks are

important to fostering the use of these

public spaces for physical activity.

Wisconsin outdoor recreation activities. Activities were
then ranked in terms of those with the most health ben-
efits (high intensity), medium benefits (moderate inten-
sity), and least benefits (low intensity). The metabolic
intensity research and data is widely accepted among spe-
cialists in the exercise and public health fields
(Ainsworth et al.). This data is commonly used to create
calculators that determine the amount of calories burned
during exercise. 

Recreation planning and park design have been
shown to affect use; characteristics and specific features
found in parks are important in fostering the use of these
public spaces for physical activity. Features in trails and
parks (playground equipment, sports facilities, etc.) have
been shown to enhance that property’s use for physical
activity (Kaczynski et al. 2008). Alternative forms of out-
door recreation have differing levels of physical activity as
measured by metabolic rate (calories burned in a given
period of exercise) standardized using relative metabolic
intensity (MET). The MET of a variety of physical activi-
ties has been thoroughly documented within the sports
medicine literature and includes both non-motorized
(Ainsworth et al. 1993; Ainsworth et al. 2000) and
motorized (Burr et al. 2010; COHV 20102) forms of out-
door recreation. The exercise quality and happiness ele-
ments play a role in public health and wellness outcomes.

Energy expenditure data compiled from multiple
published sources as “indirect calorimetry” (Ainsworth et
al. 2000) was used. It should be noted that the metabolic
intensity data is limited in its use for estimating calories
burned during an activity for specific individuals. The
research provides standardized intensity levels that do
not account for differences in body mass, gender, etc.
Therefore, individual differences in energy expenditure
can be large. For the purposes of this research, standard-
ized metabolic intensities are adequate for developing a
ranking of relative health benefits of recreation activities
for the population as a whole.

MET data was translated to caloric expenditure by
multiplying an individual’s weight (in kilograms) by the
METs for the activity and the duration of the activity. For
example, a 60-kg individual bicycling for leisure (4 METs)
for 40 minutes expends the following: 60kg x 4 METs x
(40/60min) = 160 calories (Ainsworth et al. 1993).

The 2005-2010 Wisconsin SCORP demand data
provided a basis to understand common outdoor recre-
ational activities in Wisconsin. These activities were
then matched with their respective energy expenditures
to create a ranking of the health benefits of physical
activities.

Calculations for caloric expenditures are based on
a 30-minute duration with respect to different body
weights. Sample calculations based on standard BMI
table at which an individual is considered obese at vary-
ing heights is detailed in Appendix B. Since one goal of
the 2011-2016 Wisconsin SCORP is to improve public
health by increasing physical activity, obesity weights
are important to include in these calculations.

The relative health benefits of Wisconsin recreation
activities in terms of METs is summarized in Table 3-1.
Activities that are considered light intensity have less
than 3 METs, moderate intensity activities have
between 3 and 6 METs, and vigorous intensity activities
have more than 6 METs. Some recreation activities (e.g.,
bicycling, running, etc.) have multiple MET values,
depending on the speed and intensity of the activity. In
these cases, a moderate speed was assumed.

2 Canadian Off-Highway Vehicle Distributors Council (COHV) ATV & ORM Health
Benefit Study Fact Sheet can be found at: http://www.arra-access.com/site/
DocServer/2010_ATV_ORM_Health_Benefit_Fact_Sheet2.pdf?docID=321.
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Facility Activity MET
Water – lakes, streams, Canoeing 7
fishery areas, boat Rowing 7
launches, marinas, Scuba diving 7
piers, trout streams, Ice skating outdoors 7
waterfalls, whitewater Swimming in lakes, streams, etc. 6
rafting rivers Waterskiing 6

Rafting 5
Snorkeling 5
Kayaking 5
Fishing, general, warm water 3
Sailing 3
Windsurfing 3
Surfing 3
Boating, power boat 2.5
Ice fishing 2
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Visit a waterside 2
Sightseeing 2
Boat tours or excursions 2
Family gathering 1.5
Picnicking 1.5

Beaches, shoreline Volleyball, outdoors 8
Walking for pleasure 3.5
Fishing, general, warm water 3
Camping 2.5
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Visit a waterside 2
Sightseeing 2
Family gathering 1.5
Picnicking 1.5

Forested land (state Rock climbing 9.5
parks or natural areas, Orienteering 9
forest reserves, trust Mountain biking 8.5
lands, wildlife and Mountain climbing 8
wilderness areas) Skiing, cross-country 8

Snowshoeing 8
Backpacking 7
Dog sledding 7
Hiking, general 6
Walking for pleasure 3.5
Geocaching 3.3
Camping 2.5
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Visit a wilderness or primitive area 2
Sightseeing 2
Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 2
Family gathering 1.5
Picnicking 1.5

Facility Activity MET
Ski hills Snowshoeing 8

Sledding 7
Skiing, downhill 6
Snowboarding 6

Local parks, parkland Inline skating 12.5
Running 9
Handball outdoors 8
Bicycling 8
Volleyball, outdoors 8
Football 8
Sledding 7
Tennis 7
Racquetball 7
Soccer 7
Hiking, general 6
Basketball 6
Skateboarding 5
Baseball 5
Softball 5
Walking for pleasure 3.5
Disc golf 3
Visit a dog park to walk a pet 3
Yard games, e.g., horseshoes 2.5
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Family gathering 1.5
Picnicking 1.5
Attend outdoor concerts, plays, etc. 1.5
Attend outdoor sports events 1.5

Trails –  Inline skating 12.5
single- or multi-use Running 9

Mountain biking 8.5
Bicycling 8
Cross-country skiing 8
Snowshoeing 8
Backpacking 7
Dog sledding 7
Hiking, general 6
Horseback riding 4
Walking for pleasure 3.5
Snowmobiling 3.5
Off-road motorcycling 2.5
Off-road driving with an ATV 2.5
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Sightseeing 2

Trails – snow Snowshoeing 8
Skiing, cross-country 8
Dog sledding 7
Snowmobiling 3.5
Off-road driving with an ATV 2.5
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Table 3-1:  Recreation Activity Intensities by Appropriate Facility Type (continued)

The 2005-2010 Wisconsin SCORP supply dataset
was used to compile a list of the types of recreation facil-
ities and the recreation activities that typically occur
within each facility. The ranking of recreation activities
relative to health benefits, compiled in the first task, was
then used to determine the types of recreation facilities
that provide the most potential health benefits to
Wisconsin residents and recreation users. This provides
an opportunity to make recommendations regarding
future recreation facilities that provide the most poten-
tial health benefits, particularly in areas of the state
experiencing poor health.

The NSRE 2005-2009 data set was also used as a
data source, providing participation rates for a variety of
recreation activities. Along with health benefits, partici-
pation rates from the NSRE 2005-2009 data set repre-
senting recreation needs were used to differentiate rec-
ommendations in terms of feasibility.

Different types of recreation facilities cater to differ-
ent recreation activities. Recreation facilities from the
previous Wisconsin SCORP were sorted into categories
as seen in Table 3-1. Some facilities (e.g., ATV parks and
shooting ranges) provide for a single recreation activity
while others provide for multiple activities.

The intensities and relative health benefits of the
activities in Table 3-1 combined with appropriate facili-
ty types can be used to help prioritize future investments
in outdoor recreation that provide high potential for
healthy activities. A more detailed list can be found in
Appendix B.

Facility Activity MET
Lighthouses View/photograph scenery 2

Visit historic sites 2
Nature centers Visit nature centers 2

Nature-based educational programs 2
Outdoor water/ Swimming, pool 4
theme parks Visit outdoor theme/water park 2
Zoos Walking for pleasure 3.5

View/photograph wildlife 2
Nature-based educational programs 2
Visit nature centers 2

Caves Visiting a cave 2
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Visit prehistoric/archeological sites 2

Facility Activity MET
Sports facilities – Football 8
indoor and outdoor Volleyball 8

Handball 7.5
Soccer 7
Tennis 7
Paintball 6
Basketball 6
Baseball 5
Softball 5
Skateboarding 5

Outdoor ice rinks Ice skating outdoors 7
Ice hockey outdoors 8

Public hunting lands Hunting, big game 6
Hunting, migratory bird 6
Hunting, small game 5

Golf courses, driving Golf 4.5
ranges, resorts, and 
country clubs
Horseback riding Horseback riding 4
stables, facilities, trails
Public outdoor Swimming in an outdoor pool 4
swimming pools
Disc golf courses Disc golf 3
Dog parks Visit a dog park to walk a pet 3
ATV parks Off-road riding with an ATV 2.5
Shooting ranges Target shooting 2.5
(archery, guns, etc.)
Dirt bike/motocross Off-road motorcycling 2.5
tracks
Campgrounds Camping 2.5
Arboretums Running 9

Bicycling 8
Skiing, cross-country 8
Snowshoeing 8
Hiking, general 6
Geocaching 3.3
View/photograph scenery and wildlife 2
Driving for pleasure 2
Visit nature centers 2
Sightseeing 2
Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 2
Nature-based educational programs 2

Playgrounds Basketball 6
Yard games 2.5
Picnicking 1.5
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The Supply of Outdoor Recreation and its
Relation to Public Health and Wellness3

Improving public health outcomes through policy
requires an understanding of health determinants (the
factors that affect public health and wellness). These
determinants include health care, health behaviors,
socioeconomic factors, and the physical environment.
Health determinants are in turn associated with a variety
of behavioral, demographic, and environmental attributes
as summarized in Figure 3-2.

3Chapter 3:  Outdoor Recreation and Public Health

3 This section is taken from two sources. First and foremost, there is work done during the fall of 2010 by students of the UW-Madison Graduate Planning Workshop (URPL
912). The report, entitled Outdoor Recreation, Health, and Wellness: Understanding Key Relationships (Bernardinello et al. 2010), contains a full description of this effort
and can be accessed online at http://www.urpl.wisc.edu/people/marcouiller/courses/912/2final.pdf. Second, a subsequent manuscript entitled Outdoor Recreation Planning
for Public Health and Wellness: A Spatial County-level SCORP Assessment for Wisconsin (Marcouiller et al. 2011) was presented at the ISSRM Annual Conference, June 2011
in Madison, WI

Health Outcomes

Health Determinants

Health Policies
and Interventions

Health behaviors
(40% of determinants)

Socioeconomic factors
(40% of determinants)

Physical environment
(10% of determinants)

Health behaviors
(10% of determinants)

Mortality (50% of outcomes)
• years of potential life lost – YPLL

Health behaviors
• self-reported fair or poor health

Access to care

Quality of outpatient care

Tobacco

Diet and exercise

Alcohol use

High risk sexual behavior

Violence

Education

Income

Social disruption

Air quality

Water quality

Built environment

Traditional Recreation Facilities:
•  Parks (local, county, state)

•  Trails (local, county, state)

•  Other

Gardening and Gardens:
•  Backyard

•  Community

Figure 3-2:  Conceptual Relationships Between Local Public Health and Wellness Outcomes 

Source: Adapted from Peppard et al. 2008.
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Gardening is one of the most popular recreational activi-
ties in the United States and provides many benefits, including
improved access to fresh produce, increased physical activity,
and community-building. A recent recreation participation
survey suggests that almost 70% of Wisconsin adults garden or
landscape for pleasure. This makes gardening the second most
popular recreation activity in the state, second only to walk-
ing. General gardening results in a MET value of 4.0, catego-
rizing it as a moderate intensity activity. Findings estimate
Wisconsin has 11,000 acres of land used for gardening. The
state’s growing season lasts about half the calendar year 
(95-200 frost-free days).

Gardening activities can be divided into two categories:
backyard and community. Around 90% of gardening takes
place in backyard gardens and recent research suggests that
35% of Wisconsin households maintain a backyard garden.
Community gardens are plots of land gardened by groups of
people. Community gardens are found in 66 counties in
Wisconsin, and the state has a total of 448 community gar-
dens. Prominent examples include Growing Power in
Milwaukee and Troy Gardens in Madison.

The Winning Combination of Outdoor Recreation and Public Health Benefits: Gardening
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27,009

16,647

18,038 11
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70
13

3,
47

3
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Figure 3-3:  Extent of Backyard Gardens in Wisconsin 

Numbers within county boundaries reflect estimated number of backyard gardens, while shading reflects total county
acreage in backyard gardens (Foster 2011).
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One particularly valuable aspect of gardening as

an outdoor activity is its potential to keep an individ-
ual engaged frequently over a growing season.
Someone who goes for a walk one day may have lit-
tle reason to continue doing so with regularity.
Someone who plants a garden, however, is motivated
to continue tending to that garden over the course of
the year. This leads to frequent, regular, and ongoing
physical activity. 

Among other outdoor recreation activities, gar-
dening is relatively unique in its connection to per-
sonal nutrition. Only hunting, fishing, and foraging
activities have a similarly direct connection to eating
habits. It has been estimated that Wisconsin garden-
ers produced 800 million pounds of food in 2010. By
providing access to fresh fruits and vegetables, gar-
dening promotes healthier eating habits. More fresh
produce means that gardeners are more likely to
make home-cooked meals, which are typically lower
in salt and sugar, and contain fewer excess calories. 

Gardening’s integration of active living and

healthy eating make it a natural fit with the White
House’s Let’s Move! Initiative. This initiative was
launched by First Lady Michelle Obama and aims to
tackle rising levels of childhood obesity through
increasing physical activity and improving eating
habits. Indeed, one component of the campaign
includes promoting the creation of community gar-
dens across the country. In 2009, a 1,100-square foot
vegetable garden was installed on the White House
lawn to serve as a model for American households.

Communities interested in creating a new gar-
den may consider seeking grant money to help start
the project. Federal grant programs, such as the
People’s Garden Grant Program (PGGP), could be a
potential funding source. The PGGP, which is admin-
istered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, assists
in the creation of locally-sponsored, self-sufficient
gardens. Projects that benefit their communities are
collaborative in nature, and incorporate sustainable
practices are eligible for grants of up to $150,000.

Benefits of Gardening (continued)

Figure 3-4:  Extent of Community Gardens in Wisconsin 

Circles within county boundaries reflect estimated number of community gardens, while shading reflects total
county acreage in community gardens (Foster 2011).
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Physical and mental health of the user is often cited
as a primary benefit of outdoor recreation facilities
(Rosenberger et al. 2009). However, supporting evidence
of spatial relationships between local public health and
recreation facilities is not that simple. Data often suggests
strong correlations between health and wellness, and local
income and educational status. (Data may show counter-
intuitive, often inverse, relationships between public
health and the presence of local outdoor recreational facil-
ities). While these results could show the need for more
research and a more rigorous empirical method, they also
could be empirical linkages that are at best, marginal, and
at worst, non-existent. Ongoing research focused on
health determinants involves complex, multifaceted, and
often imprecise public health metrics. Data shown in
Figure 3-2 suggests that roughly 10 percent of health
determinants involve the physical environment, which
also includes air and water quality. Further, Figure 3-2
suggests that roughly 40 percent of health determinants
involve health behaviors; these determinants include diet
and exercise along with tobacco and alcohol use, high risk
sexual behavior, and violence. Isolating parks and recre-
ation planning as causal to improved public health out-
comes is indeed a complex empirical problem that exists
within a broad set of determinants.

The next question that is addressed deals with cur-
rent recreation supply and its relationship to local health
and wellness metrics. Specifically, how does the supply of
outdoor recreation relate to the health and wellness of
surrounding populations? To answer this question, for-
mal spatial models were developed that specified and

tested hypothetical relationships between local health
and wellness metrics, and the presence and use of out-
door recreation facilities. This was done using spatial sta-
tistical modeling of county-level data from previous
Wisconsin SCORP supply assessments, NSRE place-
based estimates of outdoor recreation demand, census
estimates of socio-demographic control elements, and
government agency estimates of local public health and
wellness. 

This work follows in the footsteps of other states
attempting to link public health and wellness with recre-
ation. A West Virginia spatial analysis identified key
attributes that link parks and recreation with public
health and wellness outcomes (Rosenberger et al. 2005).
For Wisconsin, two different approaches were taken. The
first analysis attempted to explain local public health and
wellness in region i (county) using demographic controls
and local built environment attributes reflective of parks
and recreation. This first type of analysis reflects relation-
ships that explain local public health and wellness out-
comes as a function of demographics and local environ-
mental attributes following work of Peppard et al. (2008),
Rosenberger et al. (2005), and Rosenberger et al. (2009).
The first analysis can be described by equation 1 below.

(1) Public health and wellnessi = f(demographic

controlsi + built environmental attributesi)

The second type of analysis used to explain the pres-
ence of local parks and recreation as a function of demo-
graphic controls and local public health and wellness is
specified in equation 2.

(2) Built environmental attributesi = f(public 

health and wellnessi + demographic controlsi)

These two specifications were analyzed using stan-
dard ordinary least squares regression models as specified
in equation 3,

(3) y = Xβ + ε

where y denotes the vector of response variables, X
denotes the matrix of explanatory variables, β denotes
regression coefficients of the explanatory variables, and ε
denotes the vector of error terms that are independent
but identically distributed. Operational ordinary least
squares (OLS) models for each type are outlined in scalar
form in equations 4 and 5,

(4) PHWi = β0 + β1D1i + β2D2i + … + βnPRni + є

(5) PRi = β0 + β1D1i + β2D2i + … + βnPHWni + є

where PHW represents various public health and
wellness outcome metrics (rate of adult obesity, premature
death rate, poor mental health days per month, etc.), D

How does the supply of outdoor recreation relate to the

health and wellness of surrounding populations?
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represents demographic controls (education, age struc-
ture, income, race, etc.), and PR represents local parks
and recreation attributes (number of parks, miles of
trails, walkability access, etc.). Once again, i denotes
region, which for this work was limited to the state of
Wisconsin and its 72 counties. One benefit of county-
level geography is that it allows the use of an array of
data sources for both public health and outdoor recre-
ation.

Three broad types of data were assessed for appro-
priateness in specifying explanatory models. These
included (1) public health and wellness metrics, (2) rel-
evant demographic controls, and (3) outdoor recreation
supply. In total, 10 demographic control variables, 5
public health and wellness outcomes, and over 30 recre-
ation supply metrics were examined. The assessment of
variables included multi-faceted criteria involving theo-
retical consistency, high metabolic activity, and the level
of spatial variation. The final selection criteria resulted
in the model results outlined fully in Appendix C (vari-
ables listed in Table C-1, their descriptive statistics in
Table C-2, and regression results in Table C-3 and C-4).

Specifically, the spatial models that used premature
death and adult obesity as dependent variables had the
highest amounts of explained variation (see Table C-3).
In these models, education, income, race, and age were
important statistically significant variables. The total
number of parks, mileage of trails, or percent of walk-
ing access was insignificant in explaining local public
health and wellness outcomes. When models were re-
specified to look for local elements that explain the
presence of recreational facilities (parks and trails),
results again suggested that education and race were
significant (Table C-4). Our best model failed to show
that local health and wellness played a part.

It is important to note that insignificant findings
for linking local public health and wellness outcomes to
the presence of local parks, trails, and walking access
could have several implications. First, these results
could suggest that the simple presence of outdoor recre-
ation facilities does not necessarily imply use that leads
to improved local health and wellness outcomes.
Second, it is important to remember that previous deci-
sions about location of recreation facilities may have
been based on other, non-health related reasons and not
solely based on improving local health and wellness.
Insignificant findings of such a relationship could con-
firm this fact. Finally, insignificant findings could imply
a need for further empirical research; perhaps on a finer
grained spatial level that accounts for sub-county, com-
munity, and/or neighborhood analyses.

Explaining local public health and wellness is

complex, and clear relationships with the

built environment are difficult to isolate.

This spatial modeling did generate several conclu-
sions that are difficult to ignore. Results of various
model specifications suggest that (1) socio-economic
elements were indeed significant in explaining local
public health and wellness outcomes across the state of
Wisconsin, (2) spatial association exists for most rele-
vant modeling variables and is most often marked by
clustering within analogous regions along the urban-
rural continuum, (3) explaining local public health and
wellness is indeed complex, and clear relationships with
the built environment are difficult to isolate, and (4)
model specification matters to the development of
robust estimates that relate outdoor recreation with pub-
lic health and wellness. 

There is ample opportunity for further research
along these lines. Extensions and refinements in both
geographic specificity and model specification are obvi-
ous next steps. Further, this analysis does not account
for obvious benefits associated with available local parks
and recreation opportunities on the mental health and
wellness of Wisconsinites. Metrics that reflect local men-
tal health and wellness outcomes are not well developed.
Certainly, further research is needed that extend beyond
physical health and wellness outcomes to include the
calming effects of outdoor recreation. Future work that
examines the impact of parks, trails, and public open
spaces on local quality-of-life, the availability of solitude,
natural aesthetics, quiet, and peaceful environments
throughout Wisconsin would aid in parks and recreation
planning. We are confident that results of this extended
research agenda will support, recognize, and confirm
that local parks and trails are central assets of local com-
munity well-being.



Summary
After compiling an inventory of popular Wisconsin

recreation activities, comparing their associated health
metrics using caloric burning potential, and placing
them into appropriate facility categories, activities with
the most vigorous metabolic rates included both natural
and urban-based activities. While some of these recre-
ation activities featured adequate participation levels or
substantial increases in participation from five years
prior, the greatest participation levels were seen in low-
intensity activities that burn less calories and offer fewer
health benefits. In order to encourage greater participa-
tion in activities that yield greater health benefits, the
following recommendations are offered, sorted by facili-
ty type: 

Trails 
Plans should be created for entire corridors. Multi-

tread trails should be constructed to avoid conflict
between users. For example, walkers and runners can
use gravel trails while bikers ride on adjacent paved
trails. Signage should indicate the separation of users. 

