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Introduction
With greater urbanization and daily routines that 
increasingly revolve around the workplace and elec-
tronic gadgetry, outdoors recreation is a way that 
many individuals experience the natural environ-
ment and realize its advantages. Outdoors recre-
ation provides psychological benefits by offering 
both time and space for solitude, reflection and 
restoration. It provides social benefits by creating 
opportunities to meet others and develop social 
bonds.1 It often involves vigorous physical activity 
that can improve cardiovascular fitness and reduce 
obesity—health outcomes that become increasingly 
important as society becomes more sedentary due 
to labor-saving technological changes in work-
places, transportation and homes. Outdoors rec-
reation offers additional non-user spinoff benefits. 
Recreational open space is a valuable environmental 
resource. Public parks, forests, preserves and refuges 
form an important part of the natural environ-
ment that provides wildlife habit and helps main-
tain water and air quality. They also provide rural 
and scenic amenities that are reflected in improved 
area residential property values. A healthy outdoors 
recreation industry creates a sizeable economic 
footprint caused by the spending of residents on 
outdoors recreation related goods and services and 
attracts tourist dollars. It also helps to attract a more 
educated workforce that values active lifestyles.

Participation rates by Virginians for most types 
of outdoors recreation have generally increased in 
recent years but over a longer time horizon the pic-
ture is more varied: some activities have gained in 
popularity while others have decreased. At the same 
time, large disparities in participation among demo-
graphic groups and regions are likely to change the 
face of outdoors recreation in the future. Public 
funding for parks and recreation has fallen in recent 
years, and the competition for limited resources for 
open space acquisition, facility maintenance, and 
new construction funds is fierce. These changes 
make it important to assess recreational needs and 
gaps for recreational planning. This article2 provides 
a background literature review, a statistical analysis, 
and an assessment of outdoors recreation resources, 
participation trends and funding to provide context 
for issues that are likely to be important in future 
policy discussions. The article is divided into sev-
eral sections. The first section identifies variables 
that play an important role in outdoors recreation 
participation. The second section describes the 
characteristics of Virginia’s recreational resources, 
including the varied types of recreational assets, 
their geographical distribution, and ownership pat-
terns. The third section presents results from sur-
veys of state outdoors recreation participation and 
tallies of park visitation numbers that shed light on 
state recreation participation patterns and trends. 
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sport activities such as football and basketball 
that require recreation facilities more commonly 
found in urbanized areas.8 Females are also less 
likely than males to participate in most activities, 
particularly wilderness activities such as fishing 
and hunting.9 Some explanations for the racial 
and gender differences are similar, such as cultural 
and gender differences in tastes and preferences, 
discrimination and greater fear than white males 
of using wilderness recreation resources because of 
personal safety concerns.10 Some explanations are 
unique. For instance, women often have less lei-
sure time than males because of time constraints 
imposed by women’s traditional role as home-
maker. For African Americans, it is often difficult 
to disentangle the effect of race from other highly 
correlated variables such as socioeconomic disad-
vantage and more remote access to recreational 
resources like parks and open space.11 

Household size and composition also affect 
recreation demand.12 Larger households have 
more recreational consumers and consequently 
more demand, holding all other factors constant. 
Family life cycle factors also play a role in the 
popularity of particular kinds of activities and the 
amount of time available for adult members in 
the household for adult activities.13 For instance, 
households with small children may be more 
likely to use playgrounds and youth sports facili-
ties (e.g., baseball and soccer fields) but less likely 
to participate in adult-oriented activities because 
of family time constraints.14 

Socioeconomic Variables
These variables shape outdoors recreation deci-
sions in different ways. The cost of participation 
in outdoors recreation varies widely by type of 
activity, with some requiring significant outlays 
on equipment, travel and admission. Recreational 
awareness and skill development may also vary by 
socioeconomic status. 

Income has an uncertain effect on recre-
ation activity decisions and can affect recreation 
participation decisions and levels differently.15 
Income can be separated into wage income and 
non-wage income (e.g., dividends, interest, rent 
and Social Security payments). An increase in 
non-wage income causes individuals to prefer a 
greater quantity of what are called “normal goods” 
and less of inferior goods. When an individual’s 
income goes up, consumption of a normal good 
increases and consumption of an inferior good 
decreases. Skiing is an example of a normal good 
and sledding is and example of an inferior good; 
when incomes rise consumers can afford ski-
ing, but those with lower incomes opt for sled-
ding.16 Wage income has an even more uncertain 

“Demand for 
outdoors recreation 

varies widely by 
racial/ethnic group 
and to a somewhat 

lesser extent by 
gender.”

The fourth section discusses several important 
outdoors recreation public policy issues including 
the role of outdoors recreation in public health, 
the continued prevalence of profound disparities 
in African American outdoors recreation partici-
pation levels, youth disengagement from outdoor 
activity, and public funding for parks and recre-
ation. The last section highlights key findings and 
makes policy recommendations.

Outdoors Recreation Participation 
Decisions
Outdoors recreation participation choices can be 
characterized as economic decisions and thus are 
dependent on demand and supply factors.3 Since 
the goal here is to understand variation in recre-
ational participation levels, it is useful to consider 
some of the types of variables that affect demand 
and supply. These variables are organized into the 
categories of demographic, socioeconomic, geo-
graphical and “other” for further examination. 

Demographic Variables
Demographic attributes such as age, race/ethnic-
ity, gender and household size and composition 
are key demand shifters. These variables reflect 
group differences in tastes and preferences, physi-
cal abilities and hindrances created by discrimina-
tory treatment. 

Age is the most important demand variable 
and is a proxy for a variety of different unobserv-
able characteristics. It reflects changes in indi-
vidual leisure time availability that varies over 
the lifecycle as a result of raising a family. More 
importantly, health and physical vigor tend to 
diminish as aging progresses, and individuals may 
form lower expectations about their recreational 
abilities in later life.4 Age can affect the mix as 
well as amount of outdoors recreation demanded. 
Involvement in more physically strenuous activi-
ties such as organized sports tends to decrease 
markedly after the early to mid-20s, while less 
physically challenging activities such as walking 
and wildlife watching remain popular much later 
in life.5 Age can also represent generational differ-
ences in tastes and preferences for particular rec-
reational activities. For instance, snowboarding is 
a relatively recent recreational innovation adopted 
by Millennials that didn’t exist when most Baby 
Boomers learned to ski.

Demand for outdoors recreation varies widely 
by racial/ethnic group and to a somewhat lesser 
extent by gender.6 African Americans are much 
less likely to participate in many wilderness, water 
and snow activities and activities that involve 
higher out-of-pocket expenses such as golf com-
pared to whites.7 Blacks favor a handful of team 

7
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“Observable demo-
graphic, economic 
and geographical 
variables explain a 
relatively small por-
tion of recreation 
demand variation.”

relationship with recreational choices. Increases in 
wages cause what economists call “income” and 
“substitution” effects. The income effect means 
that wage increases boost the amount of income 
available to households and has the same impact 
as an increase in non-wage income. On the other 
hand, increases in wages make leisure time com-
paratively “more expensive” than before and wage 
earners are consequently more likely to spend 
time working rather than recreating. Further 
complicating the relationship is that income is 
correlated with employment status. Retirees and 
the unemployed often have lower incomes than 
workers, but also have more leisure time, which 
increases demand for outdoors recreation. 

Homeownership can affect recreation deci-
sion-making.17 On the one hand, homes are a 
component of household wealth and are convert-
ible into income generating assets such as rental 
properties and dividend-paying stocks with some 
effort. Thus, it affects the demand for recreation 
in the same manner as other forms of non-wage 
income. It also affects the supply of recreational 
resources. Since owner-occupied housing units 
generally have larger lots than rental housing, 
homeowners often have easier access to land for 
recreational activities and can elect to construct 
their own private recreational activity centers 
(e.g., play equipment and swimming pools) on 
their property. 

Educational achievement is associated with 
greater outdoors recreation demand. Educa-
tion can help build knowledge and awareness of 
recreation opportunities and improve skills for 
performing certain activities.18 Education may 
also improve health knowledge and foster a lon-
ger-term time preference orientation,19 each of 
which could stimulate interest in outdoor physi-
cal exercise. Lastly, higher education is associated 
with socioeconomic status, which may lead to the 
adoption of higher status recreational pursuits.20

Geographical Variables
Since travel costs are often a significant portion 
of the price that consumers pay for recreation 
services, the spatial allocation of recreational 
resources plays an important role in recreation 
participation decisions. Individuals residing closer 
to public parks tend to participate more often in 
outdoors recreation.21 

Recreational resource quality measured by 
congestion level, environmental characteristics, 
and facility condition also matters. Participation in 
some recreation activities, particularly wilderness 
activities such as hunting, fishing and backpack-
ing are quite sensitive to congestion while others 
such as biking and picnicking are considerably less 

so.22 Water quality and biodiversity are important 
for many outdoor activities. For instance, fishing 
and swimming would be inhibited by water pol-
lution, while bird watching would be enhanced by 
a greater variety of habitat bird species.23 Better 
park maintenance, more park features, park pro-
gramming and higher public spending on parks 
and recreation have been found to increase park 
utilization.24 

Rural and urban residents recreate in distinc-
tive ways. For example, hiking, fishing and hunt-
ing are more common among rural residents while 
organized sport activities such as tennis and golf 
are more popular among urban and suburban resi-
dents.25 These differences partly reflect contrast-
ing levels of resource access.26 Open space that 
supports wilderness activities is more plentiful in 
rural areas while recreation facilities such as ball 
fields and basketball courts are more common in 
densely populated areas. These dissimilarities may 
also stem from geographical differences in tastes 
and lifestyles,27 which may result from individuals 
choosing where to live based partly on the avail-
ability of recreational amenities.28 

Other Variables
Observable demographic, economic and geo-
graphical variables explain a relatively small por-
tion of recreation demand variation. Often the 
most important variables are unobservable ones 
such as recreational attitudes, health status, and 
availability of leisure and vacation time.29 Rec-
reation demand may also be influenced by tastes 
formed as the result of prior experiences. Activi-
ties undertaken in the past may continue to influ-
ence individuals’ present choices even though the 
circumstances that led to the decision to partici-
pate may no longer be as relevant. Participation in 
certain activities may persist because of habit for-
mation, the lower costs of obtaining information 
about recreational opportunities for familiar activ-
ities and sites, and the phenomenon of “learning 
by doing” for activities that require more advanced 
skill levels to provide satisfaction.30 

Recreation activity participation decisions are 
also interrelated. Demand for one recreation activ-
ity may also affect the demand for participating in 
another with the affected activities being either 
complements or substitutes.31 For example, boat-
ing and fishing or hiking and camping often occur 
in tandem. On the other hand, hunting and skate-
boarding would more likely be alternative activi-
ties in a single trip. Joint modeling of recreation 
activities participation decisions has been found 
to improve model estimation and forecasting.32

Explanatory factors can be expected to vary 
by recreational activity.33 Activities that require a 
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lot of physical stamina may exhibit a strong age 
effect while those that involve high fees or equip-
ment costs (e.g., golf and skiing) may be sensitive 
to income levels. For cultural activities such as vis-
iting historical sites, education level may distin-
guish participants and nonparticipants. Activities 
where access was historically or currently affected 
by discrimination may show strong race and gen-
der effects. 

