
Minnesota’s Parks, Trails, and Economy

Outdoor recreation in the 
United States is big busi-
ness. Americans spend 

more on outdoor recreation than 
on pharmaceuticals, motor vehicles, 
gasoline, or household utilities. 
And outdoor recreation spending 
spurs job growth; the outdoor 
recreation industry employs more 
Americans than finance, construc-
tion, transportation, education, or 
real estate.

Minnesotans love outdoor recre-
ation. Nearly 9 million people visit 
Minnesota’s state parks every year, 
and more than just enjoying world-
class recreation, these visitors are 
integral to the state’s economy.  
Parks and trails are instrumental in 
Minnesota’s economic output: they 
increase retail sales, support jobs, 
attract new residents and business-
es, and boost property values. A 
University of Minnesota study has 
found every dollar invested in con-
serving natural lands nets a return 
of $1.70 to $4.40.
Minnesota’s parks and trails… 
Create Jobs

During the summer months, 
Minnesota’s state parks generate 
$1 million every week from camp-
ing, vehicle permits, and sales of 
wood, pop, ice, and merchandise in 
state parks. Similarily, Minnesota’s 
non-motorized trail users spend 
approximately $2.7 billion annu-
ally on trips and equipment, and 
support 37,000 jobs statewide. 
Communities located along state 
trails are the primary beneficiaries 
of this economic activity. For ex-
ample, the Paul Bunyan State Trail, 
Heartland State Trail, and Root 
River State Trail each generate 
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between $1.2 million and $2.2 mil-
lion for their local regions respec-
tively. The majority of this spending 
– 90% or more – comes from trail 
users who reside outside the local 
economy, and thus are “new” dollars 
that would not otherwise be spent 
in the community.  A similar study 
in Wisconsin found biking-related 
tourism and recreation contributes 
nearly a billion dollars to the state 
economy.

Wildlife watching and fish-
ing are common activities in 
Minnesota’s state parks, and both 
activities generate substantial eco-
nomic activity. Wildlife-watchers 
in Minnesota spend $621 million 
annually,  while anglers spend $2.4 
billion and support 35,000 jobs. 
Minnesota’s parks and trails… 
Attract residents and businesses

Community parks, trails, and 
open natural space are important 

factors that influencing people’s 
decision on where to live and work.  

In the Twin Cities, parks and 
trails are overwhelmingly cited as 
the area’s most attractive feature, 
and 85% of residents say expanding 
and maintaining the area’s parks 
and trails is important for main-
taining the area’s quality of life. 

National real-estate associa-
tions confirm the importance of 
parks and trails. According to the 

The American Planning Association’s 
Key Points on ParKs and economic develoPment
• Real property values are positively affected •

• Municipal revenues are increased •
• Affluent retirees are attracted and retained •

• Knowledge workers and talent are attracted and retained •
• Home buyers are attracted to purchase homes •

Non-motorized trail users 
spend $2.7 billion annually 
and support 37,000 jobs in 
Minnesota.

Wildlife watchers spend 
$621 million annually in 
Minnesota.

Anglers spend $2.4 billion 
annually and support 
35,000 jobs in Minnesota. 
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National Association of Home 
Builders’ most-recent data, walking 
trails, jogging trails, and park areas 
strongly influence the purchasing 
decision of a majority of home 
buyers. Similarly, data collected 
by the National Association of 
Realtors indicates outdoor recre-
ational facilities are an important 
neighborhood trait people look for 
when buying a home.

Just as residents are attracted to 
communities with easy access to 
parks and trails, so are businesses. 
Studies show small businesses rate 
parks and recreation space as the 
most important quality-of-life 
element when deciding on where to 
locate or expand.
Minnesota’s parks and trails… 
Increase property values

As a general guideline, research-
ers have found nearby parkland 
increases home values 5%-15%, 
depending upon proximity and 
quality  of the park. Trails have a 
similar effect: researchers estimate 
homeowners are willing to pay an 
additional $4,000-$9,000 to be 

located within a thousand feet of a 
trail.

Minnesotans value open space, 
leading a Wilder Research anal-
ysis to conclude: “the additional 
future tax revenues generated by 
residential properties near an open 
space may be sufficient to pay the 
debt service on funds borrowed to 
acquire and/or develop a park.”

Overall, the message is clear: 
Minnesota’s economy benefits 
when we invest in parks and trails. 

275 East 4th Street, Suite 250 • St. Paul, MN 55101 • (651) 726-2457 or (800) 944-0707 • www.parksandtrails.org

Resources
Anderson, S., & West, S.E. (2003). The Value of Open 

Space Proximity and Size: City versus Suburbs, Macalester 
College: 1-34.