Water 
Water-based activities tend to have significant

health benefits (swimming, kayaking, etc.) The DNR
should fund and support improved access to lakes,
streams, and other bodies of water, as well as facilities
that cater to these activities (such as piers, boat launch-
es, rental facilities, etc.). Wisconsin is home to countless
lakes and streams, and it is important to ensure access to
these amenities. 

Snow 
Non-motorized snow sports were generally ranked

as moderate to high intensity and are therefore beneficial
to health. Motorized uses, while more popular, have
fewer health benefits. Trails should be separated
between these two usage types, with certain trails desig-
nated for non-motorized uses only. This will make users
feel safe and help to increase participation. 

Ice Rinks 
Outdoor rinks cater to ice skating and hockey, both

of which are high-intensity activities. Municipalities
should construct rinks or use existing ponds. Rinks are
relatively inexpensive to build, and they have the bene-
fit of increasing park usage during the winter.
Maintenance can be an issue because snow on the rinks
is removed only after streets are cleared, which leads to
poor ice conditions. Municipalities should involve
neighborhood associations and other groups with shov-
eling and maintenance tasks. The City of Madison start-
ed this initiative in 2011, and the program has been suc-
cessful with active neighborhood groups. 

Sports Facilities 
Organized sports (such as basketball, soccer, and

football) are high and moderate intensity activities with
good participation levels. Government entities should
try to partner with private sports facility providers in
order to increase participation while efficiently manag-
ing public funds. For example, a municipality may give
a sports complex incentives through Tax Increment
Financing (TIF) or other means if they are open one
night a week to the public. 
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Activities with the most vigorous metabolic

rates included both nature and urban-based

activities.
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Team Sport Leagues 
Some high-intensity team sports are growing in

popularity (particularly handball, football, volleyball,
and soccer). If existing open space is available, fields
should be created for use by recreation sports leagues. 

Safety 
Safety can be addressed through increased police

presence, increased street lighting, traffic safety, and a
decrease in the amount of vacant buildings. These
changes will make residents feel safer traveling to and
from recreation sites, and using parks and open spaces.
More people using recreation sites will help to increase
physical activity rates of Wisconsin residents. Safety can
also be promoted through using bike paths to connect
residential areas to local schools, which would provide
students with a safe route to walk or bike to school. This
is consistent with Wisconsin’s Safe Routes to School
Program, which works to promote healthy lifestyles in
young children by giving them options other than cars
to get to school. This program is funded through the
revised Federal Transportation Act. 

3Chapter 3:  Outdoor Recreation and Public Health

There are both personal and built environment

factors that influence outdoor recreation

preferences and health outcomes.
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C H A P T E R

Access to Outdoor Recreation in
Urban Wisconsin

4

In response to rural-to-urban population growth and expansion in counties bordering out-of-state metropol-itan areas, Wisconsin needs to launch a new generation of urban parks and green spaces. One of America’s

Great Outdoors (AGO) goals, “Establish Great Urban Parks and Community Green Spaces,” was developed

out of the public’s demand for outdoor recreation facilities and their benefits—improved health, community

ties, and economy—closer to their home, work, and school. 

For urban parks planning insight, Chapter 4 considers various urban recreation barriers and solutions, and

analyzes peer-to-peer statistics for 144 municipalities. As AGO encourages use of the Land and Water

Conservation Fund to create and enhance urban parks and community green spaces (AGO Recommendation

6.1), Wisconsin can develop new parks, overlooked urban waters, and former industrial sites to suit emerging

urban recreation activities (AGO Action Items 6.3c and 6.3b). Satisfying  Wisconsin’s need to unify park sys-

tems, AGO will support local, state, and tribal governments and communities to connect federal parks to urban

and neighborhood parks by building community paths and sidewalks (AGO Action Items 6.4b and 6.4a).
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Overview 

Readily available outdoor recreation is an important
part of a healthy community. Wisconsin city parks and
trails, playgrounds, and urban green spaces contribute to
quality of life and foster local public health and wellness.
Previous research has catalogued the availability of out-
door recreation facilities and related amenities across the
state (WDNR 2006; Marcouiller et al. 2009). Urban
recreation themes developed for this SCORP can also be
a useful guide to analyze the benefits and availability of
urban parklands and greenway open spaces in
Wisconsin. These themes also provide an important
framework for future recommendations and should be
taken into consideration when planning for urban-based
recreation

THEME: The Link between Urban Parks 
and Public Health 

The link between urban parks and public health is
a critical issue across the state, but this connection is
even more important to understand in urban areas of
Wisconsin. Health agencies at every level of government
acknowledge that local facilities in urban areas are
important for public health. The World Health
Organization (2007), the White House (2010), the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
(2009), and the Wisconsin Department of Health
Services (2010) each list increased or improved local
recreational facilities as an important objective for
increasing physical activity. While many organizations
recommend increased availability of recreation facilities,
research appears divided on a causal connection
between the availability of outdoor recreation and
improved public health. Cohen's (2007) study questions
the magnitude of the causal connection between park
provision and public health, recognizing the complex
nature of the topic. However, Barton (2009) argues that
the urban environment “exacerbates or mitigates health
and well-being outcomes.” These divergent results are
understandable, as no physical environment can guaran-
tee high levels of physical activity and public health.
Urban recreation facilities may also contribute to public
health in ways not measured in existing studies. 

THEME: Standardized Metrics for Quality,
Distance, and Size of Recreation Areas 

In order to accurately assess the state of urban recre-
ation facilities in Wisconsin, standard metrics for the
quality and distribution of urban parklands and green-
way open spaces will need to be developed. Currently,
most local government plans use the guidelines and
standards of the National Parks and Recreation
Association (1996). This commonly-used set of stan-
dards may be helpful for evaluating recreation across
urban areas. 

Research has shown that other factors are also
important to consider in evaluating recreation. The
Marshfield Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan
(2009) notes that factors like regional and statewide
plans, and public input should also be used to measure
the success of urban parks and outdoor recreational
facilities. Brown (2008) uses island biogeography theory
to evaluate the value of parks based upon size.
Kaczynski (2008) found that the range of features
offered was more important in determining how much
physical activity took place in a facility than size and dis-
tance of the facility from population centers. Cohen

4Chapter 4:  Access to Outdoor Recreation in Urban Wisconsin

Wisconsin city parks and trails, playgrounds, and

urban green spaces contribute to quality of life and

foster local public health and wellness.
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(2010) concluded that both range of activities and facil-
ity size are important. Some studies also make note of
the fact that the distance as the crow flies to a recreation-
al facility may be different from the functional network
distance, particularly in urban areas with large barriers
like freeways. Equitable distribution of high quality out-
door recreational facilities is an important goal. With
proper metrics to measure the availability of these facil-
ities, we can better plan for recreation across the state. 

THEME: Classification of Facilities and Activities 
Just as standardized guidelines for urban recreation-

al facilities will help guide future research and develop-
ment, so too will a classification scheme for types of
facilities and recreational activities. The National Parks
and Recreation Association guidelines, used by many
communities in their individual plans, include a hierar-
chy of park types with different features, roles, and
catchment area sizes. Mini parks, neighborhood parks,
community parks, and special use parks all have differ-
ent functions within a community. However, many other
types of facilities were singled out, including trails and
greenways, water trails, zoos, etc. Additionally, Barao
(2006), among others, focuses on improving pedestrian
and bicycle facilities as a way to improve public health
outcomes via the built environment. Currently, there is
no clear distinction between bicycle and pedestrian facil-
ities that are considered recreational and those that pro-
vide transportation and access functions. 

As new classification systems are developed, it will
be important to incorporate new and emerging recre-
ation activities. Numerous articles allude to new trends
in parks. Rooftop gardens and repurposed brownfields
are becoming prime locations for outdoor recreational
space in cities. The American Society of Landscape
Architects provides one example of a new park in
Brooklyn's High Line trail, which was constructed on an
abandoned elevated railroad bed. These recent trends of
non-traditional facility locations and the rise in popular-
ity of activities like adventure recreation may require
innovative or more nuanced classification schemes. 

THEME: Accommodating Various Demographic
Groups 

Related to the above trends, literature repeatedly
identifies the importance of catering to the needs of dif-
ferent demographic groups based on age, gender, race,
and ethnicity. A number of studies have found that quiet
areas and green or tree-lined areas used for walks and
social interaction were important for senior citizens.
This may prove to be a particularly important goal in
Wisconsin's smaller cities and villages, where senior cit-

izens make up a higher proportion of the population. As
Duzenli (2010) points out, the needs of adolescents are
also markedly different from those of other age groups.
This may be important, as children and young adults are
often targets of public health policies and campaigns.
Gobster (2002) highlights the need to be sensitive to
racial and ethnic differences in the provision of recre-
ational opportunities. The preferences of nearby groups
should be considered in the design and maintenance of
parks and other facilities. Keeping local demographic
makeup and associated recreational use patterns in mind
should help determine the type and nature of facilities
that are provided in a given area. 

THEME: The Importance of Safety
Safety was a noted consideration in a number of

reviewed studies. The safety of a facility (and the ability
to get to and from the facility safely) can play a critical
role in determining the level of use for some outdoor
recreational facilities. The Centers for Disease Control
(CDC) and the White House's Let’s Move! Initiative
(2010) prioritizes the enhancement of public safety near
parks and other places where citizens could be physical-
ly active. Peter Harnik’s (2003) article also mentions
safety as a key indicator for recreation facility success.
Sugiyama et al. (2008) found that the safety of paths to
and from facilities is important, particularly for children
and the elderly. While metrics like size, distance, and
quality of recreation facilities will always be important,
safety should not be ignored in evaluating Wisconsin's
urban parks and greenways. 

THEME: Aesthetic Appeal and Placement
Two other factors that can help determine the suc-

cess of parks and urban recreation facilities are a facili-
ty’s aesthetic appeal and placement. Aesthetic appeal, as
determined by design and level of maintenance, can
either attract participants or turn away potential users.
Thwaites (2005) argues that parks should incorporate
fundamental properties of order and integrate the loca-
tional, directional, and transitional spatial experience,
which are present in the natural and cultural world and
are associated with psychological benefits. Golicnik
(2010) reviews Geographical Information System tech-
niques that use annotation and visualization to reveal
common patterned behavior that correlates to park lay-
out and details, providing a technological advantage.

THEME: Financing Urban Parks and Greenways
The last theme, and an unavoidable issue when eval-

uating the provision of public facilities, is the issue of
financing. While research recognizes the benefits of parks
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1 Park and trail data were taken from a nationwide park layer published by ESRI in
2003. This layer was assembled from National Park Service data, National Forest
data, and Geographic Technology Dynamap/2000 v7.3. Dynamap/2000 is the
source of local and county park data, which is the most important data to this
assessment. This spatial data came from Tele Atlas North America/Geographic
Data Technology database (TANA/GDT), which is sourced from federal agencies,
state agencies, regional agencies, county agencies, as well as most cities and
towns. Since further detail on TANA/GDT’s relationships with Wisconsin agencies
is not provided, the overall quality of the Wisconsin parks in this dataset is uncer-
tain. Similar uncertainty exists with regard to the consistency of park inclusion
across the state.

Walking is by far the most popular outdoor

activity in Wisconsin.

and supports an increase in community recreation facili-
ties, the fact remains that financing these facilities in a
sustainable and equitable way is not easy. Creative
approaches like public-private partnerships are being
employed in some places. The Great Communities
Collaborative (2007) discusses a number of possible
financing strategies, as well as the strengths and weak-
nesses of various approaches. Recommendations for
improving Wisconsin’s urban parks and greenways
should be sensitive to the fiscal stress of local governmen-
tal units.

Urban Park and Trail Accessibility 

Recreation that occurs close to home is an impor-
tant aspect of outdoor recreation that directly affects res-
idents of communities throughout the state. Questions
like “to what extent are opportunities for outdoor recre-
ation present where people live?” and “how accessible
are these activities to local residents?” are important to
understand the availability of local recreation in
Wisconsin. 

Currently, data on these questions is hard to come
by. In evaluating access to outdoor recreation in a direct
way, what matters most are parks, trails, and play-
grounds in close proximity to where people live.  At the
most micro-scale, parks, playgrounds, and trails within
walking distance of a Wisconsinite’s front door provide
direct access to outdoor recreation. Spatially explicit
data on outdoor recreation, as well as an assessment of
where this recreation exists relative to where people live
is needed. 

Walking is by far the most popular outdoor activity
in Wisconsin. While much of recreational walking takes
place on neighborhood sidewalks, the presence of parks
and trails plays a significant role in activities like walk-
ing. Research has linked the presence of parks, trails,
enjoyable scenery, and other people exercising to
increased physical activity. These are all environmental
factors that are directly or indirectly provided by parks
and trails.

The State of Wisconsin does not yet maintain a
statewide comprehensive park spatial database. This
said, finely grained data is available using the ESRI geo-
graphic information system.1 To begin our assessment of
local access to outdoor recreation, it is interesting to
note that spatially, across Wisconsin, there are distinct
differences in access to locally available parks, play-
grounds, and trails. While many metrics could be devel-
oped, an interesting component to capture for urban
park planning deals with walkability.  For this, accessi-
bility can be measured by the percentage of residents
that live within walking distance of a public park
(defined as a ½ mile for this assessment). 

A network analysis was conducted to assess the
pedestrian accessibility of Wisconsin’s parks and trails.
This network analysis considered where people live,
where parks and trails were located, and how they were
connected by public sidewalks. This led to a county-by-
county estimation of how many residents lived within 
½-mile walk of a park or trail.

The results indicate that over 70% of Wisconsin res-
idents do not live within a ½-mile walk of a public park
or trail. The assessment also revealed wide variation of
park walkability across the state. For example, more that
50% of all residents in Dane, Milwaukee, and Rock
counties live within ½-mile of a park or trail.
Meanwhile, in 31 other counties, less than 5% of resi-
dents have that level of pedestrian access.

When ranked at the county level, counties contain-
ing Wisconsin’s largest urban areas (Milwaukee and
Madison) rose to the top of this walkability metric.
However, it would be incorrect to consider park walka-
bility as a proxy for urbanization. Using standard classi-
fication of degrees of urbanization by county (Beale
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codes), there are many “non-metro” counties that offer
higher rates of park and trail access than “metro” coun-
ties. For example, 13 of Wisconsin’s metro counties
(including Brown, La Crosse, Marathon, and
Sheboygan) offer less than 10% access while 12 non-
metro counties offer more than 10% access (including
Dodge, Forest, Green Lake, and Waupaca).

The focus on urban parks and open spaces as a
mechanism to improve local health and wellness out-
comes is well-founded, but it has not been addressed in
comprehensive planning processes. Recent data from the
CDC point to the fact that Wisconsin is behind the
national average in percentage of youth with parks or
playgrounds, community centers, and sidewalks or
walking paths available in their neighborhoods (USD-
HHS 2011). Prioritizing the placement of outdoor recre-
ation opportunities close to where Wisconsinites live
will improve this issue of local access. In addition, it has
been clearly shown that the type of park facility (e.g.,
presence of a trail) dictates the extent to which parks are
used for physical activity. Access and proximity to pub-
lic parks is important. As a first step toward this prioriti-
zation, we need to identify where the greatest potential
for increased usage (and thus public health benefits)
exists within the state.

4Chapter 4:  Access to Outdoor Recreation in Urban Wisconsin

Table 4-1:  Top Ten Counties for Pedestrian Park 
and Trail AccessFigure 4-1:  Percent of County Residents within a ½-Mile Walk

of a Public Park

Number of Percent of
Residents Within Residents Within

2000 1/2-mile Walk of 1/2-mile Walk of
County Population Park or Trail Park or Trail

Dane 426,526 256,335 60.1%

Milwaukee 940,164 547,344 58.2%

Rock 152,307 80,931 53.1%

Kenosha 149,577 74,040 49.5%

Racine 188,831 87,094 46.1%

Outagamie 160,971 60,038 37.3%

Calumet 40,631 14,836 36.5%

Waukesha 360,767 129,999 36.0%

Ozaukee 82,317 29,355 35.7%

Washington 117,493 37,041 31.5%

Wisconsin is behind the national average 

in percentage of youth with parks or

playgrounds, community centers, and

sidewalks or walking paths available in their

neighborhoods.



Defining Recreational Access in Urban
Wisconsin

While walkability remains important, comparing
recreational access at the municipality level requires a
broader set of characteristics and a more finely grained
geographic scale (unit of analysis) than the county level.
To measure access to outdoor recreation in urban
Wisconsin, municipalities across the state were com-
pared to other Wisconsin municipalities of similar pop-
ulation. To make this assessment manageable, urban
Wisconsin was defined in a three-step process.2 First,
counties were ranked by their level of urbanization
based on census data prepared by the Wisconsin
Department of Administration. Counties with more than
50% of their population living in an urban area were
selected for inclusion. Using this method, 24 of
Wisconsin’s 72 counties were identified as urban.
Second, from these 24 counties, data was collected from
all municipalities with populations greater than 1,000.
This yielded 144 municipalities that serve as the basis of
this assessment of urban parks and greenway open
spaces. Finally, these 144 municipalities were split into
four peer groups for comparative purposes.
Characteristics of these peer groups are defined in Table
4-2. Milwaukee and Madison are not included in the
peer groups as they have no peers within the state.
Instead, Milwaukee and Madison were compared to
other U.S. cities with similar populations and demo-
graphics. Madison was compared to Lincoln, NE;
Durham, NC; Boise, ID; and Des Moines, IA. Milwaukee
was compared to Nashville, TN; Louisville, KY;
Columbus, OH; and Kansas City, MO.

For all cities included in the four peer groups, data
was collected on a variety of recreation supply compo-
nents that focused on public parks (both number and
acreage), public hiking and biking trails (length in
miles), and non-school playgrounds. This data captured
the relative presence of both activity-based outdoor
recreation and open space (or greenspace). 

For Madison and Milwaukee, data was collected on
the availability of parks and recreation facilities across
cities. In addition, fiscal data was collected on expendi-
tures for outdoor recreation to assess relative investment
levels in different communities. Specifically, data on
each municipality’s 2008 parks and recreation budget
allocation and total annual budget was collected.

Urban Peer Group Comparisons of
Recreation Supply and Budgets

Using population thresholds defined in Table 4-2 as
the  criteria, Wisconsin cities and villages were divided
into four peer groups with at least 10 municipalities in
each group. This was done to compare like-sized units of
government with similar recreation demand. 

Five elements of recreational supply were selected
from the 2005-2010 SCORP and compared across peer
groups. The five outdoor recreation supply components
included were (1) the number of non-school equipped
playground facilities, (2) the number of parks, (3) park
acres, (4) the length of bicycle trails, and (5) the length
of hiking trails. All components were adjusted to a per
capita basis. Many other components of urban outdoor
recreation supply could be examined using this approach
but remain beyond the scope of this assessment.

To allow for comparisons both within and among
peer groups, recreation supply was indexed to reflect
resident population. For each municipality (r), a meas-
ure that placed recreation supply on a per 1,000 resi-
dents basis (per 1000 capita) was first calculated, as
shown below.

Here, RS is the per capita metric of recreation sup-
ply for each municipality (r), rsr is the total amount of
each supply component for each municipality, and Popr
is the resident population of each municipality. When
separated into peer groups, differences in mean values
point to some interesting distinctions that speak to
recreation access by the size of municipality.  An indexed
level of recreation supply that can be used to assess the
distribution of recreation supply is fully outlined in
Appendix D. 
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2 There are many alternative definitions of “urban Wisconsin” that could be used
and would potentially generate slightly different results. Further, other counties in
the state that were not used as a basis for this assessment likewise contain
municipalities that would fit our urban peer group criteria. Simple application of
results by peer-group to these missing municipalities would be a logical approach
for local planning needs. Certainly, there is a need for further research in the area
of access to urban outdoor recreation. 

Table 4-2:  Urban Peer Group Criteria

Number of
Peer Group Population Threshold Municipalities

1 150,000 to 45,000 12

2 45,000 to 20,000 19

3 20,000 to 10,000 28

4 10,000 to 1,000 85

Total 144

Source: Department of Administration. There were 17 municipalities omitted from
the peer group analysis due to missing data. Madison and Milwaukee were
excluded as unique cases and were compared to similar-sized American cities as
noted in the text.
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To allow for comparisons both within and among
peer groups, a recreation supply index was developed
that took into account population and maximum value
within each peer group. This straightforward index sim-
ply reflects the per capita level of recreation supply
divided by the maximum value for all four peer groups.
The per capita recreation supply metric was then used to
find an indexed recreation supply as shown in the equa-
tion below. 

The indexed recreation supply reflects a range of
variability on a linear scale from 0–10. This index allows
us to compare recreation supply both within each peer
group and between all four peer groups. Results of this
assessment allow us to consider priorities for future
investments in urban outdoor recreation for communi-
ties across Wisconsin. Given their sizes, Madison and
Milwaukee are compared to similar sized cities else-
where in the United States.3

Results of this assessment have been summarized in
Table 4-3 below. For a breakdown describing each peer
group with respect to recreation type, see Appendix D.
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3 Once again, this approach has limitations, recognizing the simple fact that
Madison and Milwaukee, being excluded from the peer assessment, remain out-
side of this prioritization assessment. That said, these two cities compare quite
favorably to their national peers.

4 The study is inclusive of bicycle and hiking trails only; sidewalks and other walk-
ing trails are not included, but recommended as part of future tabulation.

Assessing recreation supply within peer

groups allows us to consider priorities for

future investments in urban outdoor

recreation for communities across Wisconsin.

