
Murphy Welcome to our webinar sponsored by the Indiana Parks Alliance and 

the Indiana DNR, and hosted by Hirons, Inc. We’re calling it “Indiana State Parks and 

Nature Preserves: Celebrating Today and Envisioning the Future,” and we’re going to 

give everyone an overview of  Indiana State Parks and Indiana’s Division of Nature 

Preserves today, talk a little bit about your successes and challenges, and then look 

at what the future might bring. We have four great panelists who bring years of 

experience with the Indiana DNR to the table today. 
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Murphy     John Davis is a current Deputy Director of Land Management for the 

Indiana DNR. Tom Hohman is the President of the Indiana Parks Alliance. Jerry 

Pagac is a former director of Indiana State Parks, and is on the IPA Board of 

Directors. John Goss is a former DNR Director and is also on the IPA Board. And I am 

Mike Murphy, Senior Vice President here at Hiron’s. Gentlemen, welcome and 

thanks for joining us. 
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MURPHY We know that Hoosiers love their parks and preserves, so let’s start out 

with a quick look at these two divisions of the DNR today, and for that we’ll turn to 

John Davis, current Deputy Director for Land Management for the DNR. John, BOTH 

of these divisions have something significant to celebrate, don’t they? 
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DAVIS    Yes, Mike, they sure do. Indiana State Parks just wrapped up a year of 

celebrating its 100th year – our state park system began in 1916 as a centennial 

birthday gift to Hoosiers. Two parks were established in 1916 under the guidance of 

Col. Richard Lieber – McCormick’s Creek and Turkey Run. People all over the state 

celebrated last year with park birthday parties, activities like the Centennial Fitness 

Challenge that encouraged people to visit all the parks, and 11 centennial legacy 

projects that will be long-lasting reminders of this celebration. Overall, more than 2 

million people engaged with over 800 projects, events and initiatives during the 

year. 
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DAVIS And THIS year is the 50th anniversary of the Nature Preserves Act, legislation 

that established permanent protection for some of Indiana’s most unique and 

fragile places, and those places that best represent Indiana’s natural landscape. 

Nature Preserves will be celebrating with guided hikes in some of those wonderful 

preserves, articles in Outdoor Indiana and a new mini-guide to state-owned 

dedicated nature preserves. 
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Murphy And the Indiana Parks Alliance has been a part of both of those 

celebrations hasn’t it? Tom Hohman is President of IPA. Tom would you like to note 

how IPA has participated? 

Hohman Certainly, Mike. IPA is funding the initial production of the mini-guide to 

state nature preserves that John mentioned. And we supported several of Indiana State 

Parks centennial legacy projects with our presence, along with providing funds for a joint 

Indiana State Parks – National Park Service 100th birthday party at the Indiana State Fair in 

2016. 
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Murphy John, if you could take a snapshot in time of Indiana State Parks at 

100, how would you 

describe them?   

Davis Well, our state parks and our big reservoirs, which are a part of the Division 

of State Parks, have about 179,000 acres of land on 32 properties that were enjoyed by 16 

million or so guests last year.  I believe you’ll see a “by the numbers” slide if you’re 

watching and just to highlight a few things that includes 2765 buildings, 7400 campsites, 7 

state park inns with over 600 inn rooms, more than 400 miles of trails and 820 trail 

structures (bridges, etc.), 20 nature centers….all managed by about 356 or so full-time staff 

in state parks and 144 full-time associates at our state park inns 
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Murphy Do the parks add staff in the summer 

months? 

Davis Yes, actually our parks are open all year, with use not only in summer but in 

the spring and fall, so we add in the neighborhood of 1150-1200 seasonal staff to operate 

gates, clean restrooms, mow, assist with programs and much more. Our state park inns 

have 450-500 part-time associates throughout the year. 
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Murphy And as I understand it, there is a state park within an hour of every 

Hoosier. Jerry Pagac, former director of Indiana State Parks and a member of the IPA 

board is with us – Jerry that milestone happened under your watch, didn’t it? 