The Commonwealth’s Outdoors 
Recreation Assets
It is important to consider the features of Virgin-
ia’s outdoors recreational assets because as we saw 
in the last section, their availability, proximity and 
characteristics can affect resident recreational par-
ticipation decisions. The state offers a wide variety 
of outdoors recreation venues in different land-
scapes that appeal to various types of recreational 
consumers. Moreover, the state has four distinct 
seasons that support both warm weather and cold 
weather activities. 

Virginia’s venues include mountains and 
heavily forested areas that support wilderness 
recreation such as camping, hiking and hunt-
ing; oceanside areas, freshwater lakes, rivers and 
streams that support swimming, fishing and boat-
ing; networks of trails to support hiking, biking 
horse-riding and running; and numerous devel-
oped recreation sporting areas for organized sports 
and other activities. However, the distribution of 
these resources varies widely by type with different 

regions of the state specializing in certain types of 
outdoors recreation. Ownership patterns also vary 
by recreational category. While public ownership 
is most common, private ownership is dominant 
for a handful of outdoors recreation assets. 

Table 1 shows a tally of recreational assets 
compiled by the Virginia Department of Con-
servation and Recreation from locally provided 
recreation inventory data. The state contains some 
4.8 million acres (7,509 square miles) of land 
and water acreage available for public recreation, 
which amounts to almost 18 percent of the state 
area. This total includes 1.3 million acres of rec-
reational boating surface water and 2.1 million 
acres of hunting area. The commonwealth offers 
5,740 miles of hiking trails and 2,147 miles of 
trails that are open to horse riding. For compari-
son purposes, the state’s transportation system has 
74,378 miles of public roadway and 3,214 miles of 
railroad. The state has over 7,000 baseball, softball, 
football and soccer fields or approximately 1 field 
for every 1,150 residents. Other assets include 
3,125 miles of fishing streams, 3,480 playgrounds, 
and 695 outdoor pools. 

These recreational assets are distributed 
unevenly throughout the state. While limited 
space prohibits showing the geographical distri-
bution of each recreational resource, three types of 
recreational resources and facilities capture much 
of the geographical variation for all of the inven-
tory items: (1) the total number of urban recre-
ational facilities, (2) recreational land acreage, 

“The state offers 
a wide variety of 

outdoors recreation 
venues in different 

landscapes that 
appeal to various 

types of recre-
ational consumers.”

Table 1.  Virginia Recreational Asset Inventory, 2011

Category Number Category  Number

Total acreage  4,805,995 Playgrounds  3,480

Land acreage  3,179,780 Baseball fields  2,148

Hunting acreage  2,137,307 Softball fields  1,922

Boating surface water acreage  1,290,192 Football fields  1,935

Fishing acreage  1,263,084 Soccer fields  1,068

Beach acreage  2,083 Basketball courts  2,671

Fishing stream miles  3,125 Tennis courts  3,955

Number of marina slips  34,966 Golf holes  5,207

Boat access ramps  1,307 Volleyball courts  415

Number of fishing piers  227 Archery ranges  182

Hiking trail miles  5,740 Skeet shooting ranges  40

Horse trail miles  2,147 Rifle ranges  118

Off-road trail mileage  225 Ski lifts  22

Developed camping sites  39,596 Outdoor pools  695

Primitive camping sites  8,842 Indoor pools  121

Picnic tables  33,610 Nature centers  76
Source: Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, Author’s 
calculations based on electronic file.
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and (3) recreational boating acreage.34 Figures 1, 
2, and 3 illustrate the geographical patterns for 
these items. Urban recreational facilities are most 
commonly found in denser populated urban and 
metropolitan regions such as Northern Virginia, 
Richmond City and its environs, the Hampton 
Roads region, and close to smaller cities such as 
Roanoke, Lynchburg, Charlottesville and Harri-
sonburg.35 Recreational land acreage is most plen-
tiful in the Shenandoah Valley and Blue Ridge 
Mountains in large part due to the presence of 
national park and forestland such as the Shenan-
doah National Park and the George Washington 
and Jefferson national forests. Boating acreage 
is comparatively larger in the Northern Neck, 
Middle Peninsula and Eastern Shore because of 
Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean proximity. 

Over 90 percent of Virginia’s recreational 
open space land and water acreage is publicly 
owned (see Figure 4). This characteristic is 
important because public venues generally charge 
nothing or lower fees for recreational access than 
their private counterparts and are not able to 
exclude the public based on narrow membership 
criteria. The federal government alone owns over 
half of Virginia open space, with state govern-
ment 31 percent, and local government 9 percent. 
The private sector, which includes private mem-
bership organizations (e.g., country clubs and 
outdoor clubs) as well as commercial recreational 
enterprises, owns slightly less than local govern-
ments at 7 percent. However, it is a compara-
tively large provider of many specialized facilities 
(see Figure 5). All of Virginia’s ski facilities are 

“Over 90 percent 
of Virginia’s recre-
ational open space 
land and water 
acreage is publicly 
owned…”

Figure 1. Virginia Urban Recreation Facilities by Locality, 2011

Source: Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, Author’s 
calculations based on electronic file.
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Figure 2. Virginia Recreational Open Space Land Acreage by Locality, 2011

Source: Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, Author’s 
calculations based on electronic file.
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privately owned and operated. In addition, most 
marina slips, camping sites, golf courses, outdoor 
pools and target practice ranges (e.g., skeet shoot-
ing and archery) are privately owned. In contrast, 
almost all water-related open space and almost all 
athletic facilities (e.g., football, soccer, softball and 
baseball fields) are publicly owned.

Recreational resources are owned by many dif-
ferent public and private sector entities, but infor-
mation is lacking as to what extent they substitute 
or complement one another.36 Thus, the validity 
of simply adding up recreational assets with dif-
ferent categories of owners to form regional rec-
reational inventories is questionable. Indeed, the 
actual recreational opportunity set is much bigger 
than outdoors recreation. Similar types of physical 
recreation can occur in either indoor or outdoor 
venues. Likewise, outdoor recreation can occur in 
any number of outdoor public and private venues 

that are not ordinarily considered as part of an 
outdoors recreation inventory. These areas may 
include private yards surrounding homes, parts 
of the built environment such as roads, sidewalks 
and public squares or other spaces such as vacant 
and abandoned lots. 

Figure 6 shows one possible breakdown of 
the recreational venue choice set in terms of a 
nested decision tree. At the first level, individuals 
allocate their time between work and leisure activ-
ity. Next, they select the amount of time they want 
to spend leisure time performing recreation activi-
ties and non-recreation activities such as house-
hold maintenance, dinner preparation, childcare, 
etc. Recreationists then choose between active 
(requiring higher levels of physical exertion) and 
passive recreation. Active recreationists would 
next choose between indoor and outdoor venues. 
Outdoor venues can further be disaggregated into 
home, private for-profit, private non-profit, and 
public ownership. Finally, publicly owned prop-
erties may be provided by federal, state or local 
agencies. A similar decision tree would be appro-
priate for outdoor passive activities such as wild-
life watching. 

Recreational venue choice can be influenced 
by many variables. For instance, the choice of 
indoor versus outdoor venue could be affected 
by weather patterns and technological changes 
such as the development of affordable indoor 
mechanized recreation equipment that simu-
lates running, biking, rowing, stepping and ski-
ing. Growing suburbanization and availability 
of larger private lots could decrease the demand 
for public outdoors recreation venues. The intro-
duction of worksite gyms to encourage employee 
wellness might also substitute for other venues. 

“Recreational 
resources are owned 

by many different 
public and private 
sector entities, but 

information is 
lacking as to what 
extent they substi-

tute or complement 
one another.”

Federal
Government
51.7%

Water of the
state 23.8%

Local
Gov’t 9.0%

Private 7.5%

Quasi-public
1.5%

State Gov’t 6.6%

Figure 4: Virginia Recreational Open Space Acreage by 
Ownership, 2011

Source: Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, 
Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, 
Author’s calculations based on electronic file.

Figure 3. Virginia Recreational Boating Acreage by Locality, 2011

Source: Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, Author’s 
calculations based on electronic file.
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The provision of one type of public or private 
open space might reasonably be expected to affect 
the demand for other categories.

Some researchers have investigated the inter-
action of private recreation supply and public 
recreation demand and vice-versa. Product and 
marketing messages clearly have an effect on 
consumer preferences for public and commercial 
sector products.37 Demand for private recreation 
is strongly associated with family income and 
negatively related to the quantity of local public 
open space.38 On the supply side, private sector 
provision varies by facility functional category 
and location.39 Public facilities tend to be more 
concentrated in more urbanized areas and are 
designed for more general recreation usage while 
private facilities are more uniformly distributed 

and offer more specialized activities. The popular 
perception that underprivileged groups experience 
significant geographical access barriers to private 
facilities is not always true.40 However, other 
financial and social barriers may exist because 
private sports clubs and organizations generally 
charge higher membership and entrance fees and 
may not admit members of the public who do not 
meet membership requirements.