Average of ALL
Recreation Type Peer 1 Peer 2 Peer 3 Peer 4 Municipalities

Non-school equipped playground 0.31 0.50 0.69 1.12 0.89
facilities [number] per 1000 people

Parks [number] per 1000 people 0.78 0.95 1.19 1.83 1.51

Parks [acres] per 1000 people 14.80 19.14 19.11 21.78 20.37

Trails – bicycle use [miles] per 1000 people 0.19 0.40 0.27 0.41 0.36

Trails – hiking use [miles] per 1000 people 0.12 0.40 0.33 0.69 0.54

Number of Municipalities by Peer Group 12 19 28 86

Peer group comparisons on a per capita basis sug-
gest important differences. This data shows the indices
for non-school equipped playground facilities varied
widely, with clear peer group differences. Data describ-
ing the number of parks within community boundaries
also shows similar disparity between peer groups. In
general, smaller communities (peer groups 3 and 4) tend
to have a higher number of playground facilities and
parks when compared to larger communities (peer
groups 1 and 2). The total acreage of urban parks on a
per capita basis also shows the same trend. While not as
dramatic as the difference between peer groups in terms
of playground facilities and parks, per capita data for

urban park acreage does suggest that smaller population
centers have higher per capita park acreages.
Meanwhile, the supply comparison of biking and hiking
trail4 miles per 1000 people do not suggest significant
differences between peer groups.



4-8 Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan • 2011–2016 • (DRAFT) 

Madison and Milwaukee Peer Group
Comparisons

Because of their larger populations, Madison and
Milwaukee could not be compared to other municipali-
ties within Wisconsin. A case study approach was there-
fore used to evaluate park systems within these cities.
Peer groups for each city were defined using U.S. cities
that were similar to Madison and Milwaukee in popula-
tion size and regional characteristics. Madison and
Milwaukee were then compared to their peer cities
using several different metrics. 

This analysis had two components: a comparative
analysis and a budget analysis. The comparative analy-
sis focused on the basic features of a park system. The
budget analysis compared per capita investment in park
systems. 

Cities selected as peers to Madison were Lincoln,
NE; Durham, NC; Boise, ID; and Des Moines, IA.
Madison’s population at the time of this study was
235,626; the mean population for the peer group was
222,365.  Madison’s peer group was used as a bench-
mark for comparison to better understand how Madison
performs in its provision of parks and recreation facili-
ties and level of recreation investment. 

Data was collected on the number and size of facil-
ities per 1,000 residents for each city, and mean and
median scores were calculated. Table 4-4 shows a sum-
mary of this data.  

In a number of categories, Madison
was found to be performing on par with
or better than its peers. Madison is
above average in number and size of all
park types, number of arboretums, and
number of golf courses. Madison is par-
ticularly strong in the number and size
of small and medium sized parks. In
fact, the size of Madison’s mini and
neighborhood parks make it an outlier

among its peer group. 
Madison does fall below its peers in number of

skate parks, miles of trails, number of pools, and acres
of land conserved. The abundance of lakes and the city’s
reliance on private neighborhood clubs might explain
why Madison has chosen to limit its investment in pub-
lic pools. Madison’s arboretum and conservancy areas
may compensate for its lack of a nature center, as these
facilities also provide residents with opportunities to
learn about nature. 

Madison also performed below its peers in number
of conservancy areas. However, results for this metric
varied widely among peer cities, making it difficult to
speculate on Madison’s performance. Because conser-
vancy areas were also included in the calculation for
total park areas, this also affects Madison’s lower than
average level of total park acres. A high amount of con-
servation land in Boise drives up the mean score of park
areas and puts Madison below average for this measure
as well. 

Overall, Madison has a strong park system, but it
could improve some of its recreation facilities to better
compete with its peer cities. Adding a skate park, adding
more pools, and expanding the miles of trails would
offer Madison residents more options for outdoor recre-
ation. The city should also consider constructing a
nature center at its conservancy area to increase interest
and awareness of the outdoors.

To conduct this same
analysis for Milwaukee, a peer
group was selected that
included Louisville, KY;
Nashville, TN; Kansas City,
MO; and Columbus, OH.
These cities were selected
because of their similar popu-
lations, geographical location,
and cultural makeup. With
605,013 inhabitants, Milwaukee is very close to the
group’s mean population of 605,724.

Like the Madison case study, data was collected on
the number and size of facilities per 1,000 residents for
each city, and mean and median scores were calculated.
Milwaukee was then compared to its peer cities in these
metrics. Summary statistics are assembled in Table 4-5. 

Milwaukee’s park system competed well against its
peers, appearing in the top half of the peer group in all
but three categories. Milwaukee excels in providing trail
miles and golf courses to its residents—it has double the
trail miles and number of golf courses of its closest peer.
Data on the size of large regional parks in Milwaukee is
lacking, but the city does have the highest number of
these facilities in its peer group. Milwaukee residents
therefore have better access to large parks even though
these parks may be smaller than those of peer cities.
Milwaukee lacks an adequate number of neighborhood
parks, skate parks, and conservancy areas. While
Milwaukee has the most mini parks per 1,000 residents,
the size (acres) of these parks are well below the mean
score. 

Chapter 4:  Access to Outdoor Recreation in Urban Wisconsin
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Table 4-5:  Milwaukee Comparison Data (per 1,000 residents)

*includes acres of convervancy area lands in calculation

Table 4-4:  Madison Comparison Data (per 1,000 residents)

Facilities Madison Lincoln Durham Boise Des Moines Mean Median

Mini Park number 0.581 0.119 0.081 0.084 0.126 0.198 0.119

acres 1.184 0.072 0.166 0.047 0.316 0.357 0.166

Neighborhood Park number 0.395 0.191 0.125 0.182 0.101 0.199 0.182

acres 3.994 1.494 1.357 1.459 1.107 1.882 1.459

Community Park number 0.093 0.068 0.054 0.044 0.035 0.059 0.054

acres 2.988 3.881 1.729 0.858 3.326 2.556 2.98

Large/Regional Park number 0.042 0.028 0.027 0.025 0.020 0.028 0.027

acres 11.607 13.240 3.932 50.850 2.857 16.497 11.607

Total Park* acres 26.814 30.168 7.699 102.516 8.447 35.129 26.81

skatepark 0.000 0.008 0.004 0.015 0.005 0.006 0.005

trails (miles) 0.110 0.509 0.087 0.281 0.202 0.238 0.202

pools 0.004 0.036 0.022 0.030 0.025 0.023 0.025

golf courses 0.017 0.020 0.000 0.005 0.015 0.011 0.015

arboretum 0.004 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.000

nature center 0.000 0.004 0.009 0.005 0.000 0.004 0.004

Conservancy Areas number 0.089 0.008 0.009 0.005 0.005 0.023 0.008

acres 7.041 11.481 0.515 49.302 0.841 13.836 7.041

Population 235,626 251,624 223,284 202,832 198,460 222,365.2 223,284

*includes acres of convervancy area lands in calculation

Facilities Milwaukee Nashville Louisville Columbus Kansas City Mean Median

Mini Park number 0.233 0.038 0.095 0.120 0.131 0.123 0.120

acres 0.082 n/a 0.187 0.278 0.305 0.213 0.233

Neighborhood Park number 0.084 0.059 0.042 0.091 0.195 0.094 0.084

acres 1.161 n/a 0.535 0.948 2.220 1.216 1.054

Community Park number 0.046 0.025 0.026 0.043 0.068 0.042 0.043

acres 1.913 n/a 0.841 1.412 2.208 1.594 1.663

Large/Regional Park number 0.063 0.035 0.042 0.026 0.060 0.045 0.042

acres 13.522 n/a 20.258 10.878 16.497 15.289 15.009

Total Park* acres 16.678 17.694 21.821 13.516 21.230 18.188 17.694

skatepark 0.000 0.002 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.000

trails (miles) 0.179 0.061 0.177 0.066 0.079 0.112 0.079

pools 0.021 0.005 0.007 0.013 0.019 0.013 0.013

golf courses 0.025 0.012 0.016 0.009 0.010 0.014 0.012

arboretum 0.002 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.004 0.001 0.000

nature center 0.002 0.007 0.002 0.000 0.002 0.002 0.002

Conservancy Areas number 0.002 0.007 0.002 0.004 0.044 0.011 0.004

acres 0.413 9.834 10.976 1.348 0.518 4.618 1.348

Population 605,013 605,473 566,503 769,332 482,299 605,724 605,013
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Budgetary Resources for Urban Parks 
and Recreation

In addition to measuring the supply of urban park
facilities, this report also sought to understand the effort
that each city puts into its park and recreation system. To
make this comparison, data on financial support for park
and recreation facilities was compiled and analyzed. For
this metric, we divided each city’s parks and recreation
budget by its population and calculated mean and medi-
an scores for benchmarking. Results of this assessment
for Madison and its peers are presented in Table 4-6.

Madison’s per capita investment in parks and recre-
ation is the median value, but it is roughly $7 below the
mean per capita spending of its peer group. Part of this
difference is caused by Boise’s high level of spending.
Boise appears to be an outlier in this measure; at over
$106 per capita, Boise’s value drives up the mean. Were
Boise’s value removed from the set, the mean would lower
to roughly $61. This puts Madison’s spending efforts
slightly higher than this smaller group’s average. Either
way, Madison remains in the middle of its peer group with
respect to fiscal effort in parks and recreation.

Results for investment in the Milwaukee parks and
recreation system relative to its peer group are presented
in Table 4-7.

In its peer group, Milwaukee’s per capita fiscal effort
with respect to parks and recreation is second only to
Kansas City’s. Comparing these results to Table 4-6, we
see that cities that spent less on parks and recreation also
had lower recreation supply metrics. While Milwaukee
spent only slightly more than it closest peers, it is inter-
esting to note from Table 4-6 that lower expenditure
cities did not perform better on most of the recreation
supply metrics. It is also important to note that while
Kansas City has a higher per capita investment, it also
appears to be at the top of this peer group in most meas-
ures of recreation facility supply. Should Milwaukee
decide to expand its park system services, a further
examination of Kansas City’s park system and financial
support structure could provide valuable insight. 

Analogous fiscal assessments for the municipalities
listed in Appendix D (those located in the 24 urban
counties of Wisconsin) were also done and suggest some
interesting results. Analysis of municipal budgetary
commitments to outdoor recreational facilities reveals
that the mean community in our study group of 163
municipalities spent about $1.2 million, or 6.8% of oper-
ating and capital expenditures, on parks and recreation
in 2008. The median community spent about $520,000
on parks, equating to a 6.2% share of total expenditures. 
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Table 4-6:  Madison Peer Group Budgetary Analysis Results per Capita

Parks & Recreation Investment 
City Budget (2008 USD) Population per Capita (2008 USD)

Madison, WI $14,806,922 235,626 $62.84

Lincoln, NE $13,775,752 251,624 $54.75

Durham, NC $10,300,000 223,284 $46.13

Boise, ID $21,540,000 202,832 $106.20

Des Moines, IA $15,798,586 198,460 $79.61

Mean $15,244,252 222,365 $69.90

Median $14,806,922 223,284 $62.84

Table 4-7:  Milwaukee Peer Group Budgetary Analysis Results per Capita

Parks & Recreation Investment 
City Budget (2008 USD) Population per Capita (2008 USD)

Milwaukee $34,785,810 605,013 $57.50

Nashville $30,600,800 605,473 $50.54

Louisville $27,348,500 566,503 $48.28

Columbus $35,674,624 769,332 $46.37

Kansas City $53,961,614 482,299 $111.88

Mean $36,474,270 605,724 $62.91

Median $34,785,810 605,013 $50.54

Madison remains in the middle of its

peer group with respect to fiscal effort

in parks and recreation.
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In terms of peer group analysis, the percentage of
operating and capital expenditure expended on parks
and recreation are listed below in Table 4-8.

Focus Groups and Expert Observations

In 2010, a focus group and expert interviews were held
to assess urban recreation barriers. From these interac-
tions, the following themes emerged that highlight barri-
ers, as well as opportunities for addressing these barriers.
The primary barriers and opportunities are as follows: 

BARRIERS:

• Lack of real and perceived safety from crime 
and traffic.

– Create safe spaces by bringing traffic to the park and
altering park design so there are no hidden places. 

– Bring foot traffic by offering programming and ver-
satile spaces. 

– Install traffic-calming structures on area streets and
crosswalks and reduce speed limits.

• Lack of desired facilities and necessary amenities.

– Create versatile facilities like multipurpose fields
and provide basic amenities including unlocked
bathrooms and drinking fountains. 

– Rehabilitate or tear down blighted or unsafe infra-
structure.

• Lack of connectivity.

– Increase park connectivity with surrounding com-
munities and other parks via greenways and bike
paths.

• Lack of programming.

– Create programming including walking clubs,
which are very popular in urban areas, using neigh-
borhood partnerships
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Table 4-8:  Urban Peer Group Summary for Percent of Operating and Capital Expenditures Spent on Parks 
and Recreation in 2008

N = Number of Municipalities Peer 1 Peer 2 Peer 3 Peer 4 Average
by Peer Group (N=12) (N=19) (N=28) (N=85) Municipalities*

Operating and Capital Expenditure 5.58% 6.95% 8.51% 6.83% 7.06% (Peer Groups)
Spent on Parks and Recreation 6.88% (ALL)

*Note: Only 144 out of 163 Wisconsin municipalities are categorized into peer groups; this is either due to missing data from some municipalities or unique cases like
Madison and Milwaukee.

Walking clubs

are  popular in

urban areas.
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Programming may also be developed through gov-
ernmental partnerships and funding strategies. A good
example of this type of partnership is the Center for
Resilient Cities (CRC) in Milwaukee. The CRC has a
development agreement with Milwaukee County that
allows the CRC to oversee final park and recreation
design. CRC holds all funds in escrow, and they are able
to raise more funds than the city or county because they
are a 501(c)(3), meaning that donations to the organiza-
tion are tax-deductible, the organization is tax-exempt,
and CRC projects are eligible for a wider range of grants.
In discussions with the CRC, the organization noted that

people are often more comfortable donating to a non-
profit than the City for specific projects because non-
profits are seen as more transparent. The CRC is able to
leverage its existing neighborhood connections to build
community trust, respond to community desires, and
help in the operation of park programming. The County
provides money for capital expenditures (such as play-
ground structures or berm removal), and the CRC helps
fund the programmatic and operational aspects of a
park. The CRC is a good example of how public-private
partnership can work to overcome challenges in a diffi-
cult financial time.

4Chapter 4:  Access to Outdoor Recreation in Urban Wisconsin

Park programming tailored to meet the needs of local residents can increase park use and improve the

image of a park system.
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Summary and Policy Implications

This chapter has addressed the benefits and avail-
ability of recreation facilities in urban areas across the
state. The following implementation strategies have
been developed in response to the data presented in this
chapter. These strategies may be adjusted to best meet
the goals of individual park systems. The implementa-
tion strategies are as follows: 

Small Parks, Connectivity, and Conservancy Land 
Further park acquisition and development should

be strategic and focus on physical unification of the park
system. By developing trails and conservancy land corri-
dors, park systems will be able to improve access and
increase recreation offerings in underserved areas.
Improved connectivity efforts can also be complimented
with the strategic placement of mini-parks. Mini-parks
(parks that are less than five acres in size) can meet
some of the more common recreation demands in urban
areas. These parks can also act as gateways to trails that
connect users to larger community and regional parks.
Connecting parks and improving access to a larger park
system can help build a more integrated park system.
Integrating green infrastructure into a park system is a
perfect example of a co-benefit relationship that can
improve connectivity and increase the sustainability of a
city’s infrastructure. 

Increased connectivity also addresses safety con-
cerns. Improved connectivity can provide designated
routes and access points to limit users’ exposure to high-
volume traffic and congestion. Improved connectivity
also has the potential to increase the number of park
users at any given time. More people using park facili-
ties means more eyes on the park—a safety measure
similar to the eyes on the street concept. Efforts to
improve connectivity should consider these possible
safety benefits. 

Programs, Specialized Facilities, and Versatile
Facilities 

Park programming tailored to meet the needs of
local residents can increase park use and improve the
image of a park system. It is also important to achieve a
balance between providing specialized facilities and
increasing park versatility. Increasing specialized facili-
ties can meet the demands of niche recreation groups
and help reach underserved populations with targeted
recreation opportunities. Steps should be taken to eval-
uate demand and identify shortcomings for specialized
facilities. Future projects should reflect these needs. 

However, while specialized facilities are instrumen-
tal parts of park systems, individual parks should also
strive to improve versatility by, for example, installing
multipurpose fields instead of regulation soccer fields.
Emerging recreation trends like bike polo and disc golf
require small additions or alterations to typical park
structures, which can also ideally be used for other
recreation. Development should accommodate new
recreation opportunities and integrate them into exist-
ing facilities whenever possible. 

Partnerships: Public-Public and Public-Private 
Government agencies play a primary role in provid-

ing high quality, accessible outdoor recreation in urban
areas. In order to provide the best recreation opportuni-
ties across multiple jurisdictions, agencies need to col-
laborate. Intergovernmental partnerships should focus
on organizational structure and increasing administra-
tive efficiencies. Efforts should focus on improving
recreation connectivity and increasing park access.
Potential areas for intergovernmental partnerships
include but are not limited to school districts, water-util-
ity departments, and metro area park systems.

Partnerships between government agencies and
local organizations have the potential to vastly improve
recreation offerings in urban areas. Public-private part-
nerships may focus on funding issues, programming ele-
ments, safety, and management strategies. In this kind of
partnership, private partners often take on a level of
ownership and responsibility that would traditionally be
held by a public entity. This could include monitoring
programs, park maintenance, fundraising, etc. Public-
private partnerships may also bring in additional rev-
enue sources though fundraising activities. Public-pri-
vate partnership opportunities should be considered in
order to improve park system offerings and increase
park efficiency.

4Chapter 4:  Access to Outdoor Recreation in Urban Wisconsin
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C H A P T E R

Open Space Conservation: 
Connecting People to Outdoor Recreation Opportunities

5

Reflected in America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Report, the goals to “Conserve Rural Working Farms,

Ranches, and Forests through Partnerships and Incentives” and to “Protect and Renew Rivers and Other

Waters” ensure conservation and recreation enjoyment of beloved lands and waters. Wisconsin shares this view

by incentivizing landowners to conserve public recreation opportunities on the majority of private lands, and

prioritizing safe access to waterways.

Through focus groups discussions, Chapter 5 examines open space conservation roles from public lands and the

programs that support them to private lands leveraged financially—deemed necessary by stakeholders—for

preservation and public recreation access (AGO Recommendation 7.5). AGO supports expanding federal and state

partnerships with private landowners through federal programs (AGO Action Item 7.5a), collaborating with

local, state, and tribal governments to conserve and restore large landscapes (AGO Action Item 8.1d), and foster-

ing networking among communities to improve access and enjoyment of waterways (AGO Action Item 9.2b).
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Overview

This chapter of the SCORP addresses the relation-
ships between open space conservation and outdoor
recreation in Wisconsin, and provides an inventory of
existing recreation and conservation lands. Related work
serves to support one of the overarching goals of the
2011-2016 SCORP by connecting urban and rural pop-
ulations to the outdoors. The comprehensive guide to
such local outdoor recreation planning can be found in
Appendix E.

Recreation lands and facilities are provided by two
major groups in Wisconsin. Governments at the state,
federal, county, and local level provide important
resources to enhance recreation access opportunities.
Equally important are the private landowners that own
and provide access to recreation lands. A relationship
exists between all of these providers. To understand this
relationship, various stakeholders were asked to think
about the challenge of connecting urban and rural peo-
ple and to help identify possible strategies. Stakeholders
were asked to discuss four major themes: 

1. Identifying priorities that help the State of
Wisconsin to be a more effective partner in open
space conservation. 

2. Building a framework to focus existing and new
state actions for open space conservation. 

3. Training natural resource managers to help them
fully use the resources and skills from all parts and
levels of the State to improve coordination. 

4. Identifying collaborative approaches and partner-
ships that support open space and conservation
programs.

5Chapter 5:  Open Space Conservation – Connecting People to Outdoor Recreation Opportunities
The Public and Private Outdoor Recreation
Landscape

Both public and private lands are important contrib-
utors to Wisconsin’s outdoor recreation supply. This sec-
tion discusses Wisconsin’s land resources for public and
private outdoor recreation and conservation. Table 5-1 is
a comprehensive list of public and private land types bro-
ken down by ownership and/or program. The largest
public land category is county parks and forests, account-
ing for 42.7% of all public lands. For private lands, the
largest category is open managed forest lands, accounting
for 31.8% or over 1.1 million acres. Appendix F provides
a complete listing of state-owned lands. 