Pagac Yes, Mike. With the official dedication of Prophetstown State Park in 2004, 

we met that goal, which was first envisioned by Indiana State Parks founder Col. Richard 

Lieber, who was also the Director of the Indiana Department of Conservation from 1919-

1933. 
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Murphy So what makes a park a park today? How do leaders and planners 

decide if a piece of land is good for a state park?  For that, we turn to John Goss, a 

former DNR Director and also a member of the IPA Board. 

Goss Well, Mike, there are several criteria. Generally for a piece of land to work as 

a state park, generally it is in a location that will conserve and sometimes restore some 

unique landscape-like the tall grass prairie at Prophetstown - or historical feature – like the 

Pioneer Village at Spring Mill. It needs to have the potential for significant acreage – two to 

three thousand acres provides space for a campground, trails, roads and infrastructure as 

well. There are a couple exceptions – Mounds State Park near Anderson at 290 acres with 

its really significant cultural resources and Falls of the Ohio State Park at 65 acres with its 

386 year old fossil beds in the Ohio River – but the rest range in size from 1100 acres at 

Ouabache to 17,000 acres of land alone at Patoka Lake. Much of what DNR has done since 

Prophetstown and O’Bannon Woods, both established in 2004 is add land to existing parks 

as parcels become available. And parks have the mission of balancing outdoor recreation of 

all types with conservation of those landscapes. 
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Murphy John Davis, what about Nature Preserves? What makes a place 

deserving of dedicated nature preserve status? 

Davis Nature Preserves are generally much smaller in acreage, Mike, but 

they permanently protect very special places that resemble what Indiana looked 

like prior to statehood 200 years ago: old growth forests, prairies, cypress swamps, 

and rare species habitats too. A few of the most well known preserves include Pine 

Hills NP, located at Shades State Park and nearby Portland Arch NP, Hoosier Prairie 

NP in NW Indiana, Loblolly Marsh NP in eastern Indiana where the wetlands that 

Gene Stratton Porter loved are being restored.
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Murphy And how many nature preserves are there – are they all state owned? 

Davis Last year we dedicated Meltzer Woods, an old growth forest in Shelby 

County. It brought us to a unique milestone – over 50,000 acres are now included in 

the nature preserve system. There are 70 dedicated nature preserves owned and 

managed by the Division of Nature Preserves, and 38 dedicated nature preserves 

located on state parks. In addition, there a number of dedicated preserves owned 

and managed by local land trusts, which are organizations that purchase land for 

conservation purposes within various regions of the state. The Division of Nature 

Preserves has 22 full time staff, and they spend time looking for unique parcels of 

land and managing those that we already own to preserve them. Twenty nine 

seasonal staff join those full-timers in the summer to help with removing invasive 

species, conducting prescribed fire activities, and installing trails and signage so 

people can learn about and enjoy the preserves. 
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Hohman We had the opportunity to experience one of those trails this year at 

Ninepenny Branch Nature Preserve in Clark County.  Thanks to a donation, Nature 

Preserves engaged the services of Alex Stewart, who installed a beautiful accessible trail 

there, enabling visitors to be able to experience some great scenery, including waterfalls 

and high quality forest. The trail was officially opened at a ceremony last fall. 
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Murphy So where does the funding come from for land acquisition, staffing, 

maintenance, supplies and all the things it takes to keep a state park or nature 

preserve open and available for guests? 

Pagac For Indiana State Parks, about 70% of the operating funds – that means 

funds for staff, mowing, cleaning, programs, security and day-to-day activities – comes 

from user fees. That’s another thing that Col. Lieber believed to be important that has 

lasted – users contribute to the care and upkeep of state parks so they are invested in 

them.  
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Davis Indiana State Parks has an operating budget of about $34 million for Fiscal 

Year 2017, and $39 million proposed for the following two fiscal years, so about 70% of 

that will come from user fees and the rest will be funded through the State’s biennial 

budget appropriated for DNR as a whole, which will be established and approved during 

this current legislative session. 

One thing to note is that Indiana State Parks generated over $30 million in user fees 

during the last fiscal year, but not all of that becomes a part of the annual budget. 

Just like with our personal budgets, we try not to spend everything we make –

those dollars that remain in state parks dedicated fund are there for use in 

emergency situations or if the economy changes and predicted revenue drops. 

