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State and Local Parks
BOOST ECONOMY, QUALITY OF LIFE
BY CHRIS BRADY / ASSISTANT EDITOR

WHILE THE SURGE OF INTEREST IN OUTDOOR RECREATION

during the pandemic lockdown has subsided, interest in public spaces and Pennsylvania’s natural beauty remains strong across the commonwealth. Townships are
increasingly popular spots for those exchanging urban areas for the quality of life
that comes with outdoor activities and open spaces. Short- and long-term planning
will be key for municipalities as they work to accommodate everyone from hunters
to hikers in the growing outdoor economy.
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Nearly 230 miles of the Appalachian Trail winds its way through Pennsylvania townships,
game lands and other municipalities. Thousands of those who take the trail for its scenic
views, such as Table Rock Vista (above), along the border of Wayne and Middle Paxton
townships in Dauphin County. Those hikers step off the trail for food, lodging and more.
Waterways such as Lake Chillisquaque (below) in Anthony Township, Montour County, attract fishermen, kayakers and wildlife viewers throughout the year.

L

ong before the COVID
pandemic pushed larger
numbers of people outdoors for recreation, the
commonwealth had experienced a steady rise in
the use of public parks, spaces, and
waterways. In fact, a steady growth in
outdoor recreation dates back a decade
or more. Pennsylvania’s outdoor spaces
attract millions of visitors annually and
give communities across the commonwealth a tremendous economic boost.
Research has long shown that getting outdoors is good not only for our
physical well-being but also our mental
health. In a 2020 study by the state
Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR), 75% of those
surveyed agreed that funding outdoor
recreation facilities such as parks, trails,
and open spaces should be considered
a top priority by state and local governments. Roughly half of those surveyed
had visited a local trail or park.
Beyond that, it’s a boon to the economy. Pennsylvania boasts the sixth-largest
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An Economic Vroom!
The Anthracite Outdoor Adventure Area
(left) in Coal Township, Northumberland
County, features hundreds of miles of
trails over its more than 8,500 acres
of reclaimed mine lands. The projected
revenue is over $1 million this year
and doesn’t account for the lodging,
food, and other purchases made by
riders who visit the area from all over
the country. Hundreds of thousands of
visitors visit Cook Forest State Park
(below), which covers land in Farmington Township, Clarion County; Barnett
Township, Forest County; and Barnett
Township, Jefferson County. The towering old-growth hemlocks and white
pines form a Forest Cathedral, which is
a National Natural Landmark.

PHOTO COURTESY OF THE ANTHRACITE OUTDOOR ADVENTURE AREA

outdoor recreation economy in the country, according to DCNR. One of five
Pennsylvanians surveyed in the 2020
study bought outdoor recreation, equipment, or clothing. Nearly half spent $50
to $249, while 10% spent $500 to $749.
“There was a 10- to 15-year steady
increase in outdoor recreation,” says
Dr. Nathan Reigner, director of outdoor recreation with DCNR. “We
forget that back in 2015, 2016, 2017,
2018, 2019, we were having discussions
about our parks and capacity, about
how we had more people coming in
than we could handle.”
That’s why Reigner likes the word

“surge” when discussing what happened during the pandemic.
“It’s a good word,” he says. “We saw
a surge, or a burst of activity. What
happened during COVID was a burst
on a long-term trend. We’re not going to see that hyper level of increase
in activity sustained, and we wouldn’t
want to see it sustained. We want to
see steady year-over-year increase over
the 10 years prior. We value activity
over material goods at this point, and
it’s only getting easier to participate in
these activities with the availability,
transportation, and inspiration to go
‰
do it.”			