Table 5-1:  Public and Private Recreation and Conservation  
Lands in Wisconsin: Acres by Ownership (2011) 

Total Percent of Percent of 
Land Ownership Type Acreage Subtotal Total

Public Ownership

Federal government 1,500,000 26.6% 16.3%

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources

Forests and wild rivers 820,379 14.6% 8.9%

Park and natural areas 203,209 3.6% 2.2%

Fisheries and wildlife 668,755 11.9% 7.3%

Total DNR program lands 1,705,772 30.3% 18.6%

County parks and forests 2,368,099 42.0% 25.8%

City, village, and township

City 38,571 0.7% 0.4%

Village 12,677 0.2% 0.1%

Town 10,754 0.2% 0.1%

Total city, village, and township 62,002 1.1% 0.7%

Subtotal public lands 5,635,873 100% 61.3%

Private Ownership

Managed forest lands

Open lands 1,132,412 31.8% 12.3%

Closed lands 2,010,014 56.5% 21.9%

Total managed forest lands 3,142,426 88.3% 34.2%

Forest legacy program lands 136,751 3.8% 1.5%

Land trust 280,000 7.9% 3.0%

Voluntary public access 3,559,177 100% 38.7%

Subtotal private lands 3,559,177 100% 39.1%

Total all lands 9,195,050 —  100.0%
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Public Recreation Lands

Federal Government
Federal recreation providers in Wisconsin include

the National Park Service, the Fish and Wildlife
Service, and the Bureau of Land Management, all
under the U.S. Department of the Interior; the Forest
Service, under the U.S. Department of Agriculture; and
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, under the U.S.
Department of Defense, Department of the Army.
These providers offer opportunities for both active and
passive recreation and are also actively involved in the
conservation of forest, prairie, and water resources.
Federally owned recreation lands in Wisconsin are
therefore tied to the preservation of open space and
natural resource management. Recreational activities
provided in these areas are generally nature-based and
non-destructive: hiking, camping, fishing, hunting,
nature study, canoeing, boating, swimming, and simi-
lar activities.1

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources

(DNR) has two divisions, Land and Forestry, which
provide the majority of state-owned recreational lands
and facilities. The DNR plays a significant role in iden-
tifying and conserving areas of unique and valuable
natural resources across the state. DNR lands that
include park and natural areas provide a wide variety
of outdoor recreation resources within Wisconsin.
Recreation opportunities provided by the DNR are
similar in type to those provided by federal agencies.
As on federal properties, the preservation of open
space and conservation of natural resources are critical
components of state-owned land management.

State Forests and Wild Rivers
People most often associate Wisconsin's state forests

with recreational opportunities including fishing, camp-
ing, hiking, snowmobiling, and skiing. But the state
forests were originally created to preserve important
watersheds and unique ecosystems. Today those forests
are managed for multiple uses.2 The DNR manages six
state forests that provide diverse landscapes for recreation
and conservation. 

The Wisconsin system of state wild rivers was estab-
lished in 1965 in order to provide Wisconsinites with an
opportunity to enjoy natural streams, to attract out-of-
state visitors and assure the well-being of Wisconsin’s
tourism industry, and to preserve selected rivers in a free
flowing condition protected from development. Wild
rivers are designated by legislative acts. The following
rivers, or portions of rivers, are currently designated as
wild rivers:

• Pike Wild River – Marinette County

• Pine and Popple Wild Rivers – Florence and Forest
Counties

• Martin Hanson Wild River – a portion of the
Brunsweiler River in Ashland County

• Totagatic Wild River – Bayfield, Burnett, Sawyer,
and Washburn Counties

The DNR owns land within Pike Wild River and Pine
and Popple Wild Rivers.3

The Wisconsin system of

state wild rivers was

established in 1965.

1 From SCORP 2005-2010, Chapter 3
2 WDNR State Forests: http://dnr.wi.gov/forestry/StateForests/
3 WDNR Wild Rivers: http://dnr.wi.gov/org/land/facilities/wildrivers/
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Park and Natural Areas

There are 49 state parks, 42 state trails, 9 state recre-
ation areas, and 653 state natural areas.4 State natural
areas (SNAs) protect outstanding examples of
Wisconsin's native landscapes and communities, signifi-
cant geological formations, and archeological sites.
Wisconsin's state natural areas encompass over 358,000
acres. SNAs are valuable for research and educational use,
preservation of genetic and biological diversity, and provi-
sion of benchmarks for determining the impact of use on
managed lands. They also provide some of the last refuges
for rare plants and animals; more than 90% of the plants
and 75% of the animals on Wisconsin's list of endangered
and threatened species are protected in SNAs.5

County Parks and Forests
All Wisconsin counties have county parks, but not

all have county forest land. Wisconsin county forests
were established under state legislation that mandates
these lands be open to hunting, camping, hiking, and
bird watching. With the exception of a few sensitive
areas, there are no lands closed to the public in county
forests. County forests provide more than 1,200 camp-
sites and thousands of miles of hiking, skiing, and snow-
mobile trails, as well as public access to hundreds of
lakes and streams.6

County forests represent the state's largest public
forest landholding and are extremely important to
Wisconsin's forest products industry and economy; each

year they generate anywhere from $25 to $30 million in
timber revenues for the counties and towns in which
they are located. Approximately 16,000 jobs and $4.6 bil-
lion in the generation of forest products result from the
timber harvested from county forests. County forests also
provide many recreation and tourism opportunities.7

There are county forests in 29 of Wisconsin's 72
counties, totaling more than 2.36 million acres. Figure 5-
1 shows which counties in Wisconsin maintain county
forest lands. 

Wisconsin Stewardship Program
Wisconsin has a long and successful history of bipar-

tisan financial support for the conservation of the state’s
natural resources and the provision of outdoor recreation
opportunities. The state’s first comprehensive, long-term
land acquisition and recreational development program
was the Outdoor Recreation Action Program (ORAP); it
was first enacted in 1961, then revised in 1969 and 1981.
The program is funded by general obligation bonds, and
in turn provides funding to state and local governments
for the acquisition of conservation lands and the develop-
ment of recreational facilities. The original ten year stew-
ardship program (FY1991-2000) created in 1989 (Wis.
1989 Act 31) authorized approximately $23.1 million
annually to be used by the DNR, local units of govern-
ment, and nonprofit conservation organizations. The suc-
cess of this program resulted in an extension and redevel-
opment of the original program. Consequently, the next
ten year program, dubbed Stewardship 2000, became the
state’s primary funding source for state government, local
government, and nonprofit conservation organizations to
acquire land and easements for conservation and outdoor
recreation purposes. 

Stewardship 2000, also known as the
Knowles–Nelson Stewardship Program, was created in
1999 for FY2001-2010 (Wis. 1999 Act 9). This program
remains comprehensive and addresses a broad spectrum
of land conservation and nature-based recreation needs
across the state. For Stewardship 2000, the original stew-
ardship program’s fund subprograms were reorganized to
allow for more flexibility of use depending on need. In
addition, local assistance grants were redefined from
broad spectrum community outdoor recreation to
nature-based outdoor recreation.

Figure 5-1:  Wisconsin County Forests

4 National Association of State Parks Directors: Statistical Report of 
State Park Operations 2010-11

5 State Natural Areas Program: http://dnr.wi.gov/org/land/er/sna/
6 Wisconsin County Forests Association:
http://www.wisconsincountyforests.com/wcfa-acr.htm

7 WDNR County Forests:  http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/CountyForests/
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Today, Stewardship II (FY2011–2020) provides $86
million per year. The program includes several subpro-
grams, each with its own goals and priorities. These subpro-
grams provide funds to improve visitor amenities at state
and local parks; restore wetlands and prairies; and acquire
land for trails, natural areas, state and county forests,
wildlife habitat, urban green space, state and local parks,
river and stream corridors, and flowages and wild lakes.8

Land and Water Conservation Program
The Land and Water Conservation Program is a

visionary program established by Congress in 1965 to
preserve, develop, and assure accessibility to quality out-
door recreation resources for active participation in recre-
ation and “to strengthen the health and vitality of the cit-
izens of the United States” (Public Law 88-578). The pro-
gram is funded by the Land and Water Conservation
Fund (LWCF), which is administered by the DNR and
supported through a combination of federal dollars and
matching grants provided at the state level. In 2009,
Wisconsin received $495,242 through the LWCF. This is
a portion of the estimated $50 million needed annually
by the state to enhance parks and recreation facilities.9

Private Recreation Providers
Privately owned lands play a critically important role

in open space conservation and outdoor recreation
through the Managed Forest Land Program, Forest
Legacy Program, Voluntary Public Access Program, and
non-profit land trusts. Most land in these programs is
held in private ownership and conserved through open
space easements. These programs allow landowners to
maintain their land while providing Wisconsinites with
access to natural areas and outdoor recreation. 

Managed Forest Land Program
The Managed Forest Land Program is a landowner

incentive program that encourages sustainable forestry
on private woodland. The Managed Forest Law (MFL)
was enacted in 1985 and replaced the Woodland Tax Law
and the Forest Crop Law. The MFL is currently the only
forest tax law that is open to enrollment in Wisconsin.
Enrolled program lands must be managed by the
landowner in accordance with a forest management plan
written by a certified consulting forester.10 In exchange
for following sound forest management, the landowner
pays reduced property taxes.

Program lands enrolled under MFL can be designat-
ed as open or closed to public recreation. Open designa-
tion allows public access to the property for hunting,
fishing, hiking, sight-seeing, and cross country skiing
without additional permission from landowners. Closed

8 WDNR: http://dnr.wi.gov/stewardship/
9 LWCF:  State Assistance annual report 2009. 

http://www.nps.gov/lwcf/2009_lwcf_annual%20_rpt.pdf  
10 WDNR:  http://dnr.wi.gov/forestry/feeds/faqsFull.asp?s

1=ForestTax&s2=MFL&inc=ftax

Figure 5-2:  Managed Forest Law Lands (by Year, all Landowners)
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designation gives landowners the right to restrict or per-
mit access to their lands. Figure 5-2 illustrates the
growth of MFL lands in acreage by open or closed desig-
nation since 1987. Table 5-2 shows the 10 counties with
the largest acres of MFL program lands, as well as the
percentage of open acres in each county.

Land Trusts
Land trusts are established by private, community-

based, and non-profit organizations to protect land and
water resources for the public benefit. These organiza-
tions permanently protect important resources in their
communities from overdevelopment. Most often, the
resources under protection have natural, recreational,
scenic, historic, or productive value. Land trusts that
have been incorporated as non-profits operate like char-
ities—any donation, including money, land, or equip-
ment, is tax deductible. They are independent, non-gov-
ernmental organizations whose mission is determined
by their members and volunteers.13

Other Open Space Conservation Programs
Additional outdoor conservation programs are

available at multiple government levels. These programs
typically focus on conservation with a combination of
limited public access. Programs offered in Wisconsin
include the Conservation Reserve Program,
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, and con-
servation easements. These programs enhance outdoor
recreation and protect the state’s scenic beauty.

Conservation Reserve Program
The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is a vol-

untary program for agricultural landowners.14 The feder-
al Farm Bill allocates funding by distributing annual rent
payments and up to 50 percent of cost-share assistance
to establish long-term resource conservation on eligible
farmland. The Conservation Reserve Program safe-
guards Wisconsin’s natural resources by protecting top-
soil, groundwater, and wildlife populations. Wetlands
are also included under this program, and a detailed
summary is provided in Appendix G. In 2011, 399,835
acres were enrolled in CRP status in Wisconsin.

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
The state-sponsored Conservation Reserve

Enhancement Program (CREP) is a further rendition of
Conservation Reserve Program initiatives. The program
is run by the DNR and local land conservation depart-
ments in conjunction with federal agencies that con-
tribute partnership support through the USDA’s Farm
Service Agency and Natural Resources Conservation
Service along with the Wisconsin Department of

5Chapter 5:  Open Space Conservation – Connecting People to Outdoor Recreation Opportunities

11 From WDNR Website: http://dnr.wi.gov/
12 http://dnr.wi.gov/org/land/wildlife/vpa.htm
13 Gathering Waters Conservancy: http://www.gatheringwaters.org/
14 http://dnr.wi.gov/forestry/private/financial/crp.htm

Table 5-2:  Top Ten Counties with Most Acreage Enrolled
in Managed Forest Land Program  

Forest Legacy Program
As part of the 1990 Farm Bill, Congress created the

Forest Legacy Program to identify and protect environ-
mentally important private forest lands threatened with
conversion to non-forest uses such as subdivision for res-
idential or commercial development. One of the overall
goals of the program is to create public access opportuni-
ties where appropriate. To help maintain the integrity and
traditional uses of private forest lands, the Forest Legacy
Program promotes the use of conservation easements.
These easements provide a new tool that allows the feder-
al government, in cooperation with state and local agen-
cies, private organizations, and individuals, to preserve
the rich heritage of private forests across the nation.11 As
of 2011, Wisconsin landowners have enrolled over
136,000 acres into the Forest Legacy Program.

Voluntary Public Access Program
The Voluntary Public Access (VPA) Program allows

Wisconsin private landowners to open their property for
public recreational use such as hunting, fishing, trap-
ping, and wildlife observation. In return for joining this
voluntary program, landowners enjoy financial incen-
tives from the 2008 Farm Bill for leasing qualified prop-
erty. VPA enrollments pertain to 37 Wisconsin counties
in four geographical focus areas: northeast, south cen-
tral/southeast, southwest, and west central. As of
December 2011, the state has active leases on about
6,500 acres until 2014.12

Top 10 Counties by Total MFL Acreage (Open Lands %)

1 Oneida County 195,835 (74.9%) 

2 Forest County 127,436 (77.4%) 

3 Lincoln County 126,488 (37.3%) 

4 Price County 123,430 (52.6%) 

5 Sawyer County 116,348 (77.0%) 

6 Langlade County 113,042 (47.7%) 

7 Marinette County 112,182 (25.6%) 

8 Adams County 100,136 (37.4%) 

9 Marathon County 96,025 (16.0%) 

10 Ashland County 84,915 (75.6%) 



Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection. CREP
targets long-term conservation practices through
restoration of grassland habitat and water quality. In
exchange for participating in the program, landowners
receive financial incentives and cost share payments.
The program encourages specific long-term practices 
by offering 15 year or permanent contracts. In 2011,
40,962 acres were enrolled in CREP status by the State.

Conservation Easements
Conservation easements allow property owners to

protect their land while also enjoying associated finan-
cial benefits. A conservation easement is a legal agree-
ment between a landowner and an organization like a
private land trust or a government agency. Land in an
easement remains in private ownership, and easements
may be purchased or donated. Conservation easements
permanently limit specific uses on a property to protect
its conservation or historic values. Conservation pur-
poses in an easement may include outdoor recreation or

The challenge is

conserving natural

places while

accommodating

recreation use.

Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan • 2011–2016 • (DRAFT) 5-7

5Chapter 5:  Open Space Conservation – Connecting People to Outdoor Recreation Opportunities

Table 5-3:  Easements by Holder Type

Easement Holder Count Acres

Federal 727 64,835

State 27 77,301

NGO 79 5,574

Table 5-4:  Easements by Landowner Type

Landowner Type Count Acres

Federal 2 39

Local 2 10

NA 8 377

Private 142 83,474

State 679 63,810

Total 833 147,710

Table 5-5:  Easements by Purpose

Purpose Count Acres

Data Not Available 126 6,719

Environmental System 608 56,950

Open Space – Farm 41 4,331

Open Space – Forest 27 77,326

Open Space – Other 18 1,469

Recreation or Education 13 916

15 The data for these tables come from the National Conservation Easement
Database. http://nced.conservationregistry.org/reports/easements?
report_state=Wisconsin&report_type=All

education; protection of fish, wildlife, agricultural, and
plant habitat; and preservation of scenery.

Wisconsin has many easements held by federal and
state government, and by non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) such as land trusts. Tables15 5-3 through 
5-5 provide information about easement holder types,
landowner types, and easement purposes.

Connecting Urban and Rural Populations to
Outdoor Recreation

State and local governments face a challenge as they
attempt to conserve natural places while also promoting
and accommodating recreational use. This has been
made more difficult in light of decreasing funding to
land management agencies and state policy shifts that
prioritize economic development and jobs over preser-
vation and recreation development. How can Wisconsin
maintain state lands, assist local governments and pri-
vate landowners with maintenance, and increase the
health and availability of outdoor recreation lands? 

To some extent, the quantity of natural amenities
found in Wisconsin is fixed: there are only so many
miles of high quality, accessible shoreline, and the state’s
terrain will not become mountainous anytime soon. The
quality of these resources is more malleable and will be
shaped, in part, by private actions and public policies.
Communities in Wisconsin can take action to protect
and enhance their natural resources to better attract new
households and maintain vitality.

A guide for future considerations in large-scale
recreation planning comes from the recent federal out-
door recreation framework, America’s Great Outdoors
Initiative. The AGO is a national plan that presents a set
of goals and actions intended to connect people to the
outdoors, to conserve and restore the outdoors, and to
establish partnerships in part to accomplish this vision.
There are 10 sections of the report, each containing a
series of goals, recommendations, and action items. Table
5-6 lists the important factors considered for the overar-
ching goal of connecting people, both rural and urban, to
open space lands.
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Even in good times, these would be ambitious goals
for local, state, and national agencies. When resources
are scarce and the economic outlook is cloudy, it
becomes a greater challenge to effectively connect peo-
ple with the outdoors. To help overcome these chal-
lenges, the 2011-2016 SCORP establishes a framework
for creating and/or enhancing collaborative approaches
and partnerships that better support open space and
conservation programs and effectively connect the phys-
ical pieces of our recreational assets. 

In short, there needs to be a better way of doing the
work of planning and creating our open space system.
The ideal system of the future would be:

• Seamless: Private lands are open to recreation and
local, county, state, and national recreation and
open space assets would be tied together through
greenways, trails, and water blueways (water trails). 

• Accessible: Citizens would be able to enjoy these
resources regardless of their wealth or location.

• Leveraged:Multi-party collaborations and funding
strategies would be needed to acquire, improve, and
protect Wisconsin’s open space system.

To help develop a framework for this kind of a
recreation system, recreation professionals and
landowners from across the state were asked to propose
concrete examples and creative ideas. Proposing major
changes in how recreational space is planned for and
provided may sound daunting, but Wisconsin has a his-
tory of developing and implementing revolutionary
ideas in outdoor recreation. The state government itself
is uniquely positioned to enact such change due to its
resources ($86 million annually from 2011-2020 in
Stewardship bonding authority plus millions spent in
complementary programs to protect and enhance natu-
ral resources), its authority (state and county laws
impact the vast majority of open space land in
Wisconsin), and its expertise and experience (the State
has already been a key actor in creating our current out-
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Table 5-6:  America’s Great Outdoors Important Factors of Connecting Open Space to Communities

Source: America’s Great Outdoors, 2011. Page numbers are associated with recommendations in the AGO Report.

Access • Increase recreation access on public lands (p.32)
• Encourage access for outdoor activities on or across working lands (p.51)
• Increase or generate access for youth to outdoor opportunities (p.84)

Acquisition • Coordinate and align investment for land acquisition—urban parks, community green spaces, 
landscape-scale conservation, and recreational blueways (p.33)

Capacity Building • Assist with community-based efforts (technical, funding, safety) (p.19)
and Technical Assistance • Make technical assistance available—know-how, seed funding, planning, and development (p.39)

• Landscape scale assessment modeling and mapping to support conservation planning (p.56)
• Identify key natural areas and cultural themes underrepresented in but appropriate to the state (p.64)
• Identify blueways, especially urban waters (p.69)

Coordination and • Increase recreation access on public lands (p.32)
Partnerships • Support and align state agency programs and initiatives to promote urban parks and community 

green spaces (p.38)
• Landscape-scale partnerships (p.44)

Creation and • Create and enhance urban parks and community green spaces, waterfronts, signature parks, 
Enhancement older parks that need renewal, and natural areas (p.37)

• Protect and enhance water resources on state lands (p.56)
• Enhance recreational opportunities in local waterways and green spaces (p.69)
• Establish networks of connections (green infrastructure) (p.90)

Education • Cultivate a stewardship ethic (p.20)
• Create or deploy an innovative campaign focused on youth (p.20)
• Promote place-based, experiential learning (p.20)

Funding Mechanisms • Coordinate and align investments for land acquisition (p.33)
• Use a variety of mechanisms to enhance land conservation efforts on private lands 

(estate tax, tax deductions) (p.44)
Information • Increase information for access to public and private lands for outdoor activities (p.17)

• Integrate and coordinate information among agencies  (p.18)
• Make state and government website engaging and fun (p.85)

Jobs and Volunteering • Connect people to the outdoors through meaningful volunteer service opportunities relating to 
restoration and education (p.14)



door recreation and open space resource). This SCORP
aims to capture new ideas and set the stage for more
detailed planning, implementation, and follow-through. 

Collaborative Approaches to Support and
Improve Outdoor Recreation Landscapes

To begin the work of connecting open space to
communities, several focus group meetings were held
involving public parks and recreation directors and
managers; land trust directors; owners of woodland and
agricultural land; and managers of public lands at the
county, state, and federal levels. Focus groups allowed
participants to respond to questions in an open-ended,
small group format. The purpose of these meetings was
to understand the kinds of challenges and future themes
that those involved in recreation in Wisconsin are fac-
ing. The following section reports on the focus group
meetings and questions that were asked. 

Focus Group Meetings
Six focus group meetings were held around the

state. Table 5-7 shows each group, the number of partic-
ipants in the focus group, meeting dates, and the loca-
tion of the focus group meeting.

At each focus group meeting, all participants were
asked the same questions. The questions were grouped
around the idea of open space conservation into four
broad categories: successes, challenges, strategies, and
big ideas. Participants were asked to record their com-
ments, and comments were recorded on flip charts. After
the meetings, the flip chart comments and participant
notes were typed and saved.

Focus Group Findings
Upon completion of all six focus group meetings,

the comments and notes were reviewed and categorized
but not tallied. Part of the purpose was not to vote, but
to identify themes from all groups.

Successes
In order to consider the direction open space con-

servation and protection should take in the future, it is
important to first understand where current successes
are being found. To that end, participants were asked to
provide examples of instances when their organization
was able to work effectively with the State to protect
open space in Wisconsin. Examples of these cooperative
efforts included the availability of grants and funding
opportunities, the provision of technical assistance, for-
mation of partnerships, and other efforts. 