Public recreation is also quite heterogeneous. 
Local parks are generally developed for more 
intensive use and accessibility than state parks, and 
state parks are often used more intensively and are 
more accessible than federal parks. For instance, 
state parks systems nationwide manage to serve 
2.5 times as many visitors with just one-sixth of 
the area.41 Federally owned open space frequently 

“Demand for 
private recreation 
is strongly associ-
ated with fam-
ily income and 
negatively related 
to the quantity of 
local public open 
space.”
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Figure 5: Virginia Percentage Private Ownership by Facility Type, 2011

Source:  Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Statewide Inventory of Outdoor Recreation Areas and Facilities, Author’s 
calculations based on electronic file.
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open space, the need for state recreational open 
space may be less. Figure 7 shows the relative sup-
plies of state national park, forest, and wildlife ref-
uge open space and state park open space by state. 
There is a weak although statistically significant 
negative correlation (p = - 0.15) between the two. 
That is to say, states with higher percentages of 
federal open space tend to have lower percentages 
of state parkland. Virginia is close to the result-
ing trend line, but there are many outliers such 
as California, which has a relatively high share of 
area in both federal and state parkland.

Virginia Recreation Activity Patterns 
and Trends
As previously argued, there are reasons to expect 
recreational activity participation and levels of 
participation to vary widely over household char-
acteristics for different outdoor activities. Since 
these economic, demographic and geographical 
conditions vary over time also, one should notice 
some fluctuations in participation over time as 
well. This section examines how recreation partic-
ipation choices vary among Virginia households 
and over time, by examining recreational partici-
pation using explanatory factors introduced in the 
first section. 

serves multiple and sometimes conflicting pur-
poses including wildlife preservation, resource 
extraction, and other uses such as recreation.42 The 
federal land is mostly located in the West, remote 
from the nation’s major population centers. For 
residents of states such as Virginia that are fortu-
nate to have reasonable access to federally owned 

Source: Developed by the author
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Private

Recreation
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Public

Other
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Figure 6. Recreation Venue Choice Decision Tree

“For residents 
of states such as 

Virginia that are 
fortunate to have 
reasonable access 

to federally owned 
open space, the 

need for state recre-
ational open space 

may be less.”

0

Figure 7. Percentage of State Land Area in National Park, Forest, and Wildlife Areas Compared to Percentage of 
State Land Area in State Parks, by State, 2012

Sources: Ross W. Gorte, Carol Hardy Vincent, Laura A. Hanson, and Marc R. Rosenblum, Federal Land Ownership: Overview and Data. 
(Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, 2012); National Association of State Park Directors. Statistical Report of State Park 
Operations: 2011-2012. (Raleigh, NC: Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism, North Carolina State University 2013).
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Research on national outdoors recreation 
patterns and trends produces a picture that is 
quite sensitive to the data source used. The U.S. 
Forest Service conducts a regular survey called 
the National Survey of Recreation and Environ-
ment (NSRE) for nature resource planning that is 
the principal reference for trend information on 
outdoors recreation. Recent results indicate that 
outdoors recreation in general is growing though 
some types are declining. In particular traditional 
consumptive activities such as fishing and hunt-
ing have seen the number of participants plum-
met while more passive activities such as walking 
and nature-based viewing and photographing 
of wildlife have continued to increase in popu-
larity.43 Visitations data present a more somber 
picture with natural public land visitations, game 
licenses issued, camping numbers and hiking/
backpacking numbers trending downward on 
a per capita basis.44 Time-use survey data based 
on actual diary logs of activities suggest that out-
doors recreation participation increased from 
1965 to 2007 but has decreased somewhat since 
that time.45 While these results point in different 
directions, they may indicate that the public has 
simply changed the types of outdoor activities and 
amount of time devoted to them. These changes 
may have been spurred by changing demographics 

and limitations imposed by: (1) a poor economy 
and increased admittance fees, (2) reduced access 
to outdoors recreation venues due to absorp-
tion of private natural lands by urban sprawl, (3) 
restricted access to private land due to liability 
concerns, (4) increasing restrictions imposed on 
the use of public lands due to ecological concerns, 
and (5) declining quality of public parks because 
of deteriorating facilities and reduced park upkeep 
attributable to funding cuts.46 These influences 
could affect outdoors recreation activities differ-
ently over different periods.

Virginia recreation patterns resemble the 
nation’s in many ways but not all. Public land 
visitation numbers are mixed. On the one hand, 
the number of visitors to National Park Service 
lands has decreased in line with the national trend 
though much of this decrease can be attributed 
to decreased visitor counts for parkways such as 
the George Washington National Parkway on 
the Northern Virginia side of the Potomac River 
where accurately gauging visitations can be more 
challenging.47 State park visitations have con-
tinued to increase in Virginia in contrast to a 
national picture of static state park visitations (see 
Figure 8). It is not clear why Virginia is different. 
One analysis suggests that Virginia has significant 
excess capacity in its park system that can meet 

“State park visita-
tions have con-
tinued to increase 
in Virginia in 
contrast to a 
national picture 
of static state park 
visitations….”
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“The most popular 
activity was “walk-

ing for pleasure,” 
followed by “visit-
ing historic sites,” 

“visiting parks,” 
and “visiting  

natural areas.”

increased demand in contrast to some states that 
have serious capacity constraints.48 But Virginia’s 
visitations per state park acre lag the nation on a 
per capita basis (1 visit per person compared to the 
national average of 2.36), implying that the state 
may be playing catch-up. Differences in popula-
tion growth, demographic composition and resi-
dent outdoors recreational tastes may also help to 
account for some part of the disparity. 

Information on Virginia resident recreational 
preferences is drawn primarily from Virginia 
Outdoors Surveys conducted every five years as 
part of the State Comprehensive Outdoor Rec-
reation Plan (SCORP) update. As part of this 
survey, households are asked if they participated 
in various outdoors recreation activities during 
the previous calendar year.49 Table 2 shows the 
percentage of households that participated in 
the surveyed activities in 2011. The most popular 

activity was “walking for pleasure,” followed by 
“visiting historic sites,” “visiting parks,” and “visit-
ing natural areas.” More than a quarter of all Vir-
ginia households swim, sunbath, jog or run, use 
a playground, picnic or visit gardens. Of the top 
ten activities, three can be categorized as general 
outdoors activities (walking, jogging, and using a 
playground), two as water-related activities (swim-
ming and sunbathing), and five as miscellaneous 
passive activities (visiting historic sites, visiting 
parks, visiting natural areas, visiting gardens, and 
picnicking). None of the top ten activities include 
organized sports, winter activities or activities uti-
lizing wheeled vehicles such as bicycles, motor-
cycles, or all terrain vehicles (ATVs). Table 3 
compares trend data for of 30 activities for which 
participation rates could be constructed from Vir-
ginia outdoors surveys going back to 1996. It orga-
nizes the re-surveyed activities into four groups: 

Table 2. Participation Rates of Virginia Households in Outdoors Recreation Activities, 2011

Activity Rate(%) Activity Rate(%)

Walking for pleasure 82.2 Snow sledding/tubing 9.1

Visiting historic sites 63.5 Nature study/nature programs 8.8

Visiting parks (local, state, national) 50.6 Softball 8.0

Visiting natural area/preserve/refuge 50.3 Tubing on water 8.0

Swimming 54.8 Football 6.9

Sunbathing/relaxing on a beach 41.3 Other outdoor activities 6.6

Jogging/running 33.6 Driving 4-wheel off-road 6.2

Using a playground 29.9 Horseback riding 6.0

Picnicking away from home 28.0 Other organized sports activities 5.9

Visiting gardens/arboretums 25.6 Jet ski/personal watercraft 5.9

Hiking/backpacking 24.8 Volleyball 5.7

Fresh water fishing 24.4 Baseball 5.4

Camping 24.1 Bird watching away from home 5.3

Visiting natural preserves 19.4 Driving motorcycle, etc. off-road 4.9

Golf 16.4 Water skiing or towed on water 4.4

Canoeing/kayaking/rowing 15.7 Skateboarding 4.3

Salt water fishing 14.0 Sailing/sail boarding 3.9

Off-road/multi-use bicycling 13.5 Ice skating (outdoor) 3.7

Fitness trail (not jogging) 12.7 Rafting 3.6

Basketball 12.6 In-line skating 2.6

Hunting 12.6 Driving motorcycle off road 2.4

Soccer 11.8 Geocaching or letterboxing 2.3

Downhill skiing/snow boarding 10.9 Other water-related activities 1.8

Tennis 10.3 Cross country snowshoeing 1.6

Power boating 10.1 Other wheeled activities 1.0

Single-track bicycling 10.0 Other winter activities 0.5
Source: James M. Ellis, Deborah Rexrode, Peter Furia, Jaesook Lee, and David Shreve. 2011 Virginia Outdoors Demand Survey 
(Charlottesville, VA: Center for Survey Research, Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, University of Virginia, 2012), p 14. http://www.
dcr.virginia.gov/recreational_planning/documents/vosexecsum11.pdf

http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/recreational_planning/documents/vosexecsum11.pdf
http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/recreational_planning/documents/vosexecsum11.pdf
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those that have seen participation rates move uni-
formly higher, those that have moved higher over 
the entire period with some dips in between, those 
that have not been growing through the entire 
period but have been volatile, and those that have 
declined uniformly. Volatility in survey results can 
result from either temporary change in recreation 
preferences or sampling error. The table indicates 

that participation rates increased for 17 activities 
over 1997-2013 and decreased or stayed the same 
for 13. This list includes eight activities where par-
ticipation increased uniformly over the period and 
one activity, baseball, which decreased each sur-
vey period. If one restricts attention to the period 
2006-2011, 29 of the 30 activities increased (all 
except baseball). These results suggest that while 

“…[Virginia] 
participation rates 
increased for 17 
activities over 1997-
2013 and decreased 
or stayed the same 
for 13.”