“State parks and forests are economic
drivers in many communities across the
commonwealth and we must support
them in every way possible.”
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While things have slowed as most
people have returned to a more normal
routine following the weeks of lockdowns, Reigner sees continued growth
in outdoor recreation. He also sees the
industry as one that will continue to
diversify as technology makes it possible for more people to work remotely,
thus allowing for a lifestyle more amenable to their personal interests and
hobbies.
That surge of activity during the
pandemic and the longer-term trends
related to outdoor recreation have put a
strain on resources and infrastructure.
State and local governments must be
prepared as the need for improvements
arise. Forecasting the needs of the community will be key to planning. Just
as federal, state, and local government
incentivizes business expansion, so too
should it plan for a growing outdoor
economy, Reigner says.
Gov. Wolf announced last year
DCNR’s Penn’s Parks for All – A Plan for
Pennsylvania’s State Parks of Tomorrow.
The plan centered around the need to
make state parks more accessible, enhance facilities, and ensure parks are adequately funded. An option to add state
park lands to meet demand was also part
of the evaluation process associated with
the plan, which is meant to guide park
professionals over the next 25 years.

‘A great desire to be outside’

Pennsylvanians are blessed with
an abundance of open space for various forms of outdoor recreation, from
hunting, fishing, and camping to hiking, biking, kayaking, wildlife viewing,
and more. It’s hard to find a spot in the
commonwealth that’s not in close proximity to public lands.
Pennsylvania’s Bureau of State Parks
manages 300,000 acres, while its Bureau
of Forestry manages 2.2 million acres of
state forests, and its Game Commission
oversees 1.5 million acres of state game
12
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Wildlife viewing and photography is an often
overlooked aspect of outdoor recreation.

lands, all of which are open nearly yearround to outdoor enthusiasts. Additionally, townships and other municipalities,
authorities, and more manage over 6,120
local parks on nearly 200,000 acres.
Tom Blomstrom, director of parks
and recreation for Whitemarsh Township in Montgomery County, has seen
a spike in interest in the many public
parks in the township. The township
is also home to Fort Washington State
Park, adding to an already impressive
resumé of outdoor recreation options.
“There has been a tremendous
surge in interest in the utilization of
Whitemarsh Park System since 2020
— both in the passive and active recreation areas,” Blomstrom says. “Since
COVID, people have a great desire
to be outside where it is safe, enjoying learning about the environment,
exercising on the trails, sharing smiles
at playgrounds, or competing in games
on ballfields and courts.”
Giving the public many choices
doesn’t just happen, though. Township
officials spend time and effort planning
the various options that exist for residents and rely on feedback to ensure
that wants and needs are addressed.
“Whitemarsh Township has followed a detailed guideline for planning
in the development of the park system,”
Blomstrom says. “The township has a
parks and recreation master plan, an
open space plan, a greenway plan, and
a pedestrian and bike trail plan. The
goal to achieve a healthy balance of
outdoor recreational opportunities for
all members of the community is of
paramount importance to allow people
of all ages and abilities an inclusive and
equitable parks system.
“I would recommend to any community that garnering solid and comprehensive community feedback to
develop sound planning strategies and
prioritization is imperative for success
in park planning for outdoor recreation
and developing a park system,” he adds.
State and local governments are increasingly engaged in planning for the
future. Limerick Township in Montgomery County, for example, will have
a question on the ballot in November
about increasing the earned income
tax to support open space preservation. Similar discussions are popping
JULY 2022
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up at the local government level across
the commonwealth. The state also periodically adds acreage to state parks,
forests, and game lands through land
conservation programs.

Increased use means
increased costs

Brian Koehler, director of the Park
Maintenance Institute with the Pennsylvania Recreation and Park Society,
sees the challenges posed by increased
use of state and local parks, along with
current and future demand. DCNR
has been vocal about lagging maintenance at state parks and the need for
infrastructure investment.
According to the department, the
last major funding project dedicated
to conservation and outdoor recreation came in 2005 with the Growing
Greener II initiative, which funded
trail projects, conserved thousands of
acres of threatened and open space, and
assisted with hundreds of water projects.
“Increased usage is great but comes
at a cost,” Koehler says. “I recommend
we start thinking about it on a business
level. Yes, it’s our community and our
government, and we take for granted
what we do have. Our assets are depreciating, and liability becomes an
issue. Why wasn’t it taken care of? We
have to take a step back, look at what
we have, its condition, and then decide
how to use this infrastructure funding,
grant funding, and have a plan.”
Part of the problem for townships
is the age of those in the know. Simply
put, we’re increasingly losing legacy
workers, those with long-term knowledge, Koehler says. Most don’t use digital means for filing information related
to assets or maintenance. Capturing
and preserving data is key.
Education is also important,
14
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Dutchman Run Falls is within the McIntyre
Wild Area of the Tiadaghton State Forest in
McIntyre Township, Lycoming County. Another former mining area, it is now a haven
for explorers, hunters, and fishermen who
flock to the area for recreation throughout
the year.