Challenges
Understanding the challenges to open space conser-

vation is the first step in creating new solutions and
strategies focused on open space. We asked focus group
participants to respond to the following questions:  What
are the challenges for maintaining open space collabora-
tions? What other challenges inhibit better coordination
across interested parties in Wisconsin? The responses fell
into one of five possible categories: responses specific to
how the DNR works and functions; the political environ-
ment within which these collaborations and partnerships
operate; the specific challenges to collaboration and
coordination; how the external environment affects open
space conservation; and finally, education and engage-
ment about open space conservation.
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Table 5-7:  Focus Group Meetings

Group Number of Participants Date Location of Meeting

WI Parks and Recreation Association 3 March 25, 2011 Wisconsin Dells

Land Trusts 8 April 14, 2011 Milwaukee

Woodland Owners 6 August 23, 2011 Stevens Point

Lakes 7 August 24, 2011 Stevens Point

Agriculture 9 August 25, 2011 Baraboo

County Forest 5 November 3, 2011 Rhinelander
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Strategies
Once participants had described some of the chal-

lenges to the collaborative protection of open space, they
were asked to think about strategies that could be used
to address some of these challenges. These strategies fall
into seven categories: grants and funding, existing pro-
grams and opportunities, education, partnering, com-
munication, being strategic, and politics. 

Big Ideas
One of the final questions asked of all focus group

participants was, “What is the next big idea in open
space and recreation planning and protection over the
next 50 years?”  Although a question of such magnitude
was challenging for participants, it elicited much discus-
sion. The question was framed within the context of
identifying ideas that may take 10–20 years to accom-
plish because of their complexity, lack of political popu-
larity, or long-range goals. Through the many responses,
the following five categories were identified: education,
research, funding, green infrastructure, and a catchall
“other” category. 

Major Themes
Throughout each of the focus group discussions,

three major themes consistently emerged. Participants
regularly discussed the importance of collaboration,
grants and funding, and education in aid of outdoor
recreation. Although these three categories were consis-
tent among all groups, participants also provided a vari-
ety of other comments that were not easily categorized.
Each of these categories are discussed below, in turn
looking at successes, challenges, strategies, and big ideas. 

Collaborative Approaches to Support
Outdoor Recreation

Partnerships and collaborations were seen as critical
to success in open space protection and management.
Specifically, participants cited the accessibility of DNR
staff in attending meetings, providing guidance on con-
servation issues, and partnering with outside groups to
accomplish goals (e.g., invasive species control). Other
examples of collaboration mentioned by participants
focused on acquisition and management of land for recre-
ation and conservation, including the state trails system,
Rails to Trails, the Ice Age Trail, the Wild Rivers program,
and land swaps between the counties and the State. 

Consistent responses from many of the focus
groups concerned challenges of collaboration and coor-
dination. Here the participants saw challenges related to
coordination among state and federal agencies in terms
of programming and grant opportunities. Many also
cited the need for collaboration in developing engineer-
ing standards for trails. The DOT and DNR need to coor-
dinate levels of engineering appropriate to sections of a
trail rather than have the same standard for all trails.
Participants also indicated that they did not understand
the range of agency program goals and requirements
under one umbrella. Increased collaboration at the state
government level could help coordinate the timing of
grants, for example.

Because much of the previous discussion had
focused on challenges to open space collaboration and
coordination, the strategies discussion focused on part-
nering and communication as major themes. Many of
the responses listed here are short-term and could be
addressed internally by the DNR. The responses includ-
ed the following:

• Improve communication across jurisdictional
boundaries. 

• Networking/sharing of information among a
variety of stakeholders. 

• Provide opportunities for people to share ideas. 

• Work at bringing the non-hunting community to
the table. 

• Work/interact with individuals/public. 

• Communicate to the public the challenges that the
DNR faces. Let the public help identify ways to
deal with the challenges.

• Follow up on next steps when meetings are held. 

• Use technology to integrate and update
data/reports/documents/plans. 

• Create a mechanism for communication and
collaboration. 
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Partnerships and collaborations were seen as

critical to success in open space protection

and management.
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Within the partnering category, the responses apply
both to the DNR and a potential partnering organiza-
tion. Responses included the following:

• Use volunteers/take advantage of volunteerism. 

• Work with sportsmen’s groups to provide incentive
funds to private landowners for conservation
easements that protect fish and wildlife habitat and
specific recreation opportunities. 

• Work together for common goals. Use outside
organizations when appropriate for tasks. 

• Find a way for organizations to work together
toward common goals. 

• Get a broad spectrum of people involved. 

• Work with the Secretary of Tourism. 

In summary, collaboration, cooperation, and part-
nerships—all words to describe the efforts of federal,
state, and local agencies, user groups, non-profit organi-
zations, and others to make the work each does more
effective—are recognized as critical and necessary to
accomplishing individual organizational missions and
goals. Such group efforts need organizational recogni-
tion and institutional support to work effectively.

Coordinated Funding and Grants for
Outdoor Recreation

One theme that was consistent among each of the
focus groups was the importance of grants and funding
programs for the protection of open space and water
resources. Many participants cited the Knowles-Nelson
Stewardship Program as an important mechanism for
protecting open space, stating that Stewardship funds
have been important for leveraging other monies; with-
out available Stewardship funds, many projects would
have been impossible. Participants also discussed the
importance of the Forest Legacy Project, recreation and
trail grants, lake protection and river planning grants,
and collaboration with the DNR to apply for external
funding sources. 

The following challenges may find easier solutions
because many of them can be addressed internally by the
DNR. Consistent responses from focus groups con-
cerned grants and easements, specifically the partici-
pants’ frustration about the decision-making and rank-
ing process related to the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship
Program. This program could be reviewed in light of the
comments to see if changes can be made to the grant-
making process. A barrier to this program is the require-
ment that all easements under Stewardship must grant
access to the public. This prevents valuable lands from
being part of the easement process.

Not surprisingly, because the emphasis both in suc-
cesses and challenges focused on grants and funding, a
group of responses also addressed this topic. All focus
groups recognized the importance of diversifying fund-
ing opportunities and strategies, including grant fund-
ing, as a key mechanism to further their work for out-
door recreation and open space conservation.

Some of the strategies listed below are administrative
in nature and others would need legislative involvement:

Administrative Efforts:

• Establish a single date for grant applications, plus
an open application process as funding allows.

• Look for ways to join and leverage resources. 

• More and better information about grants and
funding.

• Grant resources better connected and linked
together.

• Bring in a larger constituency and diverse users.
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lands from being part of the easement process.
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Programmatic and External Partners:

• Explore opportunities for bequeathment. 

Legislative Efforts:

• Mill tax and MFL severance tax funds to purchase
working forest easements on large blocks.

• Establish a state landowner fund to cover costs of
conservation easement donations to land trusts. 

• Provide state money for regional liaisons who
promote and process easement donations.

• Plan and create a mechanism if a land trust fails.

Throughout the focus group discussions, grants and
funding were a large part of the conversation. Several
ideas for funding included the following:

• Better funding and more authority for Gathering
Waters.

• Tap resources in the federal Farm Bill for recreation
and open space.

• Sales tax and real estate transfer tax for
Stewardship.

• On state income tax forms, include a line for
donating a specific amount towards open space
conservation.

• $200 million bond issue for private development
rights to maintain agriculture production. 

Each of these ideas would need legislative action
and some would be controversial.

The Role of Education in Aid of Outdoor
Recreation

Education was recognized by all focus groups as an
important and critical ingredient to aid in outdoor recre-
ation and open space conservation. Many of the success-
es attributed to education were focused on the important
contributions of the DNR with regard to technical assis-
tance. Specifically, participants mentioned the assistance
of the DNR in navigating the legal processes involved in
easement acquisition and in working with the Federal
Energy Regulatory Commission. Participants also men-
tioned the importance of DNR assistance with aquatic
invasive species management. 

Participants identified a lack of education across the
state for open space and recreation and the need to
engage citizens on the topic of open space conservation.
Participants also suggested more assistance from UW-
Extension to help all aspects of agriculture, including
open space conservation and tourism efforts. 

The education category was seen as a top priority
for many of the focus groups, and several of their sug-
gestions for the next big idea were related to education.
All focus groups identified forms or topics of education.
A careful examination of the responses yielded four sub-
categories:  audience, topics, delivery methods, and large
and well-funded organized efforts. 

In terms of audience, the discussions focused on
whom to educate about open space conservation.
Suggested audiences included youth, public officials, the
legislature, farmers, and the general public. 

Along with audience as a discussion point, every focus
group identified educational topics. Many topics were
identified that could be part of a larger effort or separate
efforts from a variety of organizations, partnerships, and
collaborations. Topics suggested included the following:

• What is open space and how much is lost to
development?

• Benefits of open space and business attraction

• Generational transfer of land and knowledge

• The values of resources beyond economics

• Better understanding of ecosystem services

• Public access and activities

• Better understanding and marketing of the
Stewardship program; a potential program name
change to increase program accessibility

• The work and benefits of land trusts

• Clarification and promotion of the public interest

• Public rights versus private profit potential

• Comparison of the costs and benefits of open space
conservation
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There is a need to engage Wisconsin citizens

on the topic of open space conservation.
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These diverse topics would need some background
research and identification of individuals with respective
expertise. In addition, refinement of the topics would be
necessary depending on the audience and delivery
mechanism.

Many of the groups recognized a need to deliver
education in a variety of methods. A key strategy recog-
nized by all focus groups was exposure to and contact
with open spaces (e.g., outside the classroom). Delivery
mechanisms to accomplish this type of education
included the following:

• Internships and volunteering

• Summer camps using DNR land

• Environmental education programs and staff at
recreation resources

• Inclusion of open space and recreation as part of
school curriculum

There are many opportunities to partner with cur-
rent programs and organizations, but an organized effort
would be necessary.

Finally, a small set of large and well-funded organ-
ized efforts were identified and included the following
new ideas:

• Create a land use and open space institute.

• Organize an annual forest or open space event akin
to farm technology days.

• Establish a confederation/conference of recreation
areas’ friends groups.

Each of these ideas would need an organized, col-
laborative effort and funding to make it happen.

Focus group participants identified education as
critical to their success in outdoor recreation and open
space conservation. The groups generated many creative
ideas that will need additional consideration by both the
DNR and other organizations.

Additional Focus Group Findings
In addition to the successes mentioned above, focus

group participants also cited the important contribution
of local comprehensive planning efforts (e.g., the identi-
fication of existing and potential recreation corridors in
southeast Wisconsin county forest plans), as well as
extension work such as the Ultimate Land-Use Tour and
the Wisconsin Woodland Owners’ Association Field
Days, which often include participation from the DNR.

Many of the challenges discussed by the groups
have no short-term solutions. Other challenges have
more direct and simple solutions that can be addressed
more easily. First, the most difficult challenges should be
examined. Consistent responses within the focus groups
involved concerns about DNR staffing and funding.
Participants are concerned about the loss of experience
due to retirements and the perceived low morale within
the agency. These sorts of issues need to be addressed at
the cabinet level. 

Alongside these challenges were those related to the
political environment in the state. These concerns
addressed core values related to conservation, specifical-
ly the perceived dichotomies between regulations and
jobs as well as public interests vs. private rights. Specific
challenges include Wisconsin’s changing cultural
dynamics, industrial land conversion, and the percep-
tion that farming and environmental interests are, at
worst, opposed to each other and, at best, at odds.

Focus group participants recognized that, in addi-
tion to existing grant opportunities, there is an array of
other funding programs and opportunities. Rather than
establishing new programs, the State should work
toward identifying and promoting these existing pro-
grams. Other responses in this category emphasized a
diversification of open space and recreation plans. These
ideas suggest eliminating the requirement that specific
recreation be available based on state land type (e.g.,
promote agriculture on non-agricultural land) and
encouraging and supporting small projects.

Many groups discussed green infrastructure as a
component of the big ideas discussion. Suggestions from
this discussion are listed below in order of increasing
implementation difficulty:

• Modify engineering standards where appropriate at
connecting trails under/across highways.

• Increase and improve riverway and lake frontage
trails.

• Promote greenbelts and green networks around
and between cities.
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Other ideas that needed large, coordinated efforts
but did not have widespread support within the focus
groups included the following:

• Privatize recreation activities on public land.

• Develop a growth management board.

Finally, research was suggested as a tool to help
both educational and funding efforts. These research
activities included the following:

• Quantify economic benefit of green space.

• Conduct a statewide study on potential land for
hunting and fishing, and develop these lands as a
focus of land trusts.

• Identify and rectify park deserts.

This section provided ideas from the focus groups
that did not fit neatly into the collaboration, grants and
funding, and education categories. Besides current laws
(e.g., comprehensive planning), past programs (e.g.,
Ultimate Land Use Tour), and current and past UW-
Extension programming, it is worth noting that green
infrastructure and identified research play important
roles in open space conservation that provides opportu-
nities for outdoor recreation across Wisconsin.

Summary, Conclusions, and Policy
Recommendations

At the beginning of the chapter, the following ques-
tion was asked:  How should Wisconsin connect urban
and rural populations to the outdoors over the next five
years and beyond?  Results from focus groups suggest
that there are many successes and challenges in open
space recreation. Strategies and big ideas developed in
these discussions will help move the conversation about
open space forward in a meaningful way. Ideas generat-
ed will help Wisconsin plan for future outdoor recre-
ation while ensuring open space conservation. 

Although the focus groups consisted of stakehold-
ers from a variety of interests and backgrounds, the
themes that emerged within each of the groups were
fairly consistent. Participants identified collaboration
among private land-owners, non-profit groups, agricul-
tural and industrial interests, and federal, state, and local
agencies as a critical component of past successes and a
necessary part of future open space planning. 

In addition, focus group participants highlighted
the importance of coordinated funding and grant oppor-
tunities for outdoor recreation. They did, however, indi-
cate that the process of obtaining grants and funding
presented many challenges. 

Finally, groups identified the need for education in
aid of outdoor recreation provision and management.
Participants indicated that educational efforts should
focus on a variety of stakeholders (e.g., managers, visi-
tors, the public, and elected officials) and should be con-
centrated on themes such as the importance of open
space; the missions and goals of multiple stakeholders
(to aid in collaboration); ecological services; and the
economic as well as non-economic benefits of open
space protection. 
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Policy Recommendations
As participants discussed the successes and challenges

of protecting and managing open space for recreation, they
also made multiple policy recommendations. These are
outlined below under their appropriate category:

� Collaborations and Partnerships

• Address communication issues and challenges
identified by the focus groups to improve
present and future collaborative efforts.

� Grants and Funding

• Review and, if necessary, address the
administrative challenges to grant
opportunities.

• Explore additional avenues for increasing
funding opportunities through a variety of
mechanisms (some of which have been
identified previously).

� Education

• Work with partners to address how to educate
a variety of audiences about open space
conservation topics using a variety of methods,
especially experiential learning.

• Initiate a dialogue with partners on which
ideas are possible and appropriate out of the
big ideas identified. Possibilities include
creating a land use and open space institute,
organizing an annual wood or open space
event akin to farm technology days, and
establishing a confederation/conference of
recreation areas’ friends groups.

� Other

• Explore new and existing opportunities for
many types of green infrastructure with a
particular focus on engineering standards and
trails.

• Work on conducting relevant research
identified in this process.
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C H A P T E R

Wisconsin SCORP Outdoor Recreation
Goals and Actions

6

IIn the collective, cross-country discussion that took place for the America’s Great Outdoors (AGO)

Initiative, Americans spoke from their minds and their hearts, and out of that came a clear vision: a future

where their children are near safe and clean parks where they can “play, dream, discover, and recreate.” They

see a future where everyone shares responsibility for protecting and caring for our natural and cultural her-

itage, where rural lands are conserved, and public and private lands essential to supporting wildlife and

human needs are unified. They see a future where working together to restore and protect rivers and lakes

means healthy lives and a healthy economy. 

The State of Wisconsin can live up to this vision. The tenth and final theme of the AGO Report, “Make the

Federal Government a More Effective Conservation Partner,” was developed out of the public’s plea that the

federal government eliminate obstacles created by poor policies and processes that keep Americans from the

outdoors. For people to reconnect to the great outdoors, the government at all levels—federal, state, local, and

tribal—must improve as a conservation partner to the American public. By creating partnerships, aligning

resources, and leveraging funding, government can achieve goals set in outdoor recreation planning.

Overall, the State of Wisconsin strives to align its goals with the AGO, while using AGO resources and assis-

tance to conserve and restore unique lands and waters and to connect its population to the great outdoors. The

2011–2016 Wisconsin SCORP provides an extensive framework for merging state and federal visions. 
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Overview 

The goals and actions listed in this chapter represent a
summation of targeted elements to encourage the citi-
zens of Wisconsin to enjoy more of the state’s great out-
doors. For the most part, these actions take a broad
approach to expanding outdoor recreation, with no one
person or agency being able to accomplish all goals. The
intent of this chapter is to provide a list of common goals
and actions so that individuals and organizations work-
ing in outdoor recreation in Wisconsin may work
together to improve and expand outdoor recreation
opportunities in our state. 
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Everyone shares responsibililty in protecting

and caring for our natural and cultural heritage.



Goal:  Assess, Understand, and Adapt to
Growing Recreation Tourism Demands and
Preferences

Wisconsin’s lands and waters
are a natural draw for outdoor recre-
ation for both in-state and out-of-
state visitors. The Wisconsin out-
door recreation economy con-
tributes over $9.7 billion annually
while supporting 129,000 jobs.
State initiatives such as Travel Green
Wisconsin make connections
between tourism, business, and the

outdoors as important partners. These partnerships need
to be maintained and enhanced to keep Wisconsin a
leader in regional tourism. 

Actions and Recommendations

• Understand the recreation and tourism preferences
associated with growing market segments.

• Identify existing and emerging strategies to
evaluate appropriate levels and types of service for
expanding user groups.

• Hold an annual forum on outdoor recreation as
part of the Wisconsin Governor’s Conference on
Tourism.

• Continue collaborations between the Department
of Natural Resources and the Department of
Tourism as well as other partners to promote
outdoor recreation.

• Continue to promote and expand the Travel Green
Wisconsin program for business connections to the
outdoors.

• Maintain funding for tourism marketing to
promote high quality outdoor recreation
experiences.

• Acknowledge the potential issues surrounding
climate change adaptation with outdoor recreation
and tourism.

Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan • 2011–2016 • (DRAFT) 6-3

6Chapter 6:  Wisconsin SCORP Outdoor Recreation Goals and Actions

Goal:  Improve Integration of Outdoor
Recreation Interests and Needs in Land Use
and Other Relevant Planning Efforts

One of the primary objectives of a SCORP is to
improve the integration between state and local organi-
zations, partners, and other organizations that provide or
influence outdoor recreation. The SCORP presents a set
of goals and actions that allow organizations to work
together toward a common vision of improved outdoor
recreation in the state. As recreation continues to place
demands on public lands and waters, these partnerships
will become even more
important. By integrat-
ing outdoor recreation
interests, decisions on
the management of
recreation resources and
recreation opportunities
become more effective,
efficient, fair, reasoned,
and defensible. 

Actions and Recommendations

• Support outdoor recreation access and
opportunities on public lands by establishing a
State Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation.

• Support and align state agency programs and
initiatives to promote the creation, expansion, and
enhancement of urban parks and community green
spaces.

• Manage state lands and waters within a larger
landscape context to conserve and restore
ecosystems and watershed health.

• Encourage regional planning efforts for integrated,
cost-effective use of recreation lands and facilities. 
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Goal:  Continue to Provide and Enhance
Public Access to Wisconsin Recreational
Lands and Waters

As recreation continues to place
demands on public lands and waters,
the lack of public access to these
areas has become an increasing con-
cern for many state citizens. In some
cases this perception is true; more
water/boating access is needed in
certain portions of the state. In many
cases, however, public access to
recreation resources does exist, but

the public is simply not aware of it. Improved and easily
accessible maps and signage would aid the public in
locating these access points. 

Actions and Recommendations

• Continue to develop a statewide interactive
mapping system showing all public lands and
water access points within the state.

• Continue to acquire and develop boating access
sites to meet public boating needs.

• Promote awareness of the location of existing
recreation lands, facilities, and opportunities
available within a given region.

• Continue to meet Americans with the Disabilities
Act standards for accessibility to outdoor recreation
facilities. 

• Support community based efforts to increase access
to outdoor recreation.

Goal:  Conserve Rural Landscapes 
and Forests through Partnerships 
and Incentives

More than 80% of Wisconsin land is held in private
ownership. Most of this land is farms and forests, and
over 500,000 acres is held in trust by the United States
for state Indian tribes.
In areas where there is a
large component of
publicly held land, pri-
vately owned lands
often provide important
wildlife habitat and
migration corridors.
With so much of the
state under private
ownership, it is vital
that we manage and protect these privately held lands to
conserve water resources, ecosystems, wildlife habitat,
and natural heritage for generations to come.  

Actions and Recommendations

• Support financial and other incentives that increase
access to outdoor recreation activities on or across
private lands.

• Encourage large-scale land conservation
partnership projects through economic incentives
and technical assistance.

• Support collaborative landscape conservation
through competitive processes, including increases
in Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF),
stewardship funding, and other programs.

• Continue to support the Wisconsin Working Lands
Initiative for habitat conservation and protection. 
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Goal:  Address Funding Challenges
Associated with Managing Wisconsin
Outdoor Recreation Resources

From its early years of establish-
ing state parks, Wisconsin has had
an active program of land acquisi-
tion. The latest iteration of these
programs is the Warren Knowles-
Gaylord Nelson 2010 Stewardship
Program. Under this program, the
State may issue bonds in a total not
to exceed $860 million spread over a
10 year period. The stewardship pro-

gram targets land acquisition, property development,
and local assistance. As Wisconsin recreation has
received increasingly less state resources, targeted fund-
ing programs have provided vital support to an ever
dwindling pool of funds for outdoor park and recreation
lands and facilities.  

Actions and Recommendations

• Encourage all local governments to develop park
and recreation plans for participation in state and
federal cost share programs.

• Provide more cost share opportunities for local
governments to develop and maintain recreational
lands and facilities.

