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During the fall of 2018, Pennsylvania’s Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR) went to work on a new five-year outdoor-recreation plan for the state. By the middle of 2019, DCNR had gathered input from more than 12,000 state residents and was sifting through 6,700 suggestions.
A draft of the plan was released and reviewed by the public last fall. The final version was released in January.
Before you start yawning, consider this: The plan was complete and in public hands prior to the pandemic and months before protests, focusing on equity and protection, swept the nation.

Keeping those observations in mind, consider the DCNR plan’s five priorities:

1. Expand nature-based health and wellness programs, and walking and bicycling networks. (The pandemic has generated unprecedented public interest in outdoor recreation activities.)

2. Ensure every Pennsylvania resident can access a park within a 10-minute walk and feels invited to use it and engaged in the outdoors. (Only half of our residents feel they can safely walk to a public park.)

3. Balance natural resource needs with the ever-changing demands of outdoor enthusiasts. (The challenge is to protect natural resources at a time when interest and use are increasing dramatically.)

4. Invest in outdoor recreation and expand support for the outdoor recreation economy. (This sector already produces 251,000 jobs and $29.1 billion in annual consumer spending. With demand increasing, this should grow.)

5. Balance the use of technology to maximize its usefulness but minimize its destructive power. (Helping people to find new parks and activities is good. Drawing too many people to a site that is not prepared to handle the volume is not.)

Impressively prescient, don’t you think?
Now consider how the pandemic is encouraging remote work and out-migration from cities. Over the next five years, Pennsylvania may be facing even more demand on our outdoor-recreation resources, infrastructure, support businesses and workers.

None of this – the pandemic, the protests, the possible economic restructuring – was foreseen last fall, when these needs and priorities first were identified. Yet through this congruence of state planning and reality, Pennsylvania finds itself seemingly well-positioned for the post-pandemic period with a five-year blueprint to enhance one of our state’s best assets: our outdoor recreational resources.

This is an excellent time to become more familiar with “Recreation for All.” The outdoor recreation plan is available both online and in hard copy formats and can be located by visiting DCNR.Pa.Gov/GoodNatured.

Why this is an especially good time to learn more about the plan is that DCNR is hosting a series of free webinars – one on each priority – that began October 15. All webinars will be held between 11:00 AM and noon, and pre-registration is required. Here’s the schedule:

October 15: “Recreation for All: Ensuring Equity in Access to Pennsylvania’s Outdoors.”

October 22: “Sustainable Systems: Protecting and Adapting Our Resources.”

October 29: “Funding and Economic Development: Elevating Outdoor Recreation.”

November 5: “Technology: New Tools to Improve Engagement.”

November 10: “Health and Wellness: Promoting Healthy Living Through Outdoor Connections.”
Why pay attention to this? We live in the Alleghenies – one of Pennsylvania’s richest regions for outdoor recreational resources. We should know what DCNR is recommending be done with those resources.

Our region should benefit. The state will be backing the pursuit of these five priorities with technical and financial resources – some of which should be channeled to local governments and organizations.
If the post-pandemic economy continues along its current arc, the Alleghenies are beautifully positioned to respond. We also can find plenty of spaces for those parks that should be within 10 minutes’ walk of all residents. 
Effective development begins with thorough planning. The state has given us a good start. If we find ways to plug into this plan, significant forms of assistance could follow.
Now is the time to prepare for a new normal of outdoor recreation here in the Alleghenies.
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