Anton, P.A. (2005). The Economic Value of Open Space: 
Implications for Land Use Decisions. St. Paul, MN: Wilder 
Research.

Asabere, P.K., & Huffman, F.E. (2009). The relative im-
pacts of trails and greenbelts on home price. Journal of Real 
Estate Finance and Economics, 38 (4), 408-419.

Crompton, J.L. (2005). The impact of parks on property 
values: empirical evidence from the past two decades in the 
United States. Managing Leisure, 10, 203-218.

Crompton, J.L. (2007). The Impact of Parks and Open 
Space on Property Taxes. In T.F. de Brun (Ed.), The Eco-
nomic Benefits of Land Conservation (pp.1-12). San Francis-
co, CA: The Trust for Public Land.

Crompton, J.L. (2007). Competiveness: Parks and open 
spaces as factors shaping a location’s success in attracting 
companies, labor supplies, and retirees. In T.F. de Brun 
(Ed.), The Economic Benefits of Land Conservation (pp.48-
54). San Francisco, CA: The Trust for Public Land.

Crompton, J. L., Love, L.L., and T. A. Moore. (1997). 
An empirical study of the role of recreation, parks, and 
open space in companies’ (re)location decision. Journal of 
Park and Recreation Administration, 15 (1): 37–58.

Grabow, M., Hahn, M., & Whited, M. (2010). Valuing 
Bicycling’s Economic and Health Impacts in Wisconsin. Mad-
ison, WI: The Nelson Institute for Environmental Studies, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Kelly, T. (2010). Status of Summer Trail Use (2007-09) on 
Five Paved State Bicycle Trails and Trend since the 1990s. St. 
Paul, MN: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources.

Kelly, T. (2013). Contributions of Minnesota State Park 
Visitor Trip-Related Expenditures to State and Regional 
Economies in 2012. St. Paul, MN: Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources.

Kovacs, K.F., Pennington, D., Keeler, B., Polasky, S., & 
Taff, S.J. (2010). Return on Investment in Conservation: An 
Economic Analysis of Ecosystem Services from Land Acquisi-
tions by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. St. 
Paul, MN: University of Minnesota, Department of Ap-
plied Economics.

Krizek, K.J., P. Mogush, et al. (2004). The Value of Bicycle 
Trail Proximity on Home Purchases, Humphrey Institute, 
University of Minnesota: 1-15.

Lewis, M. (2002). How Cities Use Parks for Economic 
Development. Chicago, IL: American Planning Association.

Metropolitan Council. (2012). Metro Residents Survey.
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. (2011). 

Minnesota State Parks and Trails: Directions for the Future. 
St. Paul, MN: Minnesota DNR.

National Association of Home Builders. (2013). What 
Home Buyers Really Want. Washington, DC: Builder Books

National Association of Realtors. (2013). Community 
Preference Survey. Washington, DC: Belden, Russonello, 
Stewart.

Outdoor Industry Association. (2012). The Outdoor 
Recreation Economy. Boulder, CO.

Parent, O., & vom Hofe, R. (2013). Understanding the 
impact of trails on residential property values in the pres-
ence of spatial dependence. The Annals of Regional Science, 
51(2), 355-375.

Sander, H.A., & Polasky, S. (2009). The value of view 
and open space: Estimate from a hedonic pricing model 
for Ramsey County, Minnesota, USA. Land Use Policy, 26, 
837-845.

Southwick Associates. (2012). Sportfishing in Ameri-
ca: An Economic Force for Conservation. Produced for the 
American Sportfishing Association (ASA).

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and U.S. Census Bu-
reau. (2013). 2011 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and 
Wildlife-Associated Recreation – Minnesota. Washington, 
DC: U.S. Department of Interior.

Vanegas, E.C. (2009). Economic Impact of Recreational 
Trail Use. St. Paul, MN: University of Minnesota Tourism 
Center.

80% of home buyers say walking 
trails are a top communi-

ty characteristic when choosing a new 
home.

53% of home buyers say they 
would prefer a home with a 

small yard close to a park to a home with 
a large yard but no nearby parks.

52% of home buyers say nearby 
bike trails are an important 

deciding factor when choosing a new 
home.

30% of homeowners say their 
neighborhood has too few 

parks and playgrounds.
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“Minnesotans value open space and that value 
is reflected in higher values for properties in 
relatively close proximity to open space amenities” 

~ Wilder Research