Hohman One of the things I’m impressed with over the last few years is the work 

state parks staff have done to raise their return on investment levels.  Right now, there are 

13 state parks or reservoirs that actually generate as much or more money than it takes to 

operate them. That’s a responsible effort to work toward, although it may never happen for 

all properties because of size, facilities and location and that’s OK. Those properties that 

have a high ROI help to make sure smaller but equally valued properties have what they 
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need. 
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Murphy What about nature preserves, John? Where does the money come 

from for preserve operations? 

Goss Nature Preserves operations – costs for staff and supplies – are funded by a 

mix of State General Fund dollars (60%) and grant funds (40%), but there are no user fees 

that contribute to the bottom line. 
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Murphy What about funding for land acquisition? How does that work? Is it 

similar for both divisions? 

Davis That funding is indeed similar for both state parks and nature preserves. 

Funding for land acquisition has different sources. Since the early 1990s, much has come 

from the Indiana Heritage Trust – the natural resources license plate money and those 

dollars continue to come in and be divided between the land-holding divisions and a fund 

that all divisions plus land trusts and local city and county parks can request assistance 

from. The Bicentennial Nature Trust, an initiative of Governor Daniels,  brought a significant 

amount of funding from DNR and from the Lilly Foundation. The Bicentennial Nature Trust 

has been replaced with the President Benjamin Harrison Conservation Trust, and funding 

sources are still being searched for. 

You can learn more about how land acquisition works for all of our land-holding divisions at 

the link on your screen. 
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Murphy We’ve been talking about the operating budget. What about paying 

for maintenance or for new facilities and structures? Where does that funding come 

from? 

Chart showing capital/rehab pm funding. 
Davis There are a couple of sources for these for both divisions. The General 

Assembly appropriates General Fund dollars for Capital and Rehab, and this money is used 

for construction, renovations, and major and minor repair projects. Preventive 

Maintenance dollars, which also primarily come from the General Assembly are used to 

purchase maintenance supplies ranging from paint to gravel to lumber, and are also used in 

contracts to do maintenance projects.  If the proposed budget for 2018 and 2019 is 

approved by the General Assembly, state parks will receive about $12 million a year in 

capital and rehab dollars (an increase over 2016/2017 of about $600k) and about $8 

million in PM (about a $300k increase.) 
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Murphy With 2765 buildings in state parks alone, does IPA think that is enough 

maintenance dollars, Tom? 

Hohman Mike, many of those buildings and infrastructure are 50 or more years old, 

and the dollars appropriated are not nearly enough to maintain them all. The Division of 

State Parks alone has many millions of dollars in deferred maintenance—much more than 

$24 million for the biennium can begin to cover. Of course, I don’t speak for the DNR since I 

am now retired, but as an engineer, I recently did an assessment of Turkey Run Inn alone 

and found a tremendous need for repairs and upgrades. We could easily spend $8-$10 

million on remodeling of that inn. There are similar needs for building repairs and 

upgrades at the other 31 State Park properties, and not enough dollars to attack those 

needs. 

Then there are the facilities that the public never sees, like water and sewer 

lines. When I visit State Park properties I constantly hear stories about frequent 

breaks of old water lines and leaky sewers that allow groundwater to enter and 

sometimes double the amount of water needing to be treated. All of this results in 

wasted money each year in higher utility costs.

There is a real need for the legislature to step up and fund this deferred 
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maintenance. The problems are so deep that they can’t realistically be corrected 

overnight. IPA would like to see a commitment from the legislature to develop a long 

term plan to correct them, similar to what is being discussed for highways and 

bridges. IPA testified at the legislature’s recent budget hearings about these 

needs. That testimony is archived online so anyone can see it. There’s a link to that 

testimony on the screen, I believe.
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Murphy So we’ve talked about what makes a state park or nature preserve, 

some current activities and successes, and it looks like we are moving into some of 

the challenges of managing state parks and nature preserves. Jerry, you were the 

Director of Indiana State Parks from 1986 to 2006. What were some of the 

challenges you faced? 