Table 3. Participation Rates of Virginia Households in Outdoors Recreation Activities, 1996, 2001, 2006 and 2011

Participation Rate (%)

Activity and Degree 1996 2001 2006 2011

Uniformly higher

 Walking for pleasure  65.0  67.1  71.7  82.2

 Visiting historic sites  35.0  40.4  56.1  63.5

 Visiting natural area/preserve/refuge  24.0  26.9  44.3  50.3

 Jogging/running  20.0  21.5  24.1  33.6

 Using a playground  24.0  24.4  25.0  29.9

 Visiting gardens/arboretums  20.0  21.6  21.6  25.6

 Fitness trail (not jogging)  6.0  7.3  10.8  12.7

 Soccer  6.0  8.7  9.2  11.8

Growing but volatile

 Swimming  53.0  52.2  44.0  54.8

 Hiking/backpacking  15.0  18.3  16.0  24.8

 Basketball  12.0  15.4  12.5  12.6

 Football  5.0  7.0  5.8  6.9

 Driving 4-wheel off-road  6.0  7.6  5.7  6.2

 Tubing on water  4.0  6.1  4.9  8.0

 Jet ski/personal watercraft  3.0  6.5  4.1  5.9

 Skateboarding  3.0  4.1  4.0  4.3

 Rafting  3.0  3.7  2.0  3.6

Not growing but volatile

 Sunbathing/relaxing on a beach  42.0  39.1  36.4  41.3

 Picnicking away from home  34.0  28.7  26.1  28.0

 Camping  26.0  28.2  17.7  24.1

 Golf  20.0  25.1  14.6  16.4

 Hunting  17.0  13.8  7.6  12.6

 Downhill skiing/snow boarding  13.0  11.9  9.1  10.9

 Tennis  21.0  16.2  8.6  10.3

 Nature study/nature programs  9.0  11.1  7.0  8.8

 Softball  12.0  10.1  7.5  8.0

 Volleyball  9.0  6.1  3.4  5.7

 Water skiing or towed on water  8.0  6.7  4.0  4.4

 Horseback riding  6.0  6.2  5.8  6.0

Uniformly lower

 Baseball  7.0  6.2  5.5  5.4
Sources: James M. Ellis, Deborah Rexrode, Peter Furia, Jaesook Lee, and David Shreve. 2011 Virginia Outdoors Demand Survey, pp. 14-15 
and B6-B15; Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, 2006 Virginia Outdoors Survey, pp. 5-19; Virginia Department of 
Conservation and Recreation, Virginia Outdoors Plan 2002, p. 390; Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation, Virginia Outdoors 
Plan 1996, p. 326.
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“Senior households 
participate in fewer 

than half as many 
activities and less 
than one-third as 

many person-days 
of outdoors recre-

ation as households 
headed by young 

adults.”

participation rates have increased broadly in 
recent years, the longer-term 1996-2011 picture is 
much more varied. Generally speaking, the long-
term declines were of much smaller magnitude 
than the increases. Four of the declining activities 
were group sports (golf, tennis, softball and vol-
leyball), two were water-related (sunbathing and 
water skiing), and one was snow-related. Many 
of the activities experiencing significant increases 
involve relatively low physical exertion levels (e.g., 
walking, visiting historic sites, visiting natural 
areas, and visiting gardens). Among group sports, 
tennis participation halved while soccer doubled. 

Table 4 shows substantial differences in the 
number of outdoor activities and overall par-
ticipation levels chosen by households by demo-
graphic, economic and geographic characteristics. 
The table shows the average number of activities 
and total number of person-days (i.e., number 
of days that households participating in activity 
multiplied by the number of household partici-
pants) reported by selected household character-
istics, including household head age, income, race/

ethnicity and gender as well as housing tenure and 
urban/rural location. 

Outdoors recreation participation decreases 
with age. Senior households participate in fewer 
than half as many activities and less than one-
third as many person-days of outdoors recreation 
as households headed by young adults. However, 
participation declines are modest for several activ-
ities requiring lower levels of physical exertion 
such as visiting historic sites and gardens, orga-
nizing a golf game, picnicking and fishing. 

Large gaps also exist in participation by non-
Hispanic whites and among blacks. Among racial/
ethnic groups, black households participate in an 
average of 5 different outdoor activities while 
whites participate in 8.1 per year and over 130 
more person-days of annual outdoor activities. As 
shown in Table 5, African American participa-
tion is higher for nine activities, including several 
group sports such as football, basketball, volley-
ball and softball. However, African American par-
ticipation is substantially lower for all wilderness, 
water-related, snow-related and wheeled activi-
ties. It is also noteworthy that black participation 

Table 4. Virginia Mean Number of Activities Participated In and Person-Days by Group, 2011

Group Number of Activities Person-days

Age

 18-29 9.61 561.14

 30-44 9.21 488.74

 45-64 7.70 431.07

 65+ 4.33 172.00

Income

 <$25,000 6.27 311.36

 $25,000-$49,999 6.40 280.92

 $50,000-$99,999 8.39 384.57

 $100,000+ 9.42 655.85

Housing tenure

 Own 7.56 400.99

 Rent 8.37 442.78

Gender

 Male 7.79 380.87

 Female 7.73 431.82

Race

 White 8.13 431.83

 Black 5.02 299.42

 Other 8.78 551.10

Region

 Metropolitan 7.84 405.73

  Nonmetropolitan 6.75 366.93
Source: Author’s calculations based on 2011 Virginia Outdoors Survey data.
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rates are significantly lower for all four activities 
(skiing, golf, pool and camping) where a majority 
of facilities are privately owned. 

The disparities among male and female 
respondents were much smaller. However, because 
the survey collected responses on the household 
rather than individual level, gender differences are 
less likely to be discernable. 

Households generally increase their recre-
ational participation and activity levels as income 
rises. The number of activities participated in 
increases uniformly with income group while total 
hours of activity increases over much of the range. 
The anomaly is households that report under 
$25,000 in income. This result may be explained 
by the presence of retired or unemployed resi-
dents in the group who have more leisure time. 
Another unexpected result is that homeown-
ers participated in fewer activities and reported 
fewer person-days of activity than renters. But, 

confounding variables such as age may cloud this 
relationship. Homeownership is much more com-
mon among older residents. So, the results may 
reflect age differences in housing tenure rather 
than the independent effect of homeownership. 
Also, homeowners may devote more leisure time 
to upkeep and maintenance of yards and have less 
time available for outdoors recreational pursuits. 

A comparison of rural/urban household rec-
reation levels shows significant differences. Non-
metropolitan households engage in roughly 1 less 
activity and 40 fewer hours of outdoors recreation 
than their metropolitan counterparts. This pattern 
may be explained by rural households’ lower parks 
and recreation spending per capita for recreational 
programming, lower density of recreational facili-
ties, and greater travel distances required to reach 
them.

“Households 
generally increase 
their recreational 
participation and 
activity levels as 
income rises.”

Table 5. Black-White Disparities in Virginia Outdoors Recreation Participation Rates, 2011

Part. Rate (%) Part. Rate (%)

Activity Black White % Pt Diff Activity Black White % Pt Diff

Natural area, preserve or refuge 20.5 54.6 -34.1 Fitness trail (not jogging) 8.6 12.3 -3.7

Sunbathing/relaxing on a beach 18.8 48.4 -29.6 Jet ski/personal watercraft 3.0 6.6 -3.6

Visiting historic sites 40.1 67.5 -27.4 Bird watching away from home 2.8 6.4 -3.6

Hiking/backpacking 4.8 29.0 -24.2 Picnicking away from home 23.8 27.3 -3.5

Camping 5.1 29.2 -24.1 Sailing/sail boating 1.1 4.5 -3.4

Visiting parks (local, state, natl.) 33.0 52.7 -19.7 Horseback riding 3.0 6.2 -3.2

Canoeing/kayaking/rowing 0.7 18.8 -18.1 Salt water fishing 12.0 14.5 -2.5

Swimming in a pool 29.1 45.4 -16.3 Driving motorcycle off-road 0.5 2.9 -2.4

Swimming at a beach 23.8 39.5 -15.7 Driving 4-wheel off-road 4.8 7.2 -2.4

Hunting 3.4 16.0 -12.6 Geocaching or letterboxing 0.7 2.8 -2.1

Visiting gardens/arboretums 14.8 26.4 -11.6 Single track bicycling 7.6 9.6 -2.0

Organized golf game 7.7 19.1 -11.4 Other water-related activities 0.2 1.9 -1.7

Power boating 1.5 12.6 -11.1 Ice skating (outdoor) 2.1 3.1 -1.0

Downhill skiing/snow boarding 1.2 12.3 -11.1 Skateboarding 3.1 3.9 -0.8

Off-road/multi-use bicycling 4.6 14.7 -10.1 Other wheeled activities 0.4 1.2 -0.8

Snow sledding/tubing 1.4 10.4 -9.0 Cross country, snowshoeing 0.8 1.5 -0.7

Fresh water fishing 19.1 27.5 -8.4 Other open space activities 0.1 0.7 -0.6

Tubing on water 3.0 10.1 -7.1 Other outdoor winter activities 0.1 0.6 -0.5

Visiting natural preserves 13.6 20.7 -7.1 Organized baseball game 5.8 5.5 0.3

Other outdoor activities 1.5 8.1 -6.6 In-line skating 2.5 2.2 0.3

Driving MC/ATV/UTV off-roada 0.4 6.5 -6.1 Organized tennis game 9.9 8.6 1.3

Nature study/nature programs 4.0 9.9 -5.9 Organized softball game 9.8 7.6 2.2

Walking 76.3 82.2 -5.9 Jogging/running 33.2 30.8 2.4

Other organized sports 1.5 6.9 -5.4 Organized volleyball game 7.2 4.0 3.2

Water skiing/towed on water 0.7 6.0 -5.3 Using a playground 31.4 28.1 3.3

Rafting 0.2 4.4 -4.2 Organized football game 10.5 5.9 4.6

Organized soccer game 6.8 10.8 -4.0  Organized basketball game 21.9 8.5 13.4

a MC, ATV and UTV are abbreviations for motorcycles, all terrain vehicle and utility-terrain vehicle, respectively.
Source: James M. Ellis, Deborah Rexrode, Peter Furia, Jaesook Lee, and David Shreve, 2011 Virginia Outdoors Demand Survey, p. F-47. 
http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/recreational_planning/documents/vosexecsum11.pdf

http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/recreational_planning/documents/vosexecsum11.pdf
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“The increasing 
disassociation from 

nature by a more 
urbanized public 
that grows more 

reliant on technol-
ogy for leisure expe-
riences may redirect 
demand from exist-

ing natural areas.”