“The health and wellness benefits are
many from socialization to fighting obesity to better mental welfare. I do not see
it ever going backwards. There is more
demand for park spaces and preserved
nature areas than ever before.”

“We saw a surge, or a burst of activity. What happened
during COVID was a burst on a long-term trend. We’re not
going to see that hyper level of increase in activity sustained,
and we wouldn’t want to see it sustained.”

Koehler says. The more that is learned
about maintaining outdoor spaces, the
more options townships have in terms
of saving money and preserving open
space. Mowing open spaces can be
costly and may detract from the natural beauty of a public space. Perhaps a
new playground or ballpark doesn’t fit
the needs of the community.
“Open spaces are easier to maintain
and can maintain themselves if done
properly,” Koehler says. “Amenities are
expensive. There are a lot of stakeholders
in the same game. We’re a community.
What are the community’s interests?”
Outdoor recreation is increasingly
an economic consideration, Koehler
reminds local government officials. It’s
not just trails and playgrounds. Agritourism is an area most people may not
associate with outdoor recreation, but
in Pennsylvania, it’s real and it’s a draw.
“The pandemic created opportunities for people to think outside the box
and work together,” he says.
Koehler suggests townships consider
tracking data, developing a plan, and
then taking advantage of numerous
funding streams that exist through
state agencies, the federal government,
and other sources, such as foundations,
partnerships, and conservation groups.
Blomstrom said his township has
benefited from grants and studies
available through the state and other
avenues.
“The Whitemarsh Township Parks
and Recreation Department has been
extremely fortunate to receive several
grants in recent years from DCNR and
DVRPC [Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission] for park development
projects and trail feasibility studies,” he
says. “These endeavors have involved great
inter-agency coordination with county
and state officials to improve accessibility
in parks and trails in the region.”

Reaping the rewards

Various studies show that spending
related to outdoor activities pours billions of dollars into the Pennsylvania
economy each year. Snowmobiling, even
with its limited season, adds $65 million
to the economy each year, according to

DCNR. A recent study from the U.S.
Sportsmen’s Alliance showed the economic impact of hunting, trapping, and
sport shooting in the state accounts for
$1.8 billion annually. Those who fish
sink more than $400 million annually
into the commonwealth’s economy.
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Reigner points to the data presented
in an annual report of the U.S. Bureau
of Economic Analysis as he touts the tre-
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mendous impact outdoor recreation has
on the commonwealth’s overall economy. The bureau’s stats show that outdoor
recreation contributed $12 billion to the
state economy in 2020 and supported
the equivalent of roughly 150,000 jobs.
When you consider the varied sectors
of the outdoor economy, Reigner says it’s
easy to understand how the bureau derived its statistics. From retail to manufacturing, and seasonal to full-time employment, there is no shortage of success
stories when it comes to the economic