White-tailed deer photo and some stats
Pagac Well, we made a real paradigm shift in state parks from “preserve 

everything” to “managing resources.”  The most visible example of this was the deer 

reductions that started in the early 1990s. We have our interpretive naturalist staff at the 

time to thank for really sounding the alarm about the need to manage white-tailed deer in 

state parks because they were eating so many wildflowers and native shrubs that our 

forests were changing significantly. It took a lot of work to get Hoosiers to be comfortable 

with looking at the whole ecosystem rather than just the deer that they enjoyed watching, 

but the program has actually become almost routine after more than 20 years. That first 

year, we conducted one reduction at Brown County. Last year, Indiana State Parks handled 

reductions at 18 properties. 
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PAGAC     Prescribed fire is another tool that it took our staff and visitors some 

getting used to, but it is one of the best ways to manage invasives and maintain 

successional habitats, and re-establish prairie where it should be. It does take staff 

time and equipment, and sometimes that is a challenge but it is now an accepted 

resource management practice.   

As you’ve already heard, deferred maintenance is a long term problem – and the 

facilities are another 10-20 years older than when I was there. 
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Murphy John Goss, would you like to add anything to that? 

Goss We were beginning to see the effects of retirements of seasoned staff during 

my tenure as DNR director, and that has certainly increased over the last 8-10 years as 

those baby-boomer managers, assistant managers, biologists, ecologists and interpreters 

who came into the system in the 1970s at the height of that particular environmental 

movement begin to retire. That issue was complicated by the economic downturn and 

resulting hiring slowdowns to help DNR maintain its budget.  For examples at one point not 

too long ago Indiana State Parks had more than 58 full-time vacancies or about 16-17% of 

positions unfilled. With a total full-time staff of 356, that hurts both maintenance work and 

guest services.  Nature Preserves had a 25% vacancy rate a couple years ago, due to 

retirements. And they both face more retirements in the next few years. 
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Murphy John Davis, how are things today with retirements and DNR’s ability to 

fill those positions? 

Davis They have gotten much better over the last two years as we’ve moved out of 

the economic downturn. State Parks is approaching what we might consider a “normal” 

number of vacancies based on annual attrition – generally around 20 positions. And parks 

hosts what’s called a PRO school each year for new professional staff – it’s great to see 

these young men and women who are excited about the future and the impact they can 

have on our properties. Nature Preserves are at full staff now. They found some excellent 

replacements for the retired veterans. 
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Hohman Another challenge has been the ability to pay seasonal staff more than they 

might make at McDonalds or some other fast food place. Recruiting and retaining seasonal 

staff to mow, clean restrooms, operate gates, staff beaches and pools and offer naturalist 

programs is probably one of the biggest summer challenges park staff have dealt with over 

the last few years because they had to remain within an operating budget that had been 

reduced due to the state’s economic forecasts and revenue production, even though state 

parks themselves were doing fine in bringing in dollars.  DNR is attempting to increase the 

hourly wage for the seasonal workers to be more competitive with the private sector, and 

hopefully that will bring high quality, committed summer staff to the labor force. 
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Murphy We hear a lot about managing invasive plants and restoring naturally 

occurring ecosystems – is that a challenge for either division…or both? 

Hohman It certainly is. If you have a limited amount of funds for facility rehab and 

restoration, and you have a broken water line or toilet and you have a 20 acres of 

honeysuckle you need to get rid of, the water line and toilet are always going to be seen as 

a priority. Those affect guest services and certainly need to be taken care of, but at some 

point we really do need to look at the long term impact of the changes that occur in what a 

state park or nature preserve looks like if you DON’T take care of the natural systems, too. 

The presence of large acreages of invasive plants like honeysuckle and autumn olive 

outcompete the native wildflowers, which many Hoosiers come to state parks and nature 

preserves to enjoy. Those invasives also shade out young native trees, which means 50 

years from now we could potentially have “forests” of honeysuckle rather than forests of 

beech, maple, oak and hickory. So invasives are an issue that both state parks and nature 

preserves need to address, particularly in those really unique areas that represent Indiana’s 

historic landscapes. 