Policy Issues
Outdoors recreation in Virginia will require more 
attention to policy and research in the coming 
decades. Increased demands for different types 
of recreation will result from demographic and 
socioeconomic developments such as the chang-
ing racial/ethnic composition, population aging, 
growing income disparities, and declining leisure 
and vacation time. The continued loss of land to 
urban sprawl will make locating new outdoors 
recreation facilities more difficult and expensive. 
The increasing disassociation from nature by a 
more urbanized public that grows more reliant 
on technology for leisure experiences may redirect 
demand from existing natural areas. Meanwhile, 
parks and recreation departments must compete 
with other agencies and departments for funds 
from stagnating local, state and federal budgets 
due to slow economic growth and expanding bud-
gets for items such as entitlement programs and 
public employee health care and pensions. This 
section examines four key policy issues likely to 
be important in state and local recreational plan-
ning in the next decade: (1) promoting parks and 
recreation for public health, (2) closing pervasive 
black-white gaps in outdoors recreation partici-
pation, (3) reconnecting younger generations to 
outdoors recreation, and (4) funding parks and 
recreation. 

1. Promoting Parks and Recreation for Public 
Health 
Advocates argue that outdoors recreation provides 
numerous social benefits, including improved 
health. With sedentary lifestyles becoming more 
prevalent and obesity levels skyrocketing, greater 
levels of physical activity can help individu-
als become more physically fit, improve health 
outcomes and longevity, and potentially reduce 
health care costs. Many of these health care costs 
are borne directly by individuals and employers 
through outlays on health care and private health 
insurance. However, a large portion of health care 
costs is shared by the public because disadvan-
taged and senior citizens receive public subsidies 
in the form of Medicaid, Medicare, uncompen-
sated care provided by caregivers, public clinic 
services, and soon-to-be-implemented Affordable 
Care Act health care exchange subsidies. More-
over, employer health insurance plans receive an 
implicit public subsidy in the form of the special 
tax treatment accorded such plans. The expanded 
role of federal and state governments in subsidiz-
ing health care means that outdoors recreation 
investments can increasingly be viewed as tools to 
help manage growing public health care costs.

There are certain obstacles to establishing a 
proper social accounting system to value the con-
tributions made by outdoors recreation facilities 
and programming to public health. It remains 
unknown how much parks and recreation spend-
ing contributes to higher physical activity lev-
els and which investments are most effective.50 
Although a substantial body of research shows 
that park availability, accessibility, quality and 
spending is correlated with recreation participa-
tion, causal evidence is much more limited. Many 
studies show an association between recreation 
use or physical activity and proximity of a park, 
various park features, and park programming.51 
Some studies associate per capita parks and rec-
reation appropriations with higher physical exer-
cise activity levels (e.g., X dollars of additional 
spending per capita is associated with Y minutes 
of additional vigorous exercise per week).52 What 
remains unknown is the specific magnitude of the 
relationship and whether the association reflects 
a “self-selection” problem whereby recreational 
activity levels of residents affect the availability of 
recreational assets and recreational spending lev-
els.53 A direct relationship cannot be established 
because states, communities and neighborhoods 
with more recreationally active residents may 
demand higher spending on parks and recreation 
and more parks. In addition, physically active 
migrants may move to areas where there are bet-
ter parks and recreation provision. 

Even if it is demonstrated that there are 
considerable social benefits to be realized from 
investing in parks and recreation, assigning 
responsibilities in a federal system is somewhat 
problematic. The vast majority of funding for 
parks and recreation is provided by localities, fol-
lowed by states and the federal government. How-
ever, the lion’s share of realized savings in public 
expenditures through improved health outcomes 
would accrue to the federal government followed 
by the states. There is little incentive for localities 
to provide greater quantities of recreation facilities 
and services than local communities’ willingness 
to pay, which would be below the optimal amount 
because of health cost savings that would benefit 
external parties such as the federal and state gov-
ernments. If a link could be demonstrated, then 
the case could be made for an expanded federal 
and state role in the provision of recreational 
facilities and services. Moreover, the best use of 
such resources would be for at-risk communi-
ties that are both highly dependent on public 
health subsidies and yet still often lack adequate 
access to quality parks and recreation facilities and 
programming.54 
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2. Closing Pervasive Black-White Gap in  
Outdoors Recreation Participation
Virginia, like the nation at large, shows a marked 
black-white gap in outdoors recreation activity 
participation. This disparity has both benign and 
sinister explanations. Some amount of the dispar-
ity can be attributed to differences in residential 
location, household income levels, and other fac-
tors.55 However, even after controlling for many 
such variables in both the United States and Vir-
ginia, differences persist.56 African Americans also 
are much less likely to access private recreation 
resources, which helps to explain a significant 
portion of the racial gap (see Figure 9).57 Only 
11.1 percent of black household person-days of 
outdoors recreation occur in privately owned 
venues compared to 23.4 percent for whites. 
This percentage is lower than the bottom income 
bracket representing households of all races with 
an income less than $25,000. Significant differ-
ences in private venue utilization persist for black 
households for several activities even after other 
controlling for other demographic, economic and 
locational factors.58 

Another set of explanatory factors centers on 
differences in tastes for various types of recreation 
and patterns of discrimination that have histori-
cally restricted recreational opportunities and 
thereby shaped preferences for recreation activi-
ties over time. In the past, African Americans 
were hindered from using public parks and facili-
ties because of segregation, which was not for-
mally ended in Virginia until the adoption of the 
1964 Civil Rights Act. Even then, many private 

clubs continued to bar entry. Some researchers 
have hypothesized that choosing not to partici-
pate in certain outdoors recreation associated with 
white privilege may be a form of “resistance and 
self-determination” built up after years of being 
denied equal access.59 Another explanation is that 
black aversion to outdoor wilderness recreation 
was shaped by the antebellum era memories and 
associations with “… slavery, plantation agricul-
ture, lynching, and compulsive work in the forest 
industry.”60 The argument also has been made that 
the gap persists due to a greater detachment from 
nature and fear of wilderness and of rural crime 
as a result of living in more urbanized environ-
ments.61 Survey and focus group results indicate 
that some African Americans feel unwelcome or 
uncomfortable due to actual or perceived discrim-
ination by recreational workers and/or members 
of the public. Ultimately, many of the seemingly 
benign explanatory factors for black-white out-
doors recreation differences, such as lower house-
hold income and educational attainment levels 
and different residential location patterns, can 
themselves can be explained at least partially by 
discrimination.

What is to be done about these pervasive 
and persistent disparities? One possibility is to 
do nothing about the differences because they 
reflect differing preferences and instead focus on 
developing programs and facilities for the recre-
ational activities that African Americans already 
currently enjoy such as organized sports. Another 
option is to adopt a color-blind approach and try 
to improve participation by focusing on attributes 

“Virginia, like the 
nation at large, 
shows a marked 
black-white gap 
in outdoors rec-
reation activity 
participation.”
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Figure 9. Percentage of Virginia Outdoors Recreation Activity in Private Venues by Race and by Income, 2011
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3. Building the Next Generation of Outdoors 
Recreation Enthusiasts
Journalist and author Richard Louv has coined 
the term “nature deficit disorder” to describe the 
increasing alienation of children from nature due 
to the lack of “free play” opportunities in natural 
areas.66 He attributes this disconnect to a host of 
competing stimuli and conditions such as increas-
ing child preferences for electronic and digital 
entertainment, burdensome overscheduling of 
children in organized sports and activities, hectic 
parent work schedules that limit time spent with 
children in outdoors recreation, greater restric-
tions on outdoor play due to legal impediments 
and parent child safety concerns, and loss of 
nearby natural areas for exploration due to urban 
sprawl and poor urban planning. As a result of 
the detachment from nature, children have fewer 
experiential learning opportunities that build 
knowledge about science and environmental 
stewardship and may be more prone to physical 
and psychological disabilities and ailments such as 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
and obesity. The problem may be particularly acute 
for poor minority children living in urban areas. 

The evidence for increasing detachment from 
outdoors activity is decidedly mixed. On the one 
hand, household surveys conducted by the Out-
door Recreation Foundation find that outdoors 
recreation participation by youth decreased mark-
edly from 2006 to 2012.67 A large plurality (45 
percent) of recently surveyed state park directors 
concur that youth outdoors recreation activity 
involvement is decreasing while only 19 percent 
indicate that it is increasing.68 But, one can find 
support for the opposite as well. For instance, the 
U.S. Forest Service’s National Kids Survey finds 
that the percentage of youth who spent more than 
two hours outdoors on each weekend day and 
each week day actually grew between 2008 and 
2012.69 Moreover, a clear majority (61 percent) 
of respondents to a recent survey of local parks 
and recreation managers indicated that youth 
outdoors recreation was increasing versus 7 per-
cent who said that it was decreasing.70 A Kaiser 
Foundation study of electronic media frequently 
cited by outdoors recreation advocates as demon-
strating increasing child detachment does indeed 
show that children spent increasing amount of 
time with digital media (e.g., TV, music, com-
puter, video games, and smart phones). Such time 
increased from an average of 6 hours and 19 min-
utes per day in 1999 to 7 hours and 38 minutes in 
2009. But, the same study also found that “… con-
trary to public perception that media use displaces 
physical activity…levels of physical activity…don’t 
vary by time spent using media.”71 These results 

“The evidence for 
increasing detach-

ment from out-
doors activity is 

decidedly mixed.”

other than race that explain the disparities such 
as geographical access, program funding levels, 
and financial barriers for disadvantaged groups. 
Still another option is to try to close the gap in 
participation levels for all activities through more 
systemic actions that target all areas of underrep-
resentation, including wilderness recreation.