impact on the commonwealth.
“Outdoor recreation makes up a
percent and a half [of the total state
economy], and that number may not
seem big, but if you consider how diverse the economy is, it is significant,”
Reigner says. “The ice cream shop
across the street from the state park,
the small-engine repair shop that caters
to snowmobiles and ATVS … do you
think they are part of the same industrial sector? They are the outdoor recreation industry.
“The macroeconomic figures, the
150,000 full-time employees ... they are
distributed around the state in small
towns. They are small, local businesses,
and they bring macroeconomics down
on the ground.”
The economic impact of state parks
and forests was a topic of discussion
during a recent visit by DCNR officials
to Memorial Lake State Park in East
Hanover Township, Dauphin County,
where Deputy Secretary John Norbeck
made a push for more infrastructure
funding.
“State parks and forests are economic
drivers in many communities across the
commonwealth, and we must support
them in every way possible,” he says.
Whitemarsh Township officials
agree. Blomstrom says the health and
wellness benefits create a strong demand for natural areas and outdoor
recreation, and thus, add value to the
local economy.
“Whitemarsh Township embraces
the values of outdoor recreation and
the economic impact that it has within
our community,” he says. “Whether
it is a charitable nature trail walk with
sponsoring agencies, a sports tournament that partners with area businesses, a craft and arts event in conjunction
with the library and schools, or simply
the preservation or development of
future passive and active park space,
the Whitemarsh Township community
understands the economic vitality to
property values, businesses, health,
education, and quality of life through
outdoor recreation.”
That trend is not slowing, even as
the loosening of regulations tied to
the pandemic sends people back into
movie theaters, restaurants, concert
halls, and stadiums.

“Towns with a higher quality of life,
these small- and medium-sized towns,
see a population growth. In this way,
we see the presence of outdoor recreation as a tide that can float the
boats of all our communities.”

“The health and wellness benefits
are many, from socialization to fighting obesity to better mental welfare,”
Blomstrom says. “I do not see it ever
going backwards. There is more demand for park spaces and preserved
nature areas than ever before.”
A recent Brookings Institution study
focused on the importance of quality of life in the rejuvenation of small
Midwestern towns. When looking at
the findings, Reigner sees parallels with
what is happening in Pennsylvania.
Traditional economic tools — business incentives, lower taxes, lower labor
costs — may be ineffective compared
to investments in quality of life, according to the study. Community
amenities, such as good schools, recreational opportunities, and services can
lead to healthy local economies over
the long term.
Reigner says that as technology
continues to improve, someone with
a Philadelphia job and salary, for example, may be able to live and work
remotely in Wellsboro in Pennsylvania’s Northern Tier. Urban dwellers
see the natural riches of life outside
the city, and advances in remote work
create opportunities that may not have
existed a decade ago or even before the
pandemic.
“Towns with a higher quality of life,
these small- and medium-sized towns,
see a population growth,” he says. “In
this way, we see the presence of outdoor
recreation as a tide that can float the
boats of all our communities.”
The Brookings study reinforces that
mindset, noting that “across the nation,
natural amenities are associated with
higher growth.” Several former industrial sites that have been cleaned up,
such as in the Great Lakes region, now

serve as thriving lifestyle communities. These communities produce good
schools and attract more residents as
time goes on, according to the study.
What’s more, Reigner points out,
when people move from urban areas
to more rural areas to capitalize on
lifestyle choices, they bring their tax
dollars with them.
“It gives individuals a chance to
connect their passions with professions
and prosperity,” he says.

Impacts on townships

With the popularity of state parks,
many of which welcome millions of
visitors annually, strains to infrastructure are evident not only within the
parks themselves but also in the townships, boroughs, and even cities that
surround these popular destinations.
When you consider that state parks
saw about 37 million visitors in 2019
prior to the pandemic — a number
that surged to 45 million in 2020 and
over 40 million in 2021 — it’s easy to
understand the effect of that strain.
While state parks have their own
infrastructure, including 490 miles of
roadways, 332 vehicle bridges, thousands of buildings, dozens of wastewater systems, and 1,500 miles of trails,
there are thousands of additional miles
of state and local roads that lead people
to the parks. Additionally, municipal
fire departments often provide emergency services to parks, state forests,
and game lands.
Whitemarsh Township has a great
relationship with Fort Washington State
Park, which boasts nearly 500 acres of
fishing, hiking, and picnicking space to
go along with the historical draw of the
park. That relationship extends to county officials as well, Blomstrom notes. ‰
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“We will communicate regularly
to address community questions, concerns, or needs and work together to
promote the importance of parks and
how outdoor recreation play is inclusive
for everything,” he says. “This teamwork and planning are positive steps to
outdoor recreation success.”
Fairmount Township Volunteer Fire
Department in Luzerne County serves
Ricketts Glen State Park, a popular
destination in northcentral Pennsylvania that attracts hundreds of thousands
of visitors annually. The park’s steep,
rocky climbs zig and zag among dozens
of waterfalls. The township’s population can easily double, triple, quadruple, or more on busy days at the park.
Dave Keller, a long-time firefighter
with the department, says he’s seen the

With more waterways than any
state other than Alaska, Pennsylvania boasts many eye-popping
waterfalls, such as Sand Run Falls
in Bloss Township, Tioga County.

impetus the state has put on making
trails more accessible in cases of emergency, but the number of rescue calls
the department responds to — while
trending downward — remains high.
“The new guys at the park are doing
a great job with the trails,” Keller says.