Davis It is a challenge, for sure. Our Nature Preserves staff are working hard 

to remove invasives whenever possible in priority areas, and state parks has begun 
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doing the same thing on a smaller scale. For example, there’s a big project in the 

works at Fort Harrison State Park that will impact about 299 acres of nature preserves 

there in removing honeysuckle, and it is a joint effort in funding from both divisions. 
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Murphy Everything takes money, doesn’t it?  So how do you balance costs for 

goods and services that increase annually with the fees you charge? Are people 

willing to pay more for their experiences, or is it tough to increase fees? Do you get 

a lot of push-back?

Davis We work pretty hard to keep fee increases to a minimum, but we do need to 

raise gate fees, camping fees and other fees periodically. When we do, we look at many 

factors, including the needs of our users, when fees were last raised, fees in other 

states and at private facilities, occupancy rates, our budget and the revenue needed 

to support staff and services. We raised rates on gate entrance, camping and several 

others in 2015. That was really our last almost across-the-board increase in fees 

since 2006.  We had adjusted a few fees since then, but most of these – it’s been a 

while until 2015. 

www.stateparks.IN.gov/8626.htm

Murphy And it looks like the Indiana State Parks website has a nice page that 

details the current fees, and provides explanations about how and why they were 

set, as well as how they are used. People can find that link at 
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www.stateparks.IN.gov/8626.htm. 
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Murphy   Well, the Nature Preserves Act means the Division of Nature 

Preserves is starting a second half century, and Indiana State Parks is starting a 

second century, so what are some of the trends you are looking at for the future?  

What will affect how state parks and nature preserves operate when the next 

generation of Hoosiers grows up? 

27



IMN photos, stats 

Davis Mike, we hear a lot about baby boomers, and that’s certainly a group 

that impacts our state parks and nature preserves. As baby boomers retire, many 

are looking not only for ways to relax, but for ways to learn and serve. The success 

of our Indiana Master Naturalist courses around the state is an indicator of that. 

IMN provides opportunities to learn about Indiana’s natural resources and to 

provide volunteer service for a natural resources agency. Basically, people attend 8 

3-hour classes focused on different aspects of nature and history in Indiana, and 

they contribute an equal amount of volunteer time to get certified. 38 courses were 

offered around the state in 2016, and many were completely filled with waiting 

lists. 
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Murphy John Goss, any thoughts about those baby boomers and how they use 

our state parks and nature preserves? 

Accessibility photos

Goss Well, accessibility is certainly another issue that affects not only baby 

boomers but people of all generations. Providing a variety of outdoor recreation 

activities and facilities that are universally accessible is important. Anytime facilities 

are upgraded or improved, it includes working to meet ADA standards. That can 

range from providing accessible rooms in our state park inns to ensuring that new 

vault toilets are accessible.  For example you already heard about the accessible 

trail that Nature Preserves has constructed at Ninepenny Branch Nature Preserve in 

Clark County. When the Falls of the Ohio Foundation and the state park installed 

new exhibits in the Falls of the Ohio Interpretive Center last year, DNR’s ADA 

Coordinator was directly involved to ensure that accessibility was considered. And 

the theater in the center was renovated to improve accessibility at the same time. A 

really recent project is the new restrooms at Brown County’s nature center – they 

are now much more accessible. New vault toilets that are being installed in a couple 

locations will also be fully accessible. 
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Pagac State Parks have a variety of hard-surface trails across the system – at 

least 11 properties have one. These trails provide great access to our parks for 

everyone from moms and dads with strollers to runners to individuals using chairs. 
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Murphy You mentioned volunteers through the Indiana Master Naturalist 

program. Tom, is volunteering in state parks and nature preserves something that is 

growing? 

Volunteers at work and some stats

Hohman It sure seems to be, Mike. From what Jody Heaston, Indiana State 

Parks volunteer coordinator tells us volunteers contributed over 102,000 hours of 

service last year. The value of volunteer service in Indiana is calculated at $22.69 by 

The Independent Sector – that means volunteers contributed the equivalent of 

more than $2 million in service in 2016.  An increasing number of volunteers have 

been participating in Nature Preserves workdays, ranging from trail work to garlic 

mustard pulls. 