Because the reasons for the disparities are 
varied, the potential remedies for closing the 
gaps are necessarily diverse. Improved efforts to 
incorporate black leaders and community mem-
bers in parks and recreation facility planning and 
programming would help identify obstacles at the 
ground level. Recruiting and retaining black parks 
and recreation employees and ensuring a welcom-
ing atmosphere by all employees for all visitors 
could increase the comfort levels of minority rec-
reationists in wilderness outdoor settings. 

It is generally recognized that minorities are 
underrepresented among park employees. In part, 
this gap reflects fewer minority members who 
choose careers in natural resources fields such as 
forestry, wildlife management or environmental 
sciences. For instance, Virginia higher education 
institutions in FY 2012 awarded just 2.7 percent 
of the 434 degrees in natural resources to Afri-
can Americans and 14 percent of the 970 degrees 
in parks, recreation and leisure fields.62 In con-
trast, 27.4 percent of degrees issued in physical 
education teaching and coaching went to Afri-
can Americans. So, training/recruitment efforts 
that build career ladders from physical education 
teaching to outdoors recreation may be useful 
as well as educational pipelines from secondary 
schools into university natural resources fields 
similar to those that exist in health sciences may 
be recommended. 

Pipeline programs might possibly extend 
even further into primary schools by greater 
outreach to recruit minority rangers and vol-
unteers.63 Improved information and outreach 
including targeted marketing and informal 
community communication arranged through 
schools, organizations and churches and special 
events such as multicultural festivals might also 
be helpful.64 Parks and recreation directors could 
promote more so-called “gateway activities” or 
wilderness activities that are associated with 
greater participation in other outdoors activities 
to minority audiences as a way to expand expo-
sure to outdoors recreation offerings.65 Remov-
ing barriers to accessibility by introducing means 
tested user fees, assigning greater weights to 
facility funding for activities affected by segrega-
tion, and developing funding programs specifi-
cally targeted for at-need communities might also 
move the ball forward. 
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can partially be reconciled with nature detach-
ment even if they don’t indicate decreasing child 
outdoors activity levels. State parks often include 
more wilderness recreation areas in contrast to 
local parks and school facilities which feature 
more developed activity centers such as basketball 
courts and baseball fields. Therefore, the results 
may indicate an increasing child involvement in 
local organized sports and lower levels of involve-
ment in wilderness outdoor activities such as hunt-
ing, fishing, camping and hiking. This hypothesis 
is further supported by national youth member-
ship data; participation in high school sports has 
increased in the last decade while membership in 
organizations associated with wilderness recre-
ation such as the Boy Scouts and the Girl Scouts 
has plummeted.72 Nonetheless, the evidence for 
substitution of local organized sports for outdoors 
recreation is not ironclad.

The possibility of “nature deficit disorder” 
has galvanized some recent national public policy 
efforts such as the proposed federal “No Child 
Left Inside Act” of 2013 and numerous state and 
local government programs. The “No Child Left 
Inside Act” would provide federal assistance to 
states in order to improve school environmental 
education and help counteract deleterious effects 
of the “No Child Left Behind Act” which alleg-
edly incentivized school districts to reduce class 
time devoted to environmental science.73 Similar 
efforts have been advocated within the common-
wealth. For instance, the 2007 Virginia Outdoors 
Plan argues in favor of dedicated funding to sup-
port environmental literacy programs with the 
goal of fostering youth environmental knowl-
edge and stewardship. A Virginia Department 
of Forestry program called “Virginia Naturally” 
recognizes exemplary locally initiated efforts and 
features them on its website.74 Many of the rec-
ognized programs appear to be environmental 
science programs that occur in nearby outdoors 
which are supported by local funding. Unfortu-
nately, a comprehensive geographical inventory of 
such youth educational programs, including ones 
supported by nonprofits such as the scouts, does 
not exist, making it difficult to properly assess the 
level of youth exposure to environmental and out-
doors education.75

Some states and school districts have gone 
much further in their commitment to environmen-
tal education, with a few even creating permanent 
funding streams, fostering teacher training pro-
grams, and developing curriculum aligned with 
educational standards for youth residential out-
doors programs.76 These experiential learning pro-
grams combine education and recreational activities 
in an outdoor setting where students learn about 

the natural environment. For instance, Washing-
ton State offers local school districts an outdoor 
education and recreation grant program designed 
to improve healthy life styles through outdoors 
recreation, reduce dropout rates and academic fail-
ure, and improve youth knowledge about science, 
ecology, environment and natural resources. Advo-
cacy groups and legislators have proposed similar 
programs in other states such as Minnesota and 
Kansas. Anecdotal evidence suggests that similar 
programs were once much more widespread in the 
years soon after World War II but have declined 
in recent decades due to funding constraints and 
changing curriculum requirements.77 

Immersive outdoor education programs such 
as those available elsewhere in the nation could 
play an important role in rectifying Virginia 
outdoor nature deficits where they exist. Some 
research shows that outdoor programs influence 
environmental awareness, attitudes and steward-
ship, develop child interpersonal and social skills, 
improve cognitive outcomes, and contribute to 
greater physical fitness. However, successful out-
comes depend on how a program is structured. 
The most beneficial programs in terms of both 
short-term and long-term outcomes are those 
with curriculum development aligned to edu-
cational goals, preparatory and follow-up work 
by students and teachers, long duration, loca-
tion in remote or unfamiliar locations, and fea-
tures that take account of differences in learning 
styles, phobias, ethnic/cultural identity, and gen-
der.78 Moreover, there are numerous challenges 
to establishing such programs. Among the many 
problems to overcome are limited public school 
time, resources and leadership, skepticism about 
curriculum relevance, liability concerns, parental 
fears for child safety, and lack of teacher training 
and expertise in outdoors experiential learning.79

Clearly, better data on programmatic inputs 
and child participation, learning, and health out-
comes is needed to forge better public policy 
choices. The old adage that “you cannot man-
age what you cannot measure” is equally true of 
environmental and outdoor education. At a bare 
minimum, a comprehensive inventory of school 
division level environmental education efforts is 
needed. Since many children gain exposure to 
environmental and outdoor education through 
nonprofit organization programming such as 
scouts, boys and girls clubs, 4-H, and church-
sponsored camps and activities, a more thorough 
assessment of support from and access to such 
community services would be useful as well. The 
Virginia Outdoors Survey, which is used to assess 
statewide recreational needs every five years, could 
be modified to collect information on children’s 
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federal and state contributions to help cover the 
remaining balance. Exactly how much of total 
parks and recreation funding is provided by dif-
ferent government levels is difficult to ascertain 
because of the varied accounting methods used 
for reporting purposes. In FY 2011, states spent 
$4.8 billion on parks and recreation compared to 
$33.9 billion by localities.81 In contrast, the federal 
government budgeted $4.2 billion for recreational 
resources in federal fiscal year 2011.82 Although 
the federal and state/local amounts count slightly 
different things, the result suggests that localities 
provide by far the largest portion of spending. 

Federal government transfers to state and local 
governments for parks and recreation improve-
ments have been in decline on a real and per 
capita basis, and this trend is reflected in transfers 
to Virginia. Four programs illustrate the contrast-
ing fortunes of various programs designed to help 
fund state and local recreational resources. The 
Urban Park and Recreation Recovery program 
(UPARR), which was created in 1978 to help 
urban communities “repair and replace deteriorat-
ing facilities” was eliminated in 2002.83 The Land 
and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), which 
provides matching funds to states for recreational 
planning (such as the Virginia Outdoors Plan and 
Virginia Outdoors Survey), land acquisition, and 
outdoor facilities, has seen the federal matching 
allotments decrease over much of its recent his-
tory and fell to zero for several years in the late 
1990s.84 Funding for the Community Develop-
ment Block Grant Program (CDBG), which 
gives communities some formula-based discre-
tion in funding parks and recreation improve-
ments, has also decreased. In contrast, the Federal 
Highway Administration (FHWA) Recreational 
Trails Program (RTP), which provides funding to 
develop and maintain trails and related facilities, 
has seen increased funding up until the passage of 
the Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Cen-
tury Act (MAP-21) in 2012 at which point fund-
ing was held level. The three programs that existed 
for 2002-2012 are shown in Figure 10.

Federal funding for parks and recreation 
purposes has come under pressure from two 
competing camps. On the one hand, political 
conservatives have criticized programs like the 
Land and Water Conservation Fund because 
they view parkland acquisition and development 
as state and local responsibilities, argue that such 
programs are ineffective, and favor decreasing 
park budgets to reduce federal budget deficits.85 
The recent sequestration cuts that began in Janu-
ary 2013 have hit discretionary programs such as 
those provided by the Department of Interior and 
the U.S.D.A. Forest Service particularly hard and 
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recreational patterns and trends for assessing 
environmental and outdoor education success in 
inculcating environmental values and stimulating 
outdoors recreation activity. Such information could 
be used to target follow-up efforts for those who 
manage to fall through the cracks, including eco-
nomically deprived, minority and urban children. 