Weiser State Forest features
tracts in several counties. This
deer seems to pose for the
camera in Conyngham Township, Columbia County.
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“We used to have over 100 calls per
year [to the park]. Now it’s about 60.”
Rescue operations require training
and specialized equipment, from additional ropes to a utility terrain vehicle
that the department maintains. The
department responds to anything from
lost hikers to people who have fallen
and need medical attention or assistance getting out. Getting to the site
can be difficult, especially if daylight is
waning, he says.
Keller says the department receives
no additional state funding for responding to calls to the park, although
this year the park is allowing volunteers
to hold two “fill the boot” fundraising
events on park grounds.
Fairmount Township Supervisor Lyle Harvey says communication
between park officials and rescue personnel has improved in recent years.
He credits the fire department for its
preparedness and ability to work with
park officials in rescue situations.
While township businesses see the
benefit of so many annual visitors,
Harvey says, the township receives
no additional help from the state for
improvements made to township roads
to accommodate them. The township
does seek grant assistance when available, though. F
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Township News’ Top 10 Must-See State Parks
With 121 state parks scattered across the commonwealth,
opportunities to see some of Pennsylvania’s most beautiful areas are not in short supply. Our Top 10 Must-See State
Parks list is based on geography as well as attractions. Parks
are listed in alphabetical order.
Colton Point/Leonard Harrison State Parks, Shippen
Township, Tioga County
— These two parks, separated
by Pine Creek, form the heart of
what is known as the Pennsylvania
Grand Canyon. Colton Point sits
atop the west rim while Leonard
Harrison is on the east rim. Both
parks feature scenic vistas, trails,
and more. The Pine Creek Rail
Trail runs along the east side of
the creek at the base of Leonard
Harrison State Park. Visitors flock
to these parks year-round, with
spikes during the fall foliage season each October.
Cook Forest State Park, Farmington Township, Clarion
County; Barnett Township, Forest County; and Barnett Township, Jefferson County — The park’s Forest Cathedral features centuries-old hemlock and white pine and
is a National Natural
Landmark. Walking the
trails offers visitors a
glimpse at some of the
commonwealth’s oldest trees. The Clarion
River flows through the
park and is popular with
tubers, kayakers, and
canoeists. Clear Creek
State Park is just 11
miles from Cook.
French Creek State Park, North Coventry and Warwick
townships, Chester County; and Robeson and Union
townships, Berks County — Nestled in the Schuylkill Highlands, this 7,730-acre park is the largest block of contiguous
forest between Washington, D.C., and New York City. This area
was once an industrial hotbed, and the
nearby Hopewell
Furnace National Historic Site was home
to a furnace that
made arms used by
American patriots
during the Revolutionary War.

1

4

Hickory Run State Park, Kidder and Penn Forest
townships, Carbon County — Home to a 400-foot-wide,
1,800-foot-long, and 10- to 12-foot-deep boulder field, the
park lies in the western
foothills of the Poconos.
The boulder field is a National Natural Landmark,
and but one attraction
of the park. Hiking trails,
trout streams, and even
waterfalls draw visitors
throughout the year.
Kinzua Bridge
State Park, Hamlin and Keating townships, McKean
County — Visitors flock to this park for the reinvented Kinzua
Viaduct. Once 2,053 feet long and 301 feet high — the longest
and highest in the world when constructed in 1882 — the viaduct was partially
destroyed by a tornado in 2003. It
is now a 600-footlong pedestrian
walkway offering
towering views of
the Kinzua Gorge
and the remnants
of the destroyed
structures below.
Ohiopyle State Park, Dunbar, Henry Clay, and Stewart
townships, Fayette County — Considered the gateway
to the Laurel Highlands, the southern-most park on the list
attracts millions of visitors each year. The Youghioheny River
Gorge provides
some of the best
whitewater boating in the eastern
United States.
Waterfalls, biking,
and views of the
gorge also attract
visitors to the
park throughout
the year.