• Increase Wisconsin State Park System funding to
the nationwide average of 0.2% of the state budget,
or $58 million per year.

• Explore new and innovative funding methods for
outdoor park and recreation facilities. These
methods may include public/private partnerships
or cost sharing among many governmental
agencies.

• Increase revenue generating capabilities for
outdoor recreation by continuing to update and
improve technologies such as automated fee
collection systems.

Goal:  Promote Outdoor Recreation as a
Means of Improving Public Health Among
Wisconsinites

The United States as a whole (and Wisconsin is no
exception) is in the midst of an overweight and obesity
epidemic brought on by increasingly inactive lifestyles
coupled with high
caloric intakes. This
epidemic has created
rising health care costs
and shortened life
expectancies. Outdoor
park and recreation
areas can provide the
type of active recre-
ational opportunities
key to reversing this trend. Encouraging Wisconsinites
to use available lands and facilities will benefit not only
park and recreation areas, but also Wisconsin citizens
receiving the health benefits of increased activity.      

Actions and Recommendations

• Develop a “Get Fit with Wisconsin Campaign” 
for public lands and waters that touts the health
benefits of using recreational areas and reaches a
wide audience of potential users. 

• Educate the public about the health benefits of
moderate and enjoyable physical activities such as
walking, biking, nature study, etc.

• Integrate opportunities and incentives for exercise
during the workday—give employees 30 minutes a
day for exercise, provide exercise equipment, etc.

• Start a dialogue between public outdoor recreation
providers and health agencies to identify other
(non-traditional) funding sources for recreational
facilities and development.

• Continue the “Walk with Walker Program” by
encouraging citizens to use state parks, forests, and
trails for health and wellness. 
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Goal:  Establish Great Urban Parks and
Community Green Spaces

Frederick Law Olmsted, the cen-
tral architect of Milwaukee’s Grand
Necklace of Parks, extolled the
virtues of outdoor space, especially
for urban communities. Today, urban
parks and community green spaces
play an even more important role as
special public places that promote
health, provide economic benefits,
and nurture democratic values by

inviting casual interaction among citizens. Urban parks
and community green spaces are essential for providing
places for people to recreate outdoors, to find quiet and
solitude, and to generally improve their quality of life.       

Actions and Recommendations

• Create and enhance a new generation of safe,
clean, accessible, and connected great urban parks
and community green spaces. 

• Connect people with urban parks, trails, and
community green spaces.

• Target technical assistance support to communities
as they create and enhance urban parks and
community green spaces.

• Continue to provide funding to communities
through the Stewardship Program to acquire and
develop local park and greenway spaces.

• Leverage private community foundations and
public funding to increase park acquisitions.

• Provide funding to restore, preserve, and protect
historic outdoor facilities for future generations. 

Urban parks and community green spaces

are essential for providing places for

people to recreate outdoors and to find

quiet and solitude.



Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan • 2011–2016 • (DRAFT) 6-7

6Chapter 6:  Wisconsin SCORP Outdoor Recreation Goals and Actions

The Department of Interior held meetings with the State of Wisconsin and stakeholders to solicit ideas on how to best
implement AGO in the state. These projects were identified for their potential to conserve important lands and build recre-
ation opportunities and economic growth for the surrounding communities. Key stakeholders in the conversation includ-
ed private landowners, local and tribal elected officials, community organizations, and outdoor-recreation and conserva-
tion groups.

With the overarching goals of creating and enhancing urban parks and green spaces, renewing and restoring rivers,
and conserving large, rural landscapes, three projects were identified within Wisconsin. These projects represent what are
among the best investments in the nation to support a healthy and active population, conserve wildlife and working lands,
and create travel, tourism, and outdoor-recreation jobs.

Lake Michigan Water Trail
The State of Wisconsin

in partnership with federal
and local agencies is devel-
oping a new, 523-mile
water trail along the Lake
Michigan shoreline. This
water trail will become the
state’s second longest and
will increase public access
to the shoreline. A cam-

paign starting in 2012 will engage local communities and
private affiliates to help acquire land for and to build the
new trail. The four states bordering Lake Michigan are also
working to expand on the national recreation trail designa-
tion that exists on part of the lake. This partnership will
support AGO priorities by enhancing recreational access
and opportunities and engaging citizens in conservation
and the great outdoors.

Ice Age National Scenic Trail
One of only 11 nation-

al scenic trails in the United
States, the Ice Age National
Scenic Trail stretches for
1,200 miles across
Wisconsin. State and local
partners are working to
connect trail segments
through strategic land
acquisition and easements.

One area of great success has been the Baraboo Hills land-
scape. The variety of recreation options within a one-hour
drive of Madison—the state capital—make the Baraboo
Hills/Devil’s Lake landscape a hub for outdoor activity that
serves over 1.7 million visitors a year. The area combines

unique geologic features, diverse fauna, prehistoric effigy
mounds, historic Civilian Conservation Corps buildings,
and spectacular scenery. The Baraboo Hills, long recognized
as ecologically unique and valuable, host many preserves,
state natural areas, and two state parks. The National Park
Service designated the southern range of the Baraboo Hills
as a national natural landmark in 1980. Various organiza-
tions, including the University of Wisconsin, Baraboo
Range Preservation Association, National Park Service, State
of Wisconsin, and Ice Age Trail Alliance, have formed a
strong conservation partnership with the DNR, protecting
thousands of acres through acquisitions and easements.
This effort supports several AGO goals, including large
landscape conservation, preservation of natural and cultur-
ally significant areas, and support for creative public-private
partnerships. 

Mississippi River Bluffs
The Mississippi River

Bluffs are part of the largest
international bird migra-
tion corridor in the nation.
They contain exceptional
ecosystems—from algific
talus slopes to hillside bluff
prairies and rare forests.
The State of Iowa has part-
nered with Minnesota,

Wisconsin, Illinois, and local nongovernmental organiza-
tions to promote the Mississippi River Bluffs region as an
ecotourism destination. The bluffs connect people and com-
munities with the outdoors while protecting regional her-
itage. In addition, the Mississippi River Bluffs partnership
aims to protect water quality and reduce flooding by con-
serving targeted lands.

Projects that Highlight Outdoor Recreation and Conservation
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SCORPThe 2011–2016 Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan
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All Terrain Vehicle Trails  
Section 23.33, Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 64, Wis. Admin. Code 

Counties, cities, villages, and towns are eligible for up
to 100% (including $ per mile caps) of the costs of mainte-
nance, development, rehabilitation, insurance, and acquisi-
tion of ATV trails and intensive use areas. Applications are
due to the DNR by April 15 each year. For the 2010-11 fis-
cal year, over $3.4 million was available for eligible projects
through ATV registration funds and motor fuel tax funds.

ATV Enforcement Patrol  
Section 23.33 (9), Wis. Stats.; s. NR 64.15, Wis. Admin. Code

County Sheriff Departments are eligible for up to
100% of their net costs (salaries, fringe benefits, travel,
materials, supplies, etc.) associated with all-terrain vehicle
patrols and enforcement. A county must file a Notice of
Intent to Patrol form with the DNR on or before July 1 of
each year. Claim forms shall be filed with the DNR on or
before September 1. For the 2010-11 fiscal year, $500,000
was available.

County Conservation Aids  
Section 23.09 (12), Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 50, Wis. Admin. Code

Counties or recognized Indian tribes are eligible for
50% of the costs of carrying out fish or wildlife manage-
ment projects that enhance fish and wildlife habitat or
relate to hunter/angler facilities. Applications are submitted
throughout the year until funding is depleted. For the
2012-13 fiscal year, $297,000 is available.

Federal Aid in Sport Fish Restoration
16 U.S.C. 777-777k, 64 Stat. 430 (also known as Federal Aid in
Sport Fish Restoration Act)

The DNR prioritizes fisheries related projects (sport
fish restoration, boating access, fishing piers) to identify
projects eligible for a 75% cost share; the DNR some-
times negotiates contracts and develops use agreements
with counties, villages, and towns for use of this funding
for construction of boat landings and fishing piers. The
amount of funding available varies depending upon
excise tax revenue from fishing equipment sales and the
federal gas tax.

Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Local Assistance
Programs: Acquisition and Development of Local
Parks
Section 23.09(20), Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 51, subchapter XII, Wis.
Admin. Code

Qualified towns, villages, cities, counties, Indian
tribes, and nonprofit conservation organizations as defined
under s. 23.096, Wis. Stats., are eligible for up to 50% of the
costs of acquisition of land or conservation easements and
development of facilities for public park and recreation
areas used for nature-based outdoor recreation purposes.
Applications are due to the DNR by May 1 of each year. For
the 2011-12 fiscal year, $8.0 million was available for eligi-
ble projects.

Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Local Assistance
Programs: Acquisition of Development Rights
Section 23.09(20m), Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 51, subchapter XV, Wis.
Admin. Code

Qualified towns, villages, cities, counties, Indian
tribes, and nonprofit conservation organizations as defined
under s. 23.096, Wis. Stats., are eligible for up to 50% of the
costs to acquire development rights (conservation ease-
ments) in areas where restrictions on residential, industrial,
or commercial development would provide or enhance
nature-based outdoor recreation. Applications are due to
the DNR by May 1 of each year. For the 2012-13 fiscal year,
$800,000 is available for eligible projects.

Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Local Assistance
Programs: Urban Green Space
Section 23.09(19), Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 51, subchapter XIII, Wis.
Admin. Code

Qualified towns, villages, cities, counties, Indian
tribes, and nonprofit conservation organizations as defined
under s. 23.096, Wis. Stats., are eligible for up to 50% of the
costs of acquisition of land and conservation easements for
nature-based outdoor recreation purposes that will protect
open natural space and land with scenic, ecological, or nat-
ural values in urban areas. Applications are due to the DNR
by May 1 of each year. For the 2011-12 fiscal year, $1.6 mil-
lion was available for eligible projects.

A P P E N D I XA
Outdoor Recreation Grant Programs
Administered by the DNR
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Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Local Assistance
Programs: Urban Rivers
Section 30.277, Wis. Stats.; Ch. NR 51, subchapter XIV, Wis.
Admin. Code

Qualified towns, villages, cities, counties, Indian
tribes, and nonprofit conservation organizations as defined
under s. 23.096, Wis. Stats., are eligible for up to 50% of the
costs of acquisition of land or conservation easements and
development of facilities for public park and recreation
areas, including shoreline enhancements, for nature-based
outdoor recreation purposes along urban waterways and
riverfronts. Applications are due to the DNR by May 1 of
each year. For the 2011-12 fiscal year, $1.6 million was
available for eligible projects.

Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF)
LWCF Act of 1965, Public Law 88-578, 78 Stat. 897; 36 CFR Ch
1, Part 59

Qualified towns, villages, cities, counties, Indian
tribes, and school districts are eligible for up to 50% of the
costs of acquisition of land and development of facilities for
public park and recreation areas. Applications are due to
the DNR by May 1 of each year. The amount of funding
available varies depending upon the amount appropriated
by Congress to the program within the Department of
Interior’s budget each year.

Municipal Water Safety Patrols State Assistance
Section 30.79, Wis. Stats.

Municipalities, tribes, inland lake rehabilitation and
protection districts, and sanitary districts are eligible to
receive up to 75% of the costs (salaries, supplies, and equip-
ment) of operating a Boating Law Enforcement program,
including conducting boating education programs, provid-
ing professional enforcement of boating laws and local reg-
ulations, and providing search and rescue for live persons.
Applicants must file an Intent to Patrol form with the DNR
on or before March 1 of each year. Claim forms shall be
filed with the DNR on or before January 31. For the 2010-
11 fiscal year, $1.4 million was available.

Recreational Boating Facilities
Section 30.92, Wis. Stats.

Counties, cities, villages, towns, sanitary districts,
public inland lake protection and rehabilitation districts,
and qualified lake associations are eligible for up to 50% of
the costs of feasibility studies and the construction of capi-
tal improvements related to the development of safe recre-
ational boating facilities, purchase of aquatic weed harvest-
ing equipment, purchase of navigation aids, dredging of

channels of waterways, and chemical treatment of Eurasian
watermilfoil. An additional 10% may be available if a
municipality conducts a boating safety enforcement and
education program approved by the DNR. Projects of
statewide or regional significance may be eligible for 
additional 30% cost-sharing assistance. Applications are
due to the DNR and are reviewed and recommended quar-
terly by the governor-appointed Wisconsin Waterways
Commission. For the 2010-11 fiscal year, over $2.5 million
was available for eligible projects.

Recreational Trails Program
The Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity
Act - Title 23 United States Code (23 U.S.C.).

Towns, villages, cities, counties, tribal governing bod-
ies, school districts, state agencies, federal agencies, and
incorporated organizations are eligible to receive up to 50%
of the costs of maintenance and restoration of existing
trails, development and rehabilitation of trailside and trail-
head facilities and trail linkages, construction of new trails
(with certain restrictions on federal lands), and acquisition
of easements or property for trails. Funds are available for
both motorized and non-motorized trails. Applications are
due to the DNR by May 1 of each year. The amount of fund-
ing available varies depending upon federal gas excise taxes
paid on fuel used by off-highway vehicles.

Snowmobile Trail Aids
Section 23.09(26) and Ch. 350, Wis. Stats.

Counties are eligible for 100% (including $ per mile
caps) of the cost of approved trail maintenance, develop-
ment, major bridge rehabilitation, and trail rehabilitation.
Applications are due to the DNR by April 15 of each year.
For the 2010-11 fiscal year, over $7.3 million was available
for eligible projects through snowmobile registration,
motor fuel tax, and nonresident trail pass funds.

County Snowmobile Enforcement Patrols
Sections 350.12(4)(a)(4) and 20.370(4)(ft), Wis. Stats.; s. NR
50.12, Wis. Admin. Code

County sheriff departments are eligible for up to 100%
of their net costs (salaries, fringe benefits, travel, materials,
supplies, etc.) associated with snowmobile patrols and
enforcement. A county must file a Notice of Intent to Patrol
form with the DNR on or before June 1 of each year. Claim
forms shall be filed with the DNR on or before June 1. For
the 2010-11 fiscal year, $396,000 was available.

AAPPENDIX A:  Outdoor Recreation Grant Programs Administered by the WNDR
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A P P E N D I XB
Recreation Activity Intensities

1 Participation based on 1999-2004 NSRE
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Table B-1:  Recreation Activity Intensities, Caloric Expenditures by Body Weight, Appropriate Location, and Participation Rates

METs Calories Burned Location Participation

Recreation Activity

Inline skating (rollerblading) 15591 12.5 455 511 568 X N/A 2.50 N/A

Rock climbing, ascending rock 15535 11.0 400 450 500 X 2.5 3.8 78.0

Orienteering 15480 9.0 327 368 409 X X 1.4 1.6 31.7

Running, cross-country, jogging 12140 9.0 327 368 409 X X 20.7 32.1 80

Mountain biking or BMX 01009 8.5 309 348 386 X N/A 30.7 N/A

Handball, general 15330 8.0 291 327 364 X 2.5 23.5 993.3

Rock climbing, rappelling 15540 8.0 291 327 364 X 2.5 3.8 78

Mountain climbing 17120 8.0 291 327 364 X 1.4 2.7 130.6

Bicycling, general 01015 8.0 291 327 364 X X 38.3 48.7 47.4

Skiing, cross-country 19090 8.0 291 327 364 X 9.2 8.8 11.3

Snowshoeing 19190 8.0 291 327 364 X N/A 6.1 N/A

Ice hockey outdoors 15360 8.0 291 327 364 X N/A N/A N/A

Volleyball outdoors, beach 15725 8.0 291 327 364 X 16.5 23 60.7

Football, touch, flag, general 15230 8.0 291 327 364 X 7.3 18.9 201.7

Backpacking 17010 7.0 255 286 318 X 4.8 7.4 79.1

Canoeing, moderate effort 18050 7.0 255 286 318 X 13.1 17.9 58.5

Rowing, moderate effort 18050 7.0 255 286 318 X 6.1 7.2 36.6

Scuba diving 18200 7.0 255 286 318 X N/A 1.1 N/A

Sledding 19180 7.0 255 286 318 X 18.3 28.2 78.3

Ice skating outdoors 19030 7.0 255 286 318 X 12.9 13.5 21.6

Dog sledding 19180 7.0 255 286 318 X 1.11 N/A N/A

Tennis outdoors 15675 7.0 255 286 318 X 10.5 8.5 -6.6

Racquetball, casual, general 15530 7.0 255 286 318 X 2.5 23.5 993.3

Soccer, casual, general 15610 7.0 255 286 318 X 4.6 32.4 715.2

Calculations for caloric expenditures are based on a 30-
minute duration and three different body weights:
160lbs (73kg), 180lbs (82kg), and 200lbs (91kg).
These weights were chosen based on a standard BMI
table and are the weights at which an individual is con-

sidered obese given heights of 5'1", 5'5", and 5'8"
respectively. Since one goal of the 2011-2016
Wisconsin SCORP is to improve public health by
increasing physical activity, obesity weights are impor-
tant to include in these calculations. 
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Table B-1:  Recreation Activity Intensities, Caloric Expenditures by Body Weight, Appropriate Location, and Participation Rates

METs Calories Burned Location Participation

Recreation Activity

Hiking, general 17080 6.0 218 245 273 X X 24.4 36.7 74.2

Hunting, big game 04080 6.0 218 245 273 X X 16.6 18 25.8

Hunting, migratory bird 04110 6.0 218 245 273 X X 2.7 4.1 72.1

Paintball 12010 6.0 218 245 273 X 6.61 N/A N/A

Swimming in lakes, streams, etc. 18300 6.0 218 245 273 X 42.7 41.7 13.3

Waterskiing 18150 6.0 218 245 273 X 9.3 13 53.5

Skiing, downhill 19160 6.0 218 245 273 X 10.2 7 -20.7

Snowboarding 19160 6.0 218 245 273 X 2 3.7 111.6

Basketball, general 15050 6.0 218 245 273 X 9.2 16.1 102.2

Hunting, small game 04120 5.0 182 205 227 X X 11.3 11.3 16.5

Rafting 18370 5.0 182 205 227 X 10 9.2 6.4

Snorkeling 18210 5.0 182 205 227 X 5 6.3 44.8

Kayaking 18100 5.0 182 205 227 X 1.2 7.3 604.7

Skateboarding 15580 5.0 182 205 227 X 2.61 N/A N/A

Baseball 15620 5.0 182 205 227 X 8.9 3.1 -59.5

Softball 15620 5.0 182 205 227 X 14.4 7.1 -42.9

Golf 15255 4.5 164 184 205 X 22.9 41.8 111.8

Gardening, general 08245 4.0 145 164 182 X N/A 65.4 N/A

Horseback riding, general 15370 4.0 145 164 182 X 3.6 8.7 179.9

Swimming, moderate effort, pool 18350 4.0 145 164 182 X 43.3 34.5 -7.6

Walking for pleasure 17160 3.5 127 143 159 X X 76.9 87.7 32.1

Snowmobiling 19200 3.5 127 143 159 X 10.2 18.3 108.5

Geocaching 17190 3.3 0 0 0 X X 2.01 N/A N/A

Visit a dog park to walk a pet 17165 3.0 109 123 136 X X 12.41 N/A N/A

Fishing, general, warm water 04001 3.0 109 123 136 X X 33.3 33.2 15.4

Sailing 18120 3.0 109 123 136 X 4 3.9 12.7

Windsurfing 18220 3.0 109 123 136 X 1.3 1.1 -8

Surfing 18220 3.0 109 123 136 X 0.3 1 332

Disc golf, Frisbee, general 15240 3.0 109 123 136 X 8.81 N/A N/A

Camping – moderate effort 09100 2.5 91 102 114 X 25 25.4 17.9

Off-road motorcycling 16030 2.5 91 102 114 X 5.91 N/A N/A

Off-road driving with an ATV 16030 2.5 91 102 114 X X 23.41 N/A N/A

Yard games 15160 2.5 91 102 114 X 43.4 44.7 19.3

Target shooting 04130 2.5 91 102 114 X X 20.21 N/A N/A

Boating, power boat 18010 2.5 91 102 114 X 32.8 36 26.8

View/photograph birds 17085 2.5 91 102 114 X X 32.5 41.7 48.8

Visit a wilderness or primitive area 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 33.7 N/A

Visit a farm or agricultural setting 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 35.3 N/A
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Table B-1:  Recreation Activity Intensities, Caloric Expenditures by Body Weight, Appropriate Location, and Participation Rates

METs Calories Burned Location Participation

Recreation Activity

Off-highway vehicle driving 16010 2.0 73 82 91 X X 13.1 19.8 75.2

Driving for pleasure 16010 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 52.8 N/A

Visit outdoor theme/water park 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X 37.61 N/A N/A

Ice fishing 04060 2.0 73 82 91 X 12.8 13.1 18.9

View/photograph natural scenery 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 65.3 N/A

Visit nature centers, etc. 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 64.9 63.5 13.4

Visiting a waterside 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X X N/A 22.6 N/A

View/photograph other wildlife 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 40.7 57.9 64.6

Sightseeing 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 61.7 50.6 -5

View/photograph wildflowers 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 52.4 N/A

Visit historic sites 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 44.1 46.7 22.7

Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X N/A 42.8 N/A

View/photograph fish 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 16 26.7 93.8

Visit prehistoric/archeological sites 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 15 15.5 19.4

Nature-based educational programs 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 16.31 N/A N/A

Boat tours or excursions 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X N/A 13.9 N/A