4. Funding Parks and Recreation
A rationale for government intervention in mar-
kets can sometimes be found in “market failures.” 
In situations where market failures exist, reliance 
on private markets can result in a misallocation 
of resources and decreased public welfare. In the 
case of outdoors recreation, several such market 
failures have been identified that are used to jus-
tify government provision of many services.80 The 
relatively large tracts of land where much out-
doors recreation occurs results in large operational 
economies of scale, meaning that the marginal 
cost of providing additional recreational services 
is near zero. If a private monopolistic firm were 
to serve the market, economic theory shows 
that the price would be higher and the amount 
of recreational services provided would be lower 
than socially optimal. Parks also result in some 
wider spin-off benefits to the community such as 
improved environmental quality (e.g., water and 
air quality and wildlife habitat) and cost-savings 
from public health spending that the immediate 
consumer only partially realizes. Therefore, the 
social demand will be larger than private con-
sumer demand. The market equilibrium in such 
a situation would result once again in under-
provision. Parks and recreation services have 
also been identified as merit goods—individuals 
underconsume them because of myopia or a lack 
of adequate information about their beneficial 
qualities. None of these market failures necessarily 
requires government provision of parks and rec-
reation—alternatives are regulation, subsidies for 
private recreation services, and public information 
campaigns—but they do provide a rationale for 
government intervention.

Traditionally, the federal government has 
funded parks that are of “national importance,” 
meaning areas with exceptional natural quali-
ties or where significant historical events have 
occurred. These properties also attract a substan-
tial national and even international clientele. In 
contrast, state parks are more likely to serve a pri-
marily state market and local parks cater mainly to 
local residents. Some states and localities charge 
differential admission fees for residents and non-
residents, but fees rarely cover the entire marginal 
costs of public parks. The existence of non-resident 
users provides a partial accounting justification for 
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“Parks and rec-
reation spending 
increased until the 
recent recession 
but was hit much 
harder in Virginia 
than other states 
thereafter, fall-
ing 14.4 percent 
compared to the 
national average of 
8 percent.”

the recent 16-day partial government shutdown 
that began on October 1, 2013 completely shut-
tered all national parks. 

Environmentalists have also helped to shift 
the orientation of the federal government involve-
ment away from land acquisition for recreational 
use. The main emphasis of federal spending now 
is farmland, forest and wetland preservation and 
habitat conservation through acquisition of pri-
vate easements and provision of land preservation 
tax credits.86 Such programs are judged to provide 
more environmental “bang for the buck” and avoid 
the frequent conflicts between ecological preser-
vation and recreation that occurs on publicly- 
owned land. These changes do not bode well for 
the future of the national parks, national forests 
and fish and wildlife areas, which have an esti-
mated deferred maintenance need of almost $20 
billion.87 Some recreational analysts expect the 
federal leadership role in parks and recreation to 
continue to wane under the combined weight of 
fiscal pressures and shifting priorities.88 

Up until the recent recession, the state and 
local funding picture for parks and recreation and 
natural resources budgets was quite different. They 
had been increasing on a per capita basis for the 
nation and Virginia (see Figure 11). However, the 
housing bubble bust, the recession, and the ensu-
ing state and local budget crisis have been par-
ticularly hard on parks and recreation department 

budgets. Although Virginia did briefly close a 
handful of visitor centers in 2008, state parks were 
left open. In contrast other states made more dra-
conian cuts. For instance, Arizona cut all fund-
ing for its state parks and California closed 70 
parks. Parks have also been closed in Illinois, New 
York, Georgia, Florida, New Jersey and Ohio.89 A 
survey conducted at the peak of state cuts found 
that that 74 percent of state park directors con-
sidered funding for operations and maintenance 
a “major challenge” or “huge issue.”90 Many states 
have dealt with the cutbacks by increasing fees, 
decreasing staffing, outsourcing functions to pri-
vate subcontractors, and allowing maintenance 
and service levels to deteriorate. 

Virginia like other states spends a relatively 
small part of its total state budget on parks and 
recreation (0.24 percent in FY 2011) while local-
ities spend proportionally more (2.35 percent). 
Parks and recreation spending increased until 
the recent recession but was hit much harder 
in Virginia than other states thereafter, falling 
14.4 percent compared to the national average 
of 8 percent. State and local parks and recre-
ation also suffered the second worst level of cuts 
among state government spending functions 
with only natural resources hit harder (see Fig-
ure 12). Recreation fees now fund a much higher  
percentage of outlays than before the reces-
sion and currently hew to the national average  
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Figure 10. Federal Recreational Resource Transfers to Virginia, 2002-2012
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They also depend to a considerable extent on gen-
eral fund dollars rather than dedicated trust funds 
like transportation maintenance; this makes them 
vulnerable to cuts needed to repair deficits for  
perceived core services. 

There is considerable variation in parks and 
recreation spending among Virginia localities. 

(see Figure 13). It is not a mystery why parks 
and recreation are among the first and hardest to 
be cut during times of fiscal distress. Unlike the 
public’s perception of functions like public safety 
and transportation that benefit the entire com-
munity, parks and recreation are more likely to 
be seen as services that benefit individual users.91 
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Figure 12. Percentage Change in State and Local Government Real Direct General Expenditures (2011 Dollars) by 
Function, Fiscal Years 2007 to 2011
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Figure 11. State and Local Government Parks and Recreation Expenditures Per Capita (2011 Dollars), Virginia and 
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Generally speaking, nonmetropolitan coun-
ties spend much less on a per capita basis than 
metropolitan counties and independent cities. 
Figure  14 shows that Northern Virginia and 
the Hampton Roads spend significantly more. 
Furthermore, counties straddling I-64 in Cen-
tral Virginia andI-81 in the Shenandoah Valley 
spend higher amounts, perhaps in part as a way 
to attract additional tourist dollars. Local parks 
and recreation spending per capita, adjusted for 
price changes, dropped 14 percent statewide from 
2008 to 2012. The cuts were widespread with 
every region except the Southwest experiencing 
cuts. The decreases occurred in both metropolitan 

(-13.4 percent) and non-metropolitan (-14.5 
percent) regions. 

Virginia parks and recreation face a quan-
dary. Demand for services has increased as mea-
sured by the Virginia Outdoors Survey. However, 
funding is declining. Moreover, a considerable 
maintenance backlog may exist.92 The American 
Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE) estimates 
deferred maintenance needs of $532.8 million for 
Virginia’s park system.93 

In the face of such challenges, good planning 
becomes very important. Yet few localities out-
side of the urbanized and more affluent ones have 
vital parks and recreation or open space plans 
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Figure 13. State and Local Government Parks and Recreation Charges as Percentage of Expenditures on Parks 
and Recreation Operations, Fiscal Years 1977 to 2011
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Figure 14. Virginia Local Government Parks and Recreation Spending Per Capita, by Locality, 2012

Source: Figure plotted from data in Virginia Auditor of Public Accounts, Comparative Report of Local Government Revenues and Expenditures, 
Fiscal Year Ended 2012 (Richmond, 2012), http://www.apa.virginia.gov/APA_Reports/LG_ComparativeReports.aspx.
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that are regularly updated and used for long-term 
capital and program planning. Moreover, some 
state and local recreational assets are misallocated. 
Many rural Virginia communities are facing 
population aging and some are forecast to have 
a decline of total population. These developments 
suggest less demand for outdoors recreation facili-
ties while growing communities, particularly in 
the Urban Corridor of Northern Virginia and 
Central Virginia have more limited access to rec-
reational open space. Figure 15 shows that based 
on projected losses and demographic composi-
tion shifts to groups with lower utilization levels, 
many localities will see aggregate person-days of 
outdoors recreation decrease by the year 2040.94 
Deactivating facilities and converting them to 
low-maintenance open space or other private uses 
in declining population areas may be a painful but 
necessary decision for many communities. 

There is a growing realization among rec-
reation researchers that parks and recreation 
departments will have to fare for themselves in a 
difficult fiscal environment. That means increasing 
emphasis on revenue management, regional part-
nerships, and alternative service delivery arrange-
ments to counter the drawdown of local, state 
and federal funding. Parks and recreation direc-
tors need to utilize more creative user charges 
and better prioritize by identifying activities with 
lower costs and higher public value—the type of 
skills that could be gained from exposure to the 
Revenue Management and Development School 
sponsored by the National Recreation and Park 
Association.95 Smaller localities could team with 
others to take advantage of economies of scale 
and to operate regional parks and recreation sys-
tems in a manner similar to what the Southwest 

Regional Recreation Authority has accomplished 
with the development, marketing and administra-
tion of a system of ATV and equestrian trails.96 
Public-private partnerships in recreational pro-
gramming are needed with organizations like the 
YMCA, private sport leagues, community col-
leges and local tourism agencies playing a bigger 
role in programming and with public parks and 
recreation agencies assuming more of a coordinat-
ing role and ensuring that recreational opportu-
nities are equitably provided to members of the 
community, particularly the disadvantaged.97 

The state could also assume a greater leader-
ship role in this arena since it has much at stake 
too, including the health, education and welfare 
of its citizens. The Virginia Outdoors Fund was 
once at the center of such efforts and utilized tens 
of millions of dollars in state appropriations to 
fund open space land acquisition and recreation 
development, but it has since lapsed. A revital-
ized Virginia Outdoors Fund could help to re-
shape the outdoors recreational landscape in a 
way that ensures that the commonwealth’s natural 
resources will be preserved for future generations. 
The fund could provide local technical assistance, 
reward good planning, encourage sound revenue 
management, stimulate the formation of regional 
and private-public partnerships, and provide seed 
funding for disadvantaged communities to lever-
age additional resources to overcome barriers.