2

5

3

6
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Pine Grove Furnace State Park, Cooke Township,
Cumberland County — Located along the northern tip
of the Blue Ridge Mountains, the park features two lakes
and is home to the seasonal Appalachian Trail Museum. The
2,100-plus-mile Appalachian Trail cuts through the park, and
its midway point is located just south and west
of the park. Many more
miles of hiking trails attract visitors to the scenic South Mountain and
adjacent Michaux State
Forest. Colonel Denning
State Park is just 20
miles to the north.
Point State Park,
City of Pittsburgh, Allegheny County — A National Historic Landmark, the park is at the confluence of three rivers
(Allegheny, Ohio, and Monongahela), and commemorates and
preserves the strategic and historic heritage of the area during the French and Indian War.
Presque Isle State Park, Millcreek Township, Erie
County — Pennsylvania’s only “seashore” is a sandy peninsula that arches into Lake Erie at this park. A National Natural Landmark, the
area attracts boaters and is known as
a popular spot for
migrating birds. Millions of visitors flock
to the park annually
for the beaches, history, and more.

8
9

10

Ricketts Glen State Park, Sugarloaf Township,
Columbia County; Fairmount and Ross townships,
Luzerne County; and Colley and Davidson townships, Sullivan County — Once considered for inclusion among the nation’s national parks, Ricketts Glen is known for its dozens of
waterfalls, but
also features a
lake and miles
of hiking trails.
The Glens Natural Area — a
National Natural Landmark —
is home to the
Falls Trail, oldgrowth hemlock, and more
than 20 named
waterfalls. Just
26 miles to the
west is Worlds End State Park, another jewel of the state park
system.

How well do you know your state parks?

Smallest: Sand Bridge State Park covers just three acres
in western Union County. A four-mile trek leads to the much
larger R.B. Winter State Park, just west along Route 192.
Largest: Pymatuning State Park, Crawford County, boasts
the commonwealth’s largest lake and is home to nearly
17,000 acres of outdoor wonder.
The first: Valley Forge became Pennsylvania’s first state
park in 1893. It was transferred with Independence Mall State
Park to the National Park Service in 1976.

PSATS to highlight township treasures
for semiquincentennial
Over the next few years, as Pennsylvania prepares to
help celebrate the country’s 250th birthday, the Township
News wants to highlight the spaces, places, and features
that make Pennsylvania townships great places to live,
work, and raise families. Each year from now until 2026,
the July issue of the News will showcase a specific type
of township “treasure,” from parks to historic and natural
resources to local unsung heroes.
Since we haven’t collected township information yet,
we begin the series this year with an overview of outdoor recreation at both the state and local levels. Going
forward, however, we want to hear from you about the
special places in your township that helped make your
community a vibrant part of the Keystone State’s story
and history. To do that, we need your help.
Tell us about that special historic structure, inclusive
park, conserved open space, natural feature, famed
battlefield, or other local treasure that put your community on the map or is known only to locals. What makes
it special? How does it figure into your township’s history

We n
your eed
help!

and the history of the commonwealth?
Following are the categories of township “treasures” that we plan to focus
on through 2026:
• 2023: Parks and Recreation
• 2024: Historical Resources
• 2025: Local Heroes
• 2026: Townships’ Choice
We will remind you about sending your stories in time
for the July issue each year through the News, social
media, and email. In the meantime, feel free to send information about your special places in any of these categories to Managing Editor Brenda Wilt at bwilt@psats.
org. Please include good quality photos, and be sure to
provide the township and county and a contact name
and number.
PSATS may share township stories with America250PA, which is seeking narratives about Pennsylvania
places as part of its preparations for the semiquncentennial in 2026.
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