Focus Group #1: “Connecting People with Outdoor Recreation Opportunities”

State Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP)

Augusta City Hall, 3/26/09 9:00 AM – 12:00 PM

Participants:

Rex Turner –Maine Bureau of Parks & Lands, Outdoor Recreation Planner
David Green [Facilitator] – WardGreen Group. Also: Maine Guide, Scoutmaster

Dick Thomas – Chewonki - Chief of Staff & Alumni Relations, former director MaineYouth Camp Association 

Michael Marion –Acadia National Park, Park Ranger/Trainer (Education District)
Leif Dahlin –City of Augusta, Director of Community Services
Lenard Kaye –University of Maine Center on Aging (Director), Professor in School of Social Work

Noelle Merrill – Eastern Maine Agency on Aging, Executive Director 

Mick Rogers – Maine Bureau of Parks and Lands, Grants and Community Recreation
Carol Leone – Teens to Trails (Founder)
Vicki Foster – Spectrum Generations, Healthy Aging Coordinator 

Overview of SCORP process: led by Rex Turner

SCORP – Purpose is to look at outdoor recreation supply, demand, trends, and opportunities for your state and to craft a plan to address recreation needs. 

· Public input required
· Final plan needs to be done by the end of the calendar year

· This is the beginning of the public part of the process; there will be more public input over the summer

· Why youth and seniors? Maine is a very gray state, currently 10th oldest; by 2030, recent census figures show that only Florida will be “older” than us, and not by much.

· New Take-It-Outside events in past year: First time campers program, Mount Blue State Park (500 people sledding, skating, etc.), Lake St. George St. Park (80+ kids in a snowstorm)

· There is a fear that many kids are not engaged in the outdoors. Results of a generation less connected to nature are troublesome (one analysis of 2,000 people: there is a link between experiences with the outdoors at age 11 or under and adult environmental decisions).
· Based on Outdoor Industry Foundation research, as a whole, the population is recreating more than the previous year or two, but youth participation did not increase, and girls were even less active outdoors than boys over the same period.

Exercise 1— Youth: brainstorming session led by David Green

How can we get more kids to make being in the outdoors an essential part of their life?

Procedure:

· Paired interviews

· Group reporting

· Suggested best practices

Results: “Best Practices” for getting youth involved in the outdoors
Highest ranked practices (in rank order):

· Outdoor engagement needs to be locally accessible: thoughtful planning is necessary (green growth, smart growth).  Plus, accessible trails / facilities / natural areas are needed.
· Consistent positive messages about the outdoors are needed; Reduce negative messaging around dangers: more communication of benefits 
· Important to connect kids with the outdoors in an unstructured way.

· Combine technology with outdoors (geocaching example); attracts youth

Next highest ranked practices (all similarly ranked):

· Parents need to get kids involved

· In schools there are different “tracks”; the “college” track and the “outdoor” track … combine technical / physical / intellectual 
· Get kids to summer camps

· Don’t just target children: target the “informal support network”—family, friends and neighbors

· Parents need to be role models to model behavior
Other suggested practices/issues:
· Separate activities for girls

· Different approaches work for different ages

· Need to feel safe

· Balance structured with unstructured activities (planning can enable safe, unstructured play in the outdoors).

Recommendations to make these things happen in the community:
· Schools: promote structured and unstructured time outdoors
· High school outing clubs can serve as a vehicle to connect kids with the outdoors
· Locally accessible trails/facilities/natural areas are vital for youth participation in the outdoors. 
Exercise 2 — Older demographic groups: brainstorming session led by David Green
Gallery writing (response) exploring the following questions: 

1) What facilities are going to best serve older residents and tourists?

Highest ranked practices (in rank order):
· Degree of difficulty mixed and identified (top-ranked response)

·  “Wayfinding” signage
· Parking easy to maneuver

· Inexpensive or free

· Bathrooms clean
Other suggested practices/issues:
· Low Impact

· Large lettering

· Easily accessible/safe

· Easy access/knowledge of the “Maine Recreational Icons”

· Well-lighted

· Seniors would like to be able to use the local schools for activities like walking

· Not congested

2) What programs are going to best serve older residents and tourists?

Highest ranked programs/activity traits (in rank order):
· Social interaction (top-ranked response)

· mix of physical and sedentary

· Fitness

· New knowledge
Other suggested programs/activity traits:
· Give them a “rush”/high (some risk)
· Programs available thru  area agencies on aging and senior centers, senior housing, senior colleges

· Tourists: programs attached to resorts/hotels
· During daytime  (in daylight)
· Intergenerational

· Fun activities
· Hunting

· Educational (i.e. elderhostel)

· Provide transportation during winter months

3) What activities will aging baby boomers most want to engage in?

Highest ranked programs/activity traits (in rank order):
· walking trails (top-ranked response)

· can do on their own—still independent
·  “Water sports”

Other suggested programs/activity traits 
· access to the coast/ocean
· Hunting
· Camping
· Less rigorous (kayaking vs. whitewater rafting)

· find some solitude

· more competitive opportunities like marathons, canoe races, triathlons

· Birdwatching

· Snowmobiling

· Nordic Skiing

· History

· Travel

· Walking/running the dog

· Sailing

· Fishing

· Bicycling

· Stargazing

· Geneology/cemeteries

· Nature podcasts

4) Are there demographic groups besides youth and elders that demand focus? If so…who are they? How can we best provide for their recreational needs?
Highest ranked responses (in rank order)

· Teens are a separate group from younger children and require separate focus—important to provide safe unstructured outdoor opportunities that they can do with friends (peers; high school outing clubs) (tied for top-ranked response)
· Parents (often financially responsible for kids and elders) shouldn’t be overlooked. (tied for top-ranked response)
· Extreme activities for those in late teens-30ish

· Working adults (middle ages)—work with employers to publicize outdoor opportunities

· Disabled persons

5) What are the strategies for attracting/retaining young professionals with recreational opportunities?
Highest ranked responses (in rank order)

· Build in opportunities for socializing and networking

· Exciting” … fast paces, energetic, fun, an element of technology
· Easy access—close-by

· Engage them in program design/decision-making

· Empower them – knock down barriers, build bridges

Other suggested strategies:
· Bike paths, running paths throughout Maine

· Continuing Education/College (college credit/certification courses)

· Professional association

Conclusion: Discussion and selection of previously discussed items to flag for potential focus in SCORP plan:

Guiding question: What can the state of Maine do to effectively plan/provide outdoor recreation opportunities that appeal to different generations and that facilitate lifelong outdoor recreation?
The following concepts were identified, based on the previous exercises and discussions:

· Funds for grass root local/home grown projects (based on significant trends).

· Green policies… promote recreational planning based on smart/green concepts.

· Remove policy barriers
· Universal Design… People of all capacities can make use of program (disabilities, age, etc.)

· Integrate recreation planning and recreation offerings/awareness through community entities such as schools, workplaces, community centers, senior centers, etc.  Consider coordination with: 

· Workplace wellness policies and programs

· outdoor experiences through schools
· environmental education programming
· Focus on effective communications to promote awareness for existing recreation opportunities and their associated benefits to users.  Additionally, consider ways to help people get started in recreational activities.
· New trail building
· Help communities build and connect trails

· Accessible bathrooms

· Continue Land for Maine’s Future program 

· Continue to seek conservation easements on private land 

· Incentives for developers to build trails
· “Community Stewardship” – using stewardship activities such as community clean-up days or days of service to connect people with their community resources.