Summary and Recommendations
Outdoors recreation opportunities provide many 
benefits to individuals and communities. Ben-
efits include improved physical and psychological 
health through exercise, relaxation, nature appre-
ciation, and social bonds, as well as environmental 

Sources: Figure based on author’s calculations using cohort-component method described in Terance J. Rephann, Outdoor Recreation 
Demand for Virginia: An Analysis Using 2011 Virginia Outdoors Survey Data (Charlottesville, VA: Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, 2012). 
2010 U.S. Census locality populations and 2040 locality population projections from the Demographics Research Group at the Weldon 
Cooper Center for Public Service. (http://www.coopercenter.org/demographics/virginia-population-estimates)

Figure 15. Percentage Change in Virginia Aggregate Person-Days of Outdoors Recreation Activity from the 
Estimated Level in 2010 to the Projected Level in 2040 

-13% - 0%
1% - 10%
11% - 25%

26% - 158%

Recreation Activity Change, 2010–2040

“There is a growing 
realization among 

recreation research-
ers that parks and 
recreation depart-
ments will have to 
fare for themselves 
in a difficult fiscal 

environment.” 

http://www.coopercenter.org/demographics/virginia


Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service • November 2013

23

and economic benefits to localities. Participation 
rates by Virginians for most types of outdoors rec-
reation have generally increased in recent years but 
some activities, such as walking and soccer, have 
gained in popularity while others such as baseball, 
hunting and fishing have decreased. At the same 
time, large disparities in participation among 
demographic groups and regions have the poten-
tial to change the face of outdoors recreation in 
the future. Public funding for parks and recreation 
has fallen in recent years, and the competition for 
limited resources for open space acquisition, facil-
ity maintenance and new construction funds has 
become fiercer. These changes make it important 
for the state of Virginia and its localities to assess 
recreational needs and gaps for sound recreational 
planning. Many variables, including age, race, 
gender, and rural or urban location affect outdoors 
recreation choices and use, with one of the most 
significant being a gap between blacks and whites 
in recreation participation.

Over 90 percent of Virginia’s recreational 
land and water acreage is publicly owned. This 
characteristic is important because public venues 
generally charge nothing or lower fees for recre-
ational access than their private counterparts and 
are not able to exclude the public based on nar-
row membership criteria. The federal government 
alone owns over half of Virginia open space, with 
state government 31 percent, and local govern-
ment 9 percent. The private sector, which includes 
private membership organizations as well as com-
mercial recreational enterprises, owns slightly 
less than local governments at 7 percent. But the 
private sector is a comparatively large provider of 
many specialized facilities such as ski lifts, marina 
slips, golf courses, exercise gyms, outdoor pools 
and target practice ranges. In contrast, almost all 
water-related open space and nearly all athletic 
facilities such as football, soccer and softball fields 
are publicly owned.

 Virginia recreation patterns resemble the 
nation’s in many ways but also depart from that 
pattern in some ways. On the one hand, the num-
ber of visitors to National Park Service lands has 
decreased in line with national trend while state 
park visitations have continued to increase in 
Virginia in contrast to a national picture of static 
state park visitations. One analysis suggests that 
Virginia has significant excess capacity in its park 
system that can meet increased demand in con-
trast to some states that have serious capacity 
constraints. 

Large gaps exist in participation by blacks 
and whites. Black households participate in an 
average of five different outdoor activities per 
year while whites participate in eight and much 

more frequently. African American participation 
is higher for nine activities, which include group 
sports such as football, basketball, volleyball and 
softball. However, African American participa-
tion is substantially lower for all water-related, 
snow-related and wheeled activities. It is also 
noteworthy that black participation rates are sig-
nificantly lower for all four activities (skiing, golf, 
pool and camping) where most facilities are pri-
vately owned.

Increased demands for different types of rec-
reation will result from demographic and socio-
economic developments such as the changing 
racial/ethnic composition, population aging, and 
growing income disparities. The continued loss 
of land to urban sprawl will make locating new 
outdoors recreation facilities more difficult and 
expensive. 

The increasing disassociation from nature by 
a more urbanized public that grows more reliant 
on technology for leisure experiences may redirect 
demand from existing natural areas. Meanwhile 
parks and recreation departments must compete 
with other public agencies and departments for 
funds from stagnating local, state and federal bud-
gets due to slow economic growth and expanding 
budgets for entitlement programs.

Four key policy issues are likely to be impor-
tant in state and local recreational planning in the 
next decade: 

1. Promoting parks and recreation for pub-
lic health. The expanded role of federal and state 
governments in subsidizing health care means 
that outdoors recreation investments can increas-
ingly be viewed as tools to help manage growing 
public health care costs. Recreation will be a new 
focus in health issues.

2. Closing pervasive black-white gaps in out-
doors recreation participation. Improved efforts to 
incorporate black leaders and community mem-
bers in parks and recreation facility planning 
and programming would help identify obstacles. 
Recruiting and retaining of black parks and rec-
reation employees and ensuring a welcoming 
atmosphere by all employees for all visitors could 
increase the comfort level of minority recreation-
ists in wilderness outdoor settings. Recruitment 
efforts that build career ladders as well as edu-
cational pipelines from secondary schools into 
university natural resources fields similar to those 
that exist in health sciences would help to expand 
black participation. Pipeline programs might pos-
sibly extend even further into primary schools by 
greater outreach to recruit minority rangers and 
volunteers. Improved information and outreach, 
including targeted marketing and informal com-
munity communication arranged through schools, 

“Increased 
demands for differ-
ent types of recre-
ation will result 
from demographic 
and socioeconomic 
developments such 
as the changing 
racial/ethnic com-
position, popula-
tion aging, and 
growing income 
disparities.”



The Virginia News Letter

24

organizations and churches and special events 
such as multicultural festivals, might also be help-
ful. Parks and recreation directors could promote 
more so-called “gateway activities” or wilderness 
activities that are associated with greater par-
ticipation in other outdoor activities to minority 
audiences as a way to expand exposure to outdoors 
recreation offerings. Developing funding pro-
grams specifically targeted for at-need communi-
ties might also increase participation.

3. Reconnecting younger generations to out-
doors recreation. As a result of detachment from 
nature, children have fewer experiential learn-
ing opportunities that build knowledge about 
science and environmental stewardship and 
may be more prone to physical and psychologi-
cal disabilities and ailments such as attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and 
obesity. The problem may be particularly acute 
for poorer minority children living in urban 
areas. Immersive outdoor education programs 
such as those available elsewhere in the nation 
could play an important role in rectifying Vir-
ginia outdoor nature deficits where they exist. 
Some evidence suggests that outdoor education 
programs influence environmental awareness, 
attitudes and stewardship, develop child inter-
personal and social skills, improve cognitive 
outcomes, and contribute to greater physical 
fitness. A comprehensive inventory of school 
division environmental education efforts would 
benefit everyone. Since many children gain 
exposure to environmental and outdoor educa-
tion through nonprofit organization program-
ming such as scouts, boys and girls clubs, 4-H, 
and church-sponsored camps and activities, a 
more thorough assessment of support from and 
access to such community programs is needed.

4. Funding parks and recreation. Few locali-
ties outside of the urbanized and more affluent 
ones have vital parks and recreation or open space 
plans that are regularly updated and used for 
long-term capital and program planning. Many 
rural Virginia communities are facing population 
aging and some are forecast to have a decline of 
total population. These developments suggest less 
demand for outdoors recreation facilities while 
growing communities, particularly in the Urban 
Corridor of Northern Virginia and Central Vir-
ginia have more limited access to recreational 
open space. Some localities will see aggregate per-
son-days of outdoors recreation activity decrease 
by the year 2040. Deactivating facilities and con-
verting them to low-maintenance open space or 
other private uses in declining population areas 
may be a painful but necessary decision for many 
communities. 

There is a growing realization among rec-
reation researchers that parks and recreation 
departments will have to fare for themselves in a 
difficult fiscal environment. That means increasing 
emphasis on revenue management, regional part-
nerships, and alternative service delivery arrange-
ments to counter the drawdown of local, state and 
federal funding. Parks and recreation directors 
need to utilize more creative user charges and bet-
ter prioritize by identifying activities with lower 
costs and higher public value. 

Smaller localities could team with other local-
ities to take advantage of economies of scale and 
operate regional parks and recreation systems in a 
manner similar to what the Southwest Regional 
Recreation Authority has accomplished with the 
development, marketing and administration of a 
system of ATV and equestrian trails. 

Public-private partnerships in recreational 
programming are needed with organizations like 
the YMCA, private sport leagues, community col-
leges and local tourism agencies playing a bigger 
role in programming. Public parks and recreation 
agencies could assume more of a coordinating 
role to ensure that recreational opportunities were 
equitably provided to members of the community, 
particularly the disadvantaged. 

The state could also assume a greater leader-
ship role since it has much at stake, including the 
health, education and welfare of its citizens. The 
Virginia Outdoors Fund was once at the center of 
such efforts and utilized tens of millions of dollars 
in state appropriations to fund open space land 
acquisition and recreation development, but it 
has since lapsed. A revitalized Virginia Outdoors 
Fund that at once provides local technical assis-
tance, rewards good planning, encourages sound 
revenue management, stimulates the formation of 
regional and private-public partnerships, and pro-
vides seed funding for disadvantaged communi-
ties to leverage additional resources to overcome 
barriers to access could help to re-shape the out-
doors recreational landscape in a way that ensures 
that the commonwealth’s natural resources will be 
preserved for future generations.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
Terance Rephann is an economist in the Center 
for Economic and Policy Studies at the Univer-
sity of Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Pub-
lic Service. He is an expert on regional economics 
and has published papers in a variety of econom-
ics, planning and public policy journals. He holds 
a B.A. in economics and mathematics from Frost-
burg State University and a Ph.D. in economics 
from West Virginia University. Rephann was a 
city councilman in Cumberland, Maryland from 

“A revitalized 
Virginia Outdoors 

Fund … could help 
to re-shape the out-

doors recreational 
landscape in a way 

that ensures that 
the commonwealth’s 

natural resources 
will be preserved for 
future generations.”



Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service • November 2013

25

2000 to 2007 and served as the council ex-offi-
cio representative on the City Parks and Recre-
ation Commission. During that time, he worked 
with Commission members to secure funding 
for a parks and recreation comprehensive plan 
and for a trails and bikeway master plan. These 
plans supported initiatives to reorient, streamline 
and refurbish a dilapidated parks system and to 
promote new partnerships with local non-profit 
organizations to leverage community sweat equity 
to obtain new private foundation and state gov-
ernment grants for ball field, skateboard park, and 
bicycle motocross (BMX) track improvements. 
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