Visiting a cave 09105 2.0 73 82 91 X X 4.3 2.6 -28.9

Family gathering 09100 1.5 55 61 68 X X 70.4 63.5 4.5

Picnicking 13030 1.5 55 61 68 X 55 47 -1

Attend outdoor concerts, plays, etc. 09115 1.5 55 61 68 X 35 32.8 8.5

Attend outdoor sports events 09115 1.5 55 61 68 X X 51.4 65 46.5
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A P P E N D I XC
Health and Outdoor Recreation
Summary Descriptive Statistics

*** significant at the p<.01 level
** significant at the p<.05 level

Table C-1:  Variables Used in the Models and their Names, Descriptions, and Sources

Variable Name Abbreviation Description Source

Premature Death PD Age-adjusted years of productive life lost National Vital Statistics System, 2005-2007
before the age of 75 (YPLL-75) rate per 
100,000 persons 

Adult Obesity AO Percentage of population reporting a Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
body mass index ≥ 30 System, 2008

Mental Health MH Average number of reported mentally National Center for Health Statistics,  
unhealthy days per month (age adjusted) using Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance  

System data from 2003-2009

Bachelor Degree BS Percentage of population with a Census 2000
bachelor degree

High School Diploma HS Percentage of population without a Census 2000
high school diploma

Income INC Median household income Census 2000

Black or Hispanic BOH Percentage of population identified as Census 2000 
Black or Hispanic

% Senior SEN Percentage of population aged 65 or older Census 2000

# Parks PARK Total number of public parks Wisconsin SCORP Inventory, 2005

Miles of Trails TRAIL Total mileage of non-winter recreation trails Wisconsin SCORP Inventory, 2006

% Walking access WALK Percentage of population living within Author calculation (Outhavong 2011)
½-mile walk of a public park

Table C-2:  Summary Descriptive Statistics for Variables in the Dataset (72 Wisconsin Counties)

Variable Mean Median Mode SD Range Minimum Maximum Morans I

PD 6354.17 6131.10 0.00 1259.41 7704.30 4200.10 11904.40 0.16***

AO 27.71 28.05 28.10 1.24 6.40 23.90 30.30 -0.04

MH 2.94 2.85 2.68 0.72 3.85 1.49 5.34 0.14***

BS 11.98 10.90 9.40 4.01 19.10 6.50 25.60 0.24***

HS 16.15 16.15 15.90 3.67 16.80 7.80 24.60 0.12**

INC 40420.90 38783.00 0.00 7101.58 33399.00 29440.00 62839.00 0.56***

BOH 2.79 1.30 1.10 4.58 32.70 0.40 33.10 0.34***

SEN 0.15 0.15 0.16 0.03 0.15 0.09 0.23 0.39***

PARK 71.01 40.50 33.00 84.84 606.00 1.00 607.00 0.24***

TRAIL 93.92 85.50 66.00 76.10 381.00 0.00 381.00 0.124**

WALK 11.43 6.80 0.00 14.74 60.10 0.00 60.10 0.403***



*** significance at the p<.01 level
** significance at the p<.05 level
* significance at the p<.10 level
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CAPPENDIX C:  Health and Outdoor Recreation Summary Descriptive Statistics

*** significance at the p<.01 level
** significance at the p<.05 level
* significance at the p<.10 level

Table C-3:  Explanatory Models Using Public Health and Wellness as Dependent Variable

OLS Spatial Lag

PD AO MH PD AO MH

AO 186* -0.023 210** -0.012

BS -0.26*** -0.25***

HS 69* 0.07** 76** 0.06*

INC -0.11*** 0 -0.10*** 0

BOH 59* 0.052* 60** 0.051*

SEN -7149 -5.7 1.35 -8464** -5.1 0.97

PARK 0.62 0.001 0.61 0.000

TRAIL -0.05 0 -0.03 0.002

WALK 0.005 0.002

Adj R2 0.56 0.50 0.02 0.61 0.53 0.12

Table C-4:  Explanatory Models Using Recreation Supply as Dependent Variable

OLS Spatial Lag

PARK TRAIL PARK TRAIL

PD -0.002 0.0029 0.01 0.0025

AO

MH

BS

HS -8.57** -7.94*** -8.56** -7.94**

INC 0.001 0.001 0.003 0.000

BOH 10.01*** 4.61** 10.47*** 4.68**

SEN -95 -110 -67 -103

Adj R2 0.48 0.24 0.52 0.30



Peer Group 1 Peer Group 2 Peer Group 3 Peer Group 4
(45,000–150,000) (20,000–45,000) (10,000–20,000) (1,000 to 10,000)

City of Appleton City of Beloit Village of Allouez City of Altoona Village of Kimberly City of Ripon

City of Eau Claire City of Brookfield Village of Ashwaubenon Village of Bayside Village of Kohler Village of River Hills

City of Green Bay City of De Pere City of Baraboo Village of Big Bend Village of Lake Delton Village of Rothschild

City of Janesville City of Fitchburg Village of Brown Deer City of Brillion City of Lake Mills Village of Sauk City

City of Kenosha City of Fond du Lac City of Cedarburg City of Burlington Village of Lannon Village of Saukville

City of La Crosse City of Franklin City of Fort Atkinson Village of Butler Village of Maple Bluff City of Schofield

City of Oshkosh City of Greenfield Village of Germantown City of Chilton Village of Marshall City of Seymour

City of Racine City of Manitowoc Village of Grafton Village of Combined Locks Village of McFarland City of Sheboygan Falls

City of Sheboygan Village of Menomonee Falls City of Hartford Village of Cottage Grove City of Milton Village of Shorewood Hills

City of Waukesha City of Mequon Village of Howard Village of Cross Plains City of Monona Village of Silver Lake

City of Wauwatosa City of Muskego City of Kaukauna Village of Darien City of Mosinee Village of Slinger

City of West Allis City of Neenah Village of Little Chute Village of DeForest Village of Mount Horeb City of St. Francis

City of New Berlin City of Marshfield City of Delafield Village of Mukwonago Village of Sturtevant

City of Oak Creek City of Menasha City of Delavan Village of Nashotah Village of Sussex

City of Stevens Point City of Middleton Village of Dousman City of Nekoosa Village of Thiensvill

City of Sun Prairie City of Oconomowoc Village of East Troy City of New Holstein Village of Twin Lakes

City of Superior City of Onalaska City of Edgerton City of New London Village of Union Grove

City of Wausau City of Pewaukee City of Elkhorn Village of N. Fond du Lac City of Verona

City of West Bend Village of Pleasant Prairie Village of Elm Grove Village of North Prairie Village of Wales

Village of Plover City of Evansville City of Omro Village of Walworth

City of Port Washington Village of Fontana-on- Village of Oostburg Village of Waterford
Geneva Lake

Village of Shorewood Village of Fox Point Village of Oregon City of Waterloo

City of Stoughton Village of Hales Corners Village of Paddock Lake Village of Waunakee

City of Two Rivers Village of Hartland Village of Pewaukee City of Waupun

City of Watertown Village of Holmen City of Plymouth Village of West Salem

Village of Weston Village of Howards Grove Village of Port Edwards Village of Whiting

City of Whitewater City of Jefferson Village of Prairie du Sac Village of Williams Bay

City of Wisconsin Rapids Village of Kewaskum Village of Pulaski Village of Wind Point

City of Kiel City of Reedsburg
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A P P E N D I XD
Recreation Supply Data by Peer Groups
Table D-1: Peer Groups by Population Threshold of Municipalities Found in Select Wisconsin Counties Defined as Urban
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DAPPENDIX D:  Recreation Supply Data by Peer Groups Statistics
Further Findings from Urban Peer Group
Comparisons of Recreation Supply

Results of the Peer Group Comparisons of
Recreation Supply assessment have been summarized
using box and whisker plots below. These graphics pres-
ent a variety of summary statistics that capture the vari-
ability of the data within and between peer groups. In all
figures, indexed values are represented by dots. The red
line represents each peer group’s mean (average) value,
the black line represents the peer group’s median value,
the bottom and top of each box represent each peer
group’s 25th and 75th percentile, respectively, and the
whisker ends represent each peer group’s 10th and 90th
percentile. 

Figure D-1 shows an index of non-school equipped
playground facilities by peer group. 

Again, peer group comparisons on a per capita
basis suggest important differences. In general, smaller
communities (peer groups 3 and 4) tend to have a high-
er number of parks per capita when compared to larger
communities (peer groups 1 and 2). 

The total acreage of urban parks on a per capita
basis is outlined in Figure D-3. While not as dramatic as
data presented in Figures D-1 and D-2, per capita data
for urban park acreage does suggest that smaller popu-
lation centers have higher park acreages. However,
mean park acreages between peer groups do not suggest
significant differences.

Figure D-1: Urban Wisconsin Peer Group Summary 
Statistics for Non-School Equipped 
Playground Facilities per 1,000 Residents 

Figure D-2: Urban Wisconsin Peer Group Summary 
Statistics for Number of Parks per 
1,000 Residents 

(DNR data for 144 municipalities of population greater than 1,000 within
the 24 counties classified as being more than 50 percent urban; red line
indicates peer group mean, black line is median, box edges represent 25th
and 75th percentiles, and whisker ends indicate 10th and 90th percentiles.)

Figure D-3: Urban Wisconsin Peer Group Summaries
for the Acreage of Parks per 1,000 Residents

This data shows the indices for non-school equipped
playground facilities varied widely, with clear peer group
differences. Results suggest that smaller population cen-
ters (peer group 4) had generally higher indexed levels of
playground facilities on a per capita basis, while larger
population centers (peer group 1) had lower levels of
playground facilities on a per capita basis. 

Data describing the number of parks within commu-
nity boundaries shows similar trends. These summary
statistics are shown in Figure D-2.

(DNR data for 144 municipalities of population greater than 1,000 within
the 24 counties classified as being more than 50 percent urban; red line
indicates peer group mean, black line is median, box edges represent 25th
and 75th percentiles, and whisker ends indicate 10th and 90th percentiles.)

(DNR data for 144 municipalities of population greater than 1,000 within
the 24 counties classified as being more than 50 percent urban; red line
indicates peer group mean, black line is median, box edges represent 25th
and 75th percentiles, and whisker ends indicate 10th and 90th percentiles.)
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Trails, a central element of community recreation
plans, are found in communities across the state. Trails
serve as important connections between green spaces
and public parks, as well as transportation corridors that
encourage non-motorized travel. This analysis looked
only at bike and hiking trails, but further research is
needed on this topic, particularly for walking trails.
Sidewalks are an important outdoor recreation compo-
nent not captured in this analysis.

Sidewalks in many locations can also serve as local
bicycle paths, particularly for young children. Bicycle
trail length on a per capita basis is presented in Figure
D-4.

Note from Figure D-4 that while variation exists in
the maximum indexed level of bike trails across peer
groups, few significant differences are shown between
peer groups in mean or median values.

Very similar results for hiking trails are suggested by
the summary statistics presented in Figure D-5. Based on
this data, there are no significant differences in per capi-
ta hiking trails across peer groups. 

DAPPENDIX D:  Recreation Supply Data by Peer Groups Statistics

Figure D-4: Urban Wisconsin Peer Group Summaries for
Bicycle Trail Length per 1,000 Residents 

Figure D-5: Urban Wisconsin Peer Group Summaries 
for Hiking Trail Length per 1,000 Residents 

(DNR data for 144 municipalities of population greater than 1,000 within
the 24 counties classified as being more than 50 percent urban; red line
indicates peer group mean, black line is median, box edges represent 25th
and 75th percentiles, and whisker ends indicate 10th and 90th percentiles.)

(DNR data for 144 municipalities of population greater than 1,000 within
the 24 counties classified as being more than 50 percent urban; red line
indicates peer group mean, black line is median, box edges represent 25th
and 75th percentiles, and whisker ends indicate 10th and 90th percentiles.)
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DAPPENDIX D:  Recreation Supply Data by Peer Groups Statistics

SCORPThe 2011–2016 Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan
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Introduction

A prerequisite to participation in outdoor recre-
ation grant programs is the adoption and subsequent
DNR acceptance of a local comprehensive outdoor
recreation plan. This requirement can be found in
Chapter NR 50, Wisconsin administrative code for the
following programs: Federal Land and Water
Conservation Fund Program (LWCF), Aids for the
Acquisition and Development of Local Parks (ADLP),
Urban Green Space Program (UGS), and Urban Rivers
Grant Program (URGP). 

This document was prepared to help local units of
government develop comprehensive park and recre-
ation plans that will do the following: 1) guide them in
acquiring and developing public outdoor parks and
recreation facilities, and 2) insure that plans meet the
minimum requirements for participation in both state
and federal programs.

Planning occurs at several different levels.
Comprehensive planning is an overall survey of the exist-
ing facilities within a given jurisdiction, and it gives rec-

ommendations for future improvements. A comprehen-
sive outdoor recreation plan (CORP) is only the first step
in the development of a recreational park site or system.

Being aware of other planning efforts from other
agencies, municipalities, and non-profit organizations
during the comprehensive outdoor recreation planning
process enables your community to consolidate recre-
ation, resource management, and development efforts
for an area, region, or state. Communities may find it
easier and more economical to implement the CORP
recommendations when coordinated with other plans.

Master planning, which follows the recommenda-
tions of the comprehensive plan, is an overall view and
analysis of an existing or proposed park area. The pur-
pose is to guide the orderly development of a park or
recreational facility.

Site planning is the detailed plan of how an area
within a park or recreation area will be developed. Site
plans supply the construction details needed to develop
a facility recommended in the master plan.

A P P E N D I X E
Guidelines for the Development of
Local Comprehensive Outdoor
Recreation Plans

Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans

What Are Plans?
Local comprehensive outdoor recreation plans will vary in

complexity depending on the size and population density of the
municipality. It is unrealistic to expect a small township in north-
ern Wisconsin to complete a plan as complex as one done by a
densely populated municipality in southeastern Wisconsin.
However, no matter how complex a plan is, it must contain a few
basic elements if it is to be effective as a planning tool. The follow-
ing outline includes the minimum requirements for all plans to
gain eligibility to participate in funding programs.

Non-profit conservation organizations (NCOs) are eligible to
participate in the Knowles–Nelson Stewardship Program under
the Urban Green Space and Aids for the Acquisition and
Development of Local Parks programs. NCOs may adopt or carry
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out recommendations from a comprehensive
outdoor recreation plan of the local unit of gov-
ernment in which the NCO project is located or
use their land management plans that are
required for participation in the stewardship
programs.

What Does A Plan Consist Of?
The following outline lists the required

components needed for an approved plan.
There is no order or format required for a plan;
in fact, communities are encouraged to impro-
vise and develop their own unique plan.

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans

I. Copy of the adopted resolution
or minutes approving the
comprehensive outdoor
recreation plan

II. Table of contents

III. Statement of need and
parameters that the plan will
establish

IV. Goals and objectives

V. Definitions
A.  Terms
B. Classifications

VI. Planning process
A.  Description of process
B. Amending the plan

VII. Summary of past comprehensive
outdoor recreation plans

VIII. Description of the planning
region
A. Social characteristics of

municipality/planning region
1. Size
2. Population trends and

projections
3. Ethnic background
4. Employment/

unemployment
5. Age
6. Economy

B. Physical characteristics of the
region
1. Topography
2. Water Resources
3. Climate
4. Soils
5. Flora and fauna

IX. Outdoor recreation supply
inventory
A. Natural resources available 

for outdoor recreation
1. Developed
2. Undeveloped

B. Outdoor recreation facility
inventory
1. Number of sites
2. Types of park/recreation 

areas
3. Facilities available at sites
4. Current condition of 

park/recreation areas and 
facilities on sites

C. Accessibility for persons with
disabilities

X. Outdoor recreation needs
assessment
A. Public input assessment

1. Informal
2. Citizen committees
3. Public meetings and

workshops
4. Needs assessment surveys

B. Needs standards
1. Recreation open space
2. Recreation facilities

C. Statewide Comprehensive
Outdoor Recreation Plan 
(SCORP)

XI. Recommendations for outdoor
recreation provision
A. Action program—capital 

improvement schedule (CIS)
B. Operation and maintenance

1. Existing operation and
maintenance 
responsibilities

2. Implications of CIS on
operation and 
maintenance capabilities

C. Funding programs
1. Local funds
2. Available grant funding

programs

XII. Appendix: supporting data,
tabular data, graphs, maps,
tables
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In-depth Look at Plan Components

I. Formal Plan Approval
Obtain approval for your local comprehensive out-

door recreation plan from the local governing body. Each
local government must include a copy of the resolution
of adoption or minutes from the meeting adopting the
plan. Communities included in the county outdoor
recreation plan must also submit documentation indi-
cating that they have adopted the county comprehensive
outdoor recreation plan.

II. Table of Contents
Include this section to give the reader a sense of

how the plan was developed and show where the major
points of information are located by chapter and page.

III. Introduction
Provide a general statement that briefly discusses

the reason for a comprehensive outdoor recreation plan
and what your community will accomplish with the
plan. This statement could include the major points of
what your plan will accomplish.

IV. Goals and Objectives
List the goals and objectives you expect your plan

to produce or write a mission statement to cover the
goals and objectives of your plan and state the philoso-
phy of your park and recreation program.

V. Definitions

A. TERMS:
Define the terms used to describe programs, facili-
ties, and recommended actions proposed by the
plan.

B. CLASSIFICATIONS:
Define the list of standards used to describe facili-
ties recommended by your plan. These classifica-
tions usually correspond to the National
Recreation and Park Association's recreation, park,
and open space standards guidelines. 

VI. Planning Process

A. DESCRIPTION OF PROCESS:
Give a brief description of the sequence of events
that took place during the development of the
comprehensive outdoor recreation plan. Include
landmark dates (e.g., public meetings, inventory
gathering periods, draft plan presentation dates,
etc.).

B. AMENDING THE PLAN:
Plan amendments are common and should be con-
sidered part of the planning process. They fre-

quently represent good implementation or plan
usage and should be acceptable for consideration
by local decision-makers. Amendments must fol-
low the same process as the original plan and
should be outlined in this section. Amendments
generally prolong the effectiveness of the parent
plan.

VII. Summary of Past Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plans

Review the history of outdoor recreation planning
in your jurisdiction to help the reader comprehend the
present outdoor recreation situation and to support the
recommendations for action made in the plan.

VIII. Description of the Planning Region

A. SOCIAL:
Discuss social factors that are important to under-
standing your community and its recreation needs
and potential. These may include but are not lim-
ited to the following: the size of the population; its
geographic, age, sex, racial, and ethnic distribu-
tion; location of concentrations of minorities or
senior citizens; number of disabled residents; and
socioeconomic levels including employment and
unemployment. Discuss population trends and
projections over the planning period. Include
tables that provide information on population
trends and age characteristics. 

Note: Population projections for all municipalities
are done each year by the following state agencies:
Department of Administration, Department of
Revenue, and Department of Development. In
addition, population projections and other techni-
cal services are provided by county or regional
planning commissions serving your area.

B. PHYSICAL:
Provide a discussion of the physical factors in the
community and region that are important to
understanding your community and its recreation
needs and potentials. These may include topogra-
phy, water resources, climate, soils, environmental
problems and concerns, and transportation sys-
tems. Maps displaying these features should be
provided when available. A good inventory will
point out environmentally sensitive areas, which
may be targeted for protection or avoided for con-
struction sites.

By recognizing trends in social and physical char-
acteristics in your planning area, recreation facili-
ties can be designed for maximum use. For exam-

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans
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ple, a playground should be sited in any area with
a large concentration of children as well as appro-
priate soils for construction. Remember, major fea-
tures such as rivers or traffic arteries will influence
the distances needed to travel in order to use recre-
ational facilities.

IX. Outdoor Recreation Supply Inventory

A. NATURAL RESOURCES AVAILABLE FOR OUT-
DOOR RECREATION USES:
Include a list of all areas available to the residents
of a municipality for recreation purposes. List
open space areas that have the potential to provide
recreation opportunities whether they are current-
ly available for public use or not. This inventory
should include information on the size of the par-
cel, name of the park if so dedicated, current own-
ership, public access points, present use, and
future options.

B. OUTDOOR RECREATION FACILITY INVENTORY: 
Provide a detailed listing of all the facilities avail-
able to the residents of the municipality or plan-
ning region, including number of sites, types of
park/recreation areas, facilities available at sites,
current condition of park/recreation areas, and
facilities on sites. This inventory can be general in
nature, concentrating on major facilities such as
softball diamonds, tennis courts, shelter buildings,
restrooms, etc., or it can be a detailed listing of
general as well as specific facilities such as picnic
tables, grills, bike racks, etc. 

C. ACCESSIBILITY GUIDELINES:
Assess the existing recreational facilities for acces-
sibility to persons with disabilities. Communities
that seek grant funds have an extra incentive to
conduct an accessibility evaluation because the
priority ranking system provides additional credit
to sponsors who include the process in their plan-
ning program. Persons with training in accessibil-
ity issues (including a good understanding of the
Americans with Disabilities Act and Barrier Free
Design Standards) should be consulted when con-
ducting an evaluation of a community.

In addition to a survey of what is available, the
community should include a program of compli-
ance for facilities that do not comply with accessi-
bility requirements. For example, if five restroom
buildings in the community need improvements to
make them barrier free, the plan should include a
remodeling schedule. A second example would be
to make accommodations so that a hearing

impaired child could attend a playground story-
telling event. 

Include definitions and guidelines in an appendix
to give a better understanding of what is needed to
implement the barrier free facility plan.

X. Outdoor Recreation Needs Assessment
Do a needs assessment to discover your communi-

ty's most crucial recreational opportunities. En route to
discovering the exact needs of the community, many
other things can be accomplished by conducting a needs
assessment, such as the following:

• Citizens' opinions of how recreation services are
being delivered.

• Types of programs and facilities wanted, programs
and facilities currently being used, and programs
being avoided.

• Support levels for new facility and program propos-
als as well as for proposals on user fees, operating
hours, and recreation marketing programs.

Generally, there are two basic methods for conduct-
ing a needs assessment: public input and recreation stan-
dards. Often both are used in varying degrees to gain the
most accurate picture of community needs. Following is
a description of each method:

A. PUBLIC INPUT METHODS FOR CONDUCTING
NEEDS ASSESSMENTS:
Public participation is an important element when
planning your community's park and recreation
system. After all, the public will be using the parks.
What better way to learn local demands than by
involving the general public in the planning
process? How to elicit your community's needs is
really up to you. What you are looking for is guid-
ance from the people who will be using your recre-
ational facilities. The following four public input
methods are often used to assess needs within a
community. Choosing the one, or combination, that
best suits your community's needs will be based on
available staff, time constraints, and financial
resources.

1. INFORMAL: 
Rather than ask for citizen input, this system
records questions and suggestions as they arise.
As can be expected, the more vocal citizens and
special interest groups will dominate in this type
of assessment. Still, this approach has merit
because it is important to consider the needs and
demands of special interest groups.

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans
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2. CITIZEN COMMITTEES: 
Citizen committees act as a liaison between the
public and the decision makers. In many com-
munities, prevailing park and recreation boards
serve as the citizen committee as well. Boards
representing constituents reflect a number of
opinions concerning recreation policies and
issues. When developing brief surveys, this type
of committee helps to gain general impressions
of the public's need.

It is important to establish a committee that rep-
resents the entire population of the municipali-
ty. Such a committee may include senior citi-
zens, minority groups, disabled persons, com-
munity leaders, etc. An ideal committee consists
of both citizens and elected officials. Citizens
can provide needed public input and opinion
while the elected officials can help muster polit-
ical support in the latter stages of plan adoption
and implementation.

3. PUBLIC MEETINGS AND WORKSHOPS:
Public meetings and workshops are the most
common method for measuring citizen needs.
They offer the advantages of being relatively
inexpensive and they allow for important dia-
logue between the public and the decision mak-
ers of the municipality. A major drawback of this
method is that it can be extremely time consum-
ing and therefore not as helpful when working
under a strict time deadline.

One very simple, yet productive technique for
gathering opinions from public meetings is
known as the modified nominal group process.
In this process the public workshop is divided
into small discussion groups. Each participant of
the group is asked to answer a general question
regarding park and recreation issues such as, "In
your opinion what problems or issues must be
solved to provide adequate recreation for this
community in the next five years?" After allow-
ing approximately 15 minutes for thought, the
participants are asked to list their answers. Each
answer is recorded on a large sheet of paper by a
designated group leader. Once all the issues have
been recorded, they are ranked by the group in
order of importance. After all groups have com-
pleted their discussions, they reconvene and
present their findings to each other. The final
task is to establish the top ten issues of the
whole group.

This process effectively generates many ideas
from just one workshop. Also, it has the advan-
tage of representing a cross-section of residents
from the municipality or planning region.

4. NEEDS ASSESSMENT SURVEYS:
These can be the most valuable methods for
obtaining citizen opinion on recreation needs,
problems, and issues within a municipality or
planning region. Unfortunately, if not done
properly, needs assessment surveys can produce
misleading or useless data. 

Using any one or a combination of the methods
listed above will help a municipality gain insight
to the recreation needs and demands of the gen-
eral public. Needs are then prioritized as high,
medium, or low priority. It becomes important
to compare projected needs against existing
facilities. It is possible that needs established by
the general public may not represent real defi-
ciencies in recreation provisions for a municipal-
ity. Often, public issues and concerns stem from
nothing more than a lack of information on the
subject. For this reason it is important to com-
pare existing open space areas and facility devel-
opments against a set of standards set up to help
measure a park system's adequacy.

B. RECREATION NEEDS STANDARDS:
The standards system is another method of assess-
ing a community's recreation needs. The National
Recreation and Park Association (NRPA) developed
standards to provide a scale against which the exist-
ing recreation system can be measured. Standards
can be used to create guidelines for future needs.

Typically, standards link acreage to the community's
population or link the number of facilities to the
population. In addition, service area standards are
also used to determine recreation needs.

1. STANDARDS FOR RECREATION OPEN SPACE: 
A community's open space needs are generally
assessed using space standards. Space standards
are the most widely used and common measure
of a recreation system's adequacy. Total park and
recreation space is normally expressed as a ratio
of acres per population. Standards based on pop-
ulation can be helpful in assessing current and
future open space needs and demand for the
community. However, because a community
may meet open space standards and still be defi-
cient in park facilities, it is important to look at
facility standards as well.

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans
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2. STANDARDS FOR RECREATION FACILITIES:
Facility standards are similar to space standards
because they are expressed in facility units per
population ratio. The purpose of evaluating a
recreation system from a facility viewpoint, in
addition to an open space viewpoint, is to deter-
mine the amount of needed facility development
in each recreation area.

Problems related to using facilities standards can
be seen in the assumption of desired opportuni-
ties by the resident population. For example, a
tennis court is needed based on the municipali-
ty's population. In reality, it is possible that very
few people in the community enjoy playing ten-
nis, which eliminates the need for this type of
facility.

In addition to the population-based standards
discussed above, it can be useful to analyze a
community's recreation needs according to serv-
ice areas. This can be done for both open space
needs and for facility needs. Each park and facil-
ity type will serve a geographical area of a certain
radius. A drawback to this type of standard is
that it does not take into account citizen prefer-
ences and barriers resulting from the natural and
man-made physical landscape.

In general, it should be noted that population
and service area standards assume that the needs
and wants of individuals are similar in all areas
to which the standards are applied. Service area
standards assume upon reaching some thresh-
old, an increase in the quantity of facilities
results. Age, income, and education all con-
tribute to people's recreational preferences, yet
standards ignore these variables. Another prob-
lem with using standards is that they have been
developed primarily for urban communities and
have limited application to rural areas.

Despite these problems, standards have a place
in recreation planning. Community leaders can
use them to approximate of the adequacy of
their park systems. The best advice is to use
them cautiously and they should not be the only
criteria used to develop a needs assessment. The
public input methods described earlier can be
used to determine priorities and perceived needs
within the community. Standards can then be
applied to the prioritized needs. By combining
these two methods, it should be possible for a
community to determine their most important

recreation needs during the planning period.
The next step will be to develop recommenda-
tions that highlight the community's plan for
meeting the needs.

XI. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OUTDOOR
RECREATION PROVISION

Base local government recommendations for the
implementation of outdoor recreation on the results of
the supply inventory, needs assessment, and SCORP
findings. These recommendations should address two
elements: 1) an action plan for future park acquisition
and development and 2) a program for future operation
and maintenance of the community's park system.

A. ACTION PROGRAM:
Provide an action plan that solves or reduces defi-
ciencies in a community's recreation system. A
good plan will identify the actions needed to be
taken, where, by whom, and in what time frame.
These actions can be identified by formulating a
capital improvement schedule (CIS).

A CIS details anticipated acquisition and develop-
ment for at least a five year period based upon the
needs assessment. For each item listed in the CIS,
indicate which year(s) in which the improvement
will take place and its location within the park sys-
tem. Clearly describe the improvement, estimate
its cost, and provide a cost breakdown per antici-
pated funding source. 

B. OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE:

1. Examine the operation and maintenance
responsibilities of the existing park system and
review the implications of the capital improve-
ment schedule (CIS) on your community's
future operation and maintenance capabilities.
Many communities jump head-first into ambi-
tious recreation developments with little, if
any, attention to operation and maintenance
expenses. Communities often construct excel-
lent facilities, only to have serious problems
keeping them open for public use.

2. A municipality's park system operation and
maintenance costs should be organized in a
schedule or calendar form. List all work
required on a property for each year, by season.
Break the list down to individual work items
and, below each work item, list the tasks
required to complete the work item. The next
step is to estimate how much time is required
between each task. A final step is to indicate

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans
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cost estimates for each task, including staffing
costs to operate and maintain the park system.

Most successful communities will prioritize
major maintenance projects for their facilities
and incorporate the projects into a five year
CIS. It would be wise to look beyond a five
year project planning calendar and anticipate
major facility needs, which usually occur
beyond the five year period.

C. FUNDING PROGRAMS:

1. Identify existing and potential funding sources
for the comprehensive outdoor recreation plan
in order to show how implementation of the
plan will impact the community and to show
what level of investment is required to satisfy
the community's needs.

2. A wide base of financial support can be built
into the comprehensive outdoor recreation
plan through the identification and pursuit of
potential funding sources. Funding sources
can come in a variety of forms (local bonds,
donations, and state and federal grants and
loans). Information for finding funding
sources can be obtained from the regional
DNR community service specialist.

XII. APPENDIX
Use this section to display your supporting data,

tabular data, graphs, maps, and tables.

DNR Acceptance

After a local government adopts the plan, it is then
submitted to the appropriate regional community serv-
ice specialist (CSS) for acceptance. The community serv-
ice specialist evaluates the plan and if it meets specifica-
tions, a letter granting five years of eligibility is mailed to
the local government. Communities are encouraged to
send a draft plan to their regional community service
specialist for review before submitting the final plan. If a
plan does not meet DNR specifications, the CSS will
document the deficiencies in a letter to the local unit of
government. A revised plan can then be resubmitted.

EAPPENDIX E:  Guidelines for the Development of Local Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans
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A P P E N D I XF
State of Wisconsin Public Lands Table

1 Land in Menominee County that is not privately owned is held by the Menominee Nation.
Sources: U.S. Forest Service, “Land Areas as of September 30, 2008,” March 2009; Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, departmental data, March 2009; Wisconsin Bluebook 2011

Table F-1:  Wisconsin Public Lands in Acres

County1 Forests Rivers Areas Parks Fisheries Wildlife Other Total

Adams — — 7,609 492 1,511 7,471 640 17,723

Ashland 756 — 324 5,958 409 7,523 122 15,092

Barron 60 — — 343 1,185 6,183 47 7,818

Bayfield 49 — 11,755 — 11,212 952 214 24,182

Brown — — 170 517 143 2,413 95 3,339

Buffalo — — 417 399 22 13,166 — 14,004

Burnett 15,256 — — 251 3,941 51,802 222 71,472

Calumet — — 42 1,277 14 10,569 18 11,920

Chippewa — — 177 6,879 1,897 3,136 45 12,134

Clark 224 — — — 163 495 1 883

Columbia — 116 648 531 1,776 19,872 22 22,966

Crawford — 8,012 3,897 — 1015 7,113 275 20,313

Dane — 4,662 1,130 2,670 5,241 10,369 264 24,335

Dodge — — — 223 654 24,505 292 25,673

Door — — 3,883 9,399 166 3,508 119 17,075

Douglas 47,266 126 223 4,102 6,865 994 532 60,108

Dunn — — 2,377 1,278 891 11,999 — 16,545

Eau Claire — — 429 145 475 2,103 50 3,202

Florence 36,323 11,495 8,482 177 123 40 45 56,685

Fond du Lac 10,700 — 99 408 51 17,211 112 28,581

Forest 24,870 — 120 635 269 3,769 2 29,665

Grant 623 13,886 632 3,410 1,590 — 308 20,449

Green — — 230 1,324 127 4,022 — 5,703

Green Lake — — 429 — 753 17,567 — 18,749

Iowa 85 10,511 720 6,601 2,569 2,037 146 22,669

Iron 33,323 35,523 6,190 63 1 10,775 172 86,047

Jackson 68,084 — 525 113 4,740 3,254 166 76,881

Jefferson 3,580 — 102 462 173 16,271 4 20,592

Juneau — — 1,484 5,427 536 5,140 53 12,639

Kenosha — — 477 4,537 192 2,034 26 7,266

Kewaunee — — — 480 26 2,729 — 3,235

La Crosse 2,972 127 61 372 625 3,692 — 7,849

Lafayette 8096 — 226 1,418 725 4,048 — 14,513

Langlade 18,515 — 406 304 13,871 2,831 212 36,138

Lincoln 20,149 2,360 80 2,833 2,975 4,641 233 33,271
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FAPPENDIX F:  Public Lands Table

1 Land in Menominee County that is not privately owned is held by the Menominee Nation.
Sources: U.S. Forest Service, “Land Areas as of September 30, 2008,” March 2009; Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, departmental data, March 2009; Wisconsin Bluebook 2011

Table F-1:  Wisconsin Public Lands in Acres (continued)

County1 Forests Rivers Areas Parks Fisheries Wildlife Other Total

Manitowoc 2,943 — 296 335 11 6,568 946 11,099

Marathon 1,724 — — 2,694 2,508 23,017 9 29,952

Marinette 27,214 4,686 1,956 7,408 1,722 8,878 1,016 52,880

Marquette — — 1,746 — 4,498 7,137 2 13,383

Menominee1 — — — — — — 16 16

Milwaukee 304 — — 107 — 3 76 490

Monroe — — 100 1,607 4,079 361 98 6,244

Oconto 632 — 270 772 1,117 4,443 204 7,437

Oneida 68,545 29,294 8,275 574 714 7,770 196 115,369

Outagamie — — 1,503 325 328 9,442 57 11,655

Ozaukee — — 1,720 701 84 1,388 50 3,944

Pepin — — 1,946 — 17 3,798 — 5,761

Pierce — — 410 1,445 562 1,227 883 4,527

Polk 5,399 — 878 3,791 1,924 13,261 104 25,357

Portage — — 365 838 5,289 27,581 205 34,278

Price 9,304 — — 263 321 9,805 20 19,713

Racine — — 10 99 531 3,254 37 3,932

Richland — 6,960 53 — 2,350 3,083 — 12,446

Rock — — 529 1 339 7,601 112 8,582

Rusk 15,289 — 40 — 446 2,989 148 18,912

St. Croix — — 138 2,953 1,123 7,164 713 12,091

Sauk — 5,805 5,566 15,369 1,423 3,887 1,143 33,193

Sawyer 65,274 14,181 344 658 2,536 6,684 345 90,022

Shawano — — 231 957 328 14,012 87 15,615

Sheboygan 16,114 — 53 964 2,038 3,438 59 22,666

Taylor — — 249 17 275 8,602 81 9,223

Trempealeau 58 — — 1,618 1,140 4,357 43 7,216

Vernon 52 — 453 3,766 2,124 221 877 7,493

Vilas 141,585 — 3,829 — 369 7,188 82 153,053

Walworth 7,454 — 1,939 522 662 5,675 105 16,357

Washburn 155 1,988 442 501 3,575 2,537 158 9,356 

Washington 5,120 — — 759 378 7,284 82 13,623

Waukesha 12,377 — 282 357 291 5,229 323 18,860

Waupaca — — 645 1,274 5,534 3,530 286 11,270

Waushara — — 630 846 12,598 5,432 259 19,764

Winnebago — — 402 2 198 13,536 126 14,264

Wood 173 — 14 — 513 15,268 44 16,011

STATE 670,647 149,732 88,658 114,551 128,871 539,884 13,429 1,705,770
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With the wide diversity of life they support, wetlands
are natural recreation areas for birders, hunters, fisher-
man, boaters, and wildflower enthusiasts. Nationally, 90%
of the fish that recreational anglers catch have spent some
part of their life in wetlands (EPA843-F-06-004). In
Wisconsin, sport fishing generates $2.7 billion in busi-
ness and provides $200 million in tax revenues for local
and state government. In addition to fish, half of all North
American bird species nest or feed in wetlands (EPA843-
06-004). In Wisconsin, bird-watchers and wildlife watch-
ers spend $271 million waiting for a glimpse of their
favorite animals.

Beyond their value as habitat, wetlands perform
many important functional processes. They act as buffers
for excess stormwater. Wetlands reduce flooding peaks by
as much as 60%, and the EPA estimates that an acre of
wetlands can store 1-1.5 million gallons of floodwater
(EPA843-F-06-001). Wetlands also protect water quality
by filtering out contaminants. The filtering capability of
wetlands cuts the cost of treating drinking water. Some
wetlands can remove a quantity of pollutants from the
watershed equivalent to that removed from a $5 million
treatment plant (Source: EPA832-R-93-005). This filter-
ing also helps maintain the water quality of Wisconsin’s
lakes and rivers, which are integral components of the
state’s lucrative tourism industry.

When first declared a state in 1848, Wisconsin had
approximately 10 million acres of wetland. Today only
53% (about 5.3 million acres) of this habitat remains.
Historically, wetlands have been drained for farmland and
filled for roads and development. As drainage technology
has improved and suburban development increases,
many wetlands have fallen victim to encroaching human
presence. Other threats such as invasive species and con-
tamination by pollutants have also increased and though
they do not destroy wetlands directly, these threats weak-
en wetland systems, making them more vulnerable to
other threats. Wetland tracking efforts in 2007 and 2008
by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources sug-

gest that efforts to curb wetland loss have met with some
success. Figures suggest that Wisconsin has recently seen
small wetland acreage increases. The observed gains only
account for wetland quantity, not wetland quality, and
these annual impacts are miniscule relative to historic
loss (less than 0.01% of 4.7 million acres lost since 1848).

Continuing to reverse the loss of Wisconsin wetlands
will require further vigilance. The Wisconsin Wetland
Team, which represents a coalition of state entities, feder-
al agencies, and interest groups, has outlined eight strate-
gic goals for furthering the protection, restoration, and
exploration of wetlands. These goals are elaborated upon
in their 2008 publication, Reversing the Loss. These goals
are presented below:

1. Strengthen and establish partnerships to maximize
wetland stewardship and conservation
opportunities.

• Strengthen the Wisconsin Wetland Team partner-
ship to ensure state, federal, and local partnership
and informed advocacy for wetland protection and
restoration. For example, recent collaboration
between the Wisconsin Department of Natural
Resources with the Wisconsin Waterfowl
Association, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and
the Natural Resources Conservation Service
allowed the development of administrative stream-

A P P E N D I XG
Wisconsin Wetlands Summary

Wisconsin has a wealth of wonderful wetland sites that are accessible to citizens interested in

exploring the state’s tremendous diversity of wetland types, which include marshes, swamps,

bogs, fens, and sedge meadows. These ecosystems provide habitat for a wide diversity of plant and ani-

mal species, some of which are rare and unique to wetland systems. 
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lining to allow quicker and easier permit granting
for wetland restoration and enhancement.

2. Strengthen and develop incentives for wetland
conservation on private lands. 

• As 75% of wetlands in Wisconsin (over four mil-
lion acres) are privately owned, policymakers
should identify and adopt a package of economic
incentives for wetland landowners to restore and
manage wetlands.

3. Advance public understanding and connection to
Wisconsin wetlands.

• Develop and promote a common wetland message. 

• Create awareness of wetland laws. Maintain publi-
cations like the Wetland Restoration Handbook for
Wisconsin Landowners, which was last updated in
2004. 

• Increase public awareness of wetlands through
public events and outreach, such as the Wisconsin
Wetlands Association’s Wisconsin Wetland Gems
List, which features 100 sites representing all wet-
land community types and all geographic regions
of the state.

4. Avoid and minimize wetland loss and degradation.

• Ensure wetlands are protected at the local, state,
and federal level by assuring that standards, poli-
cies, and guidance fully address threats to wet-
lands. Recently, Wisconsin developed state-level
protection of isolated wetlands after federal protec-
tion standards were changed to exclude these sites,
which constitute 20% of Wisconsin’s wetlands.

• Take steps to reduce illegal wetland filling and
increase permit compliance. 

• Develop and implement wetland protection tools
for use in local planning and development.
Identification of potentially restorable wetland
sites could be incorporated into local zoning ordi-
nances.

5. Restore lost wetlands and improve health and
functions.

• Restore and maintain wetlands in an efficient man-
ner to maximize limited funding and address iden-
tified needs, values, and services that will benefit
both the natural resource and Wisconsin residents. 

• Develop landscape plans that effectively target wet-
land restoration activities. 

• Position Wisconsin to maximize federal and pri-
vate investments in wetland conservation.

6. Report and track the status of Wisconsin wetlands.

• Establish and refine an integrated program for
tracking wetland quantity and quality, including
efforts to develop and promote wetland monitoring
programs. 

• Increase the production, use, and accessibility of
the Wisconsin Wetland Inventory and related data
using best available technology. This inventory has
not undergone a comprehensive update since its
inception in 1985. 

• Develop better tools to evaluate wetland function
at the watershed scale and site specific tools for
assessing wetland function, condition, and restora-
tion success.

7. Develop wetland science and address research
needs.

• Develop a mechanism for making wetland research
a priority within the Wisconsin Wetland Team and
take full advantage of funding opportunities.

• Further develop research and monitoring for inva-
sive species. For example, the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources has successfully
curtailed purple loosestrife encroachment in many
wetlands through its release of loosestrife-eating
beetles.

• Identify and minimize hydrologic impacts to wet-
lands from various sources, such as high capacity
well pumping and stormwater runoff.

8. Secure stable funding for wetland conservation
and stewardship.

• Optimize financial investments for wetland con-
servation and education.

• Expand resources for public interest work needed
to build capacity for education, outreach, and
advocacy for wetland stewardship. 

• Seek full federal funding allocations for federal
wetland conservation and environmental pro-
grams.

Through supporting the furtherance of these goals,
Wisconsin residents can ensure that future generations
will continue to enjoy the ecological and recreational ben-
efits that wetlands offer.

GAPPENDIX G  Wisconsin Wetlands Summary
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The year 2015 marks the 50th anniversary of the Land & Water Conservation Fund. 

Over $3 billion in federal grants to states has leveraged more than $7 billion in matching 

non-federal dollars to preserve natural areas, culturally and historically significant landmarks,

and outdoor recreational opportunities. From state parks to urban areas, the Land & Water

Conservation Fund continues to preserve lands and build parks for future generations. 
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