Davis And I might add that we appreciate all of our volunteers, in every 

division of DNR. They don’t replace our skilled science and natural resources staff, 

but they give us extra hands and some unique skills that let us get more done than 

we could otherwise! We have a webpage you can go to and find out about 

volunteering – the link is on your screen. 
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Murphy So what about technology? John Davis is that a challenge, since things 

seem to change so fast? 

Davis There are several aspects of this to think about. We have a pretty 

strong presence in Social media logos, images

social media, particularly on Facebook and with Twitter. Indiana State 

Parks Facebook Page has about 100,000 likes. Combined with all of the individual 

state park pages, nearly 400,000 people keep up with us on Facebook. Just this past 

week a post on the page talking about one of our Indiana Conservation Officers and 

his K-9 partner went viral – our Law Enforcement Division was taking portrait 

photos, and it took several times to get the officer and his partner’s formal shot –

and the outtakes were picked up by TV stations across the country, Good Morning 

America, Reuters. We even got calls from People and Inside Edition. We had a huge 

response to winter photos of the Pokagon toboggan recently as well. 
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Davis  We had a huge response to winter photos of the Pokagon toboggan 

recently as well. 

We have to continually work to keep up with what’s changing in the way people 

communicate. For example the huge growth in smartphones has affected how we 

share information on the web – pdfs, which were pretty common even 5 years ago, 

are harder to download on phones so we’ve had to shift away from that where 

possible. We have a searchable DNR calendar for events. We have a mobile app for 

DNR and that includes state parks that we are continually working to improve as 

well. 
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Hohman Finding ways to connect young people with parks means figuring out 

how to use the Social media logos, images

“hook” of technology, too. Geocaching is a good example of how visitors are using 

technology in state parks – there are caches in a number of state parks and people 

use their GPS units and smartphones to find those caches – it’s like a giant game of 

technological hide and seek. 

Murphy Do you have wifi in your campgrounds? Is that something that people 

want? 

Davis We have it in our state park inns, but not generally in our 

campgrounds. People ask for it all the time, but we have some challenges with 

access to enough bandwidth in many rural locations. It’s something we are looking 

at and working on, but some would say that our state parks and nature preserves 

are good places to DISconnect from email, streaming video and other online 

content. 
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Murphy So with people of all ages so tied to their electronic devices, is 

outdoor recreation and eco-tourism growing, or declining? John Goss, any thoughts 

on that? 

Stats from text re/outdoor rec economy & Indiana tourism

Goss Well, based on information from the Outdoor Recreation Economy 

Report in 2012, more than 140 million Americans make outdoor recreation a 

priority in their lives. The outdoor recreation industry across the country generates 

6.1 million jobs, $646 billion in outdoor recreation spending per year, $39.9 billion 

in federal tax revenue and $39.7 billion in state/local tax revenue. So I would say 

outdoor recreation is doing just fine. Indiana State Parks had 16 million visitors in 

each of the last three years.
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Goss Indiana’s economy continues to benefit from tourism. According to a 

study commissioned by the Indiana Office of Travel and Tourism published in 2013, 

direct employment within the Indiana tourism industry was more than 139,900 

workers in 2012, a 2.9% gain in one year. Based on employment figures, tourism 

was the 7th largest industry in the state, and that includes state government 

employment. Tourism garnered direct wages of more than $3 billion. That included 

both full- and part-time workers for an average of $21,700. An additional 186,000 

jobs in Indiana were indirectly supported by tourism (such as service and supply 

jobs indirectly related to tourism), and this was slightly less than 6% of total non-

farm employment in the state. (From the SCORP)
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Goss Eco-tourism – people traveling to bird, hike, visit scenic vistas or enjoy 

outdoor “adventure” activities in a sustainable manner - is popular. A great example 

associated with Indiana State Parks is the Indiana Dunes Birding Festival in NW 

Indiana held during the spring migration of songbirds, now in its 4th year. This event 

that offers hikes, well-known speakers and social events, is a partnership between 

Indiana Dunes State Park, Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore, Indiana Dunes Tourism 

and a number of other local public and private organizations. It has been very 

successful – and continues to grow. The Pokagon State Park’s toboggan is another 

example that has been growing in popularity – people come for a weekend to ride, 

hike in the park, visit the nature center and enjoy staying at the Potawatomi Inn. 
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Pagac I recently saw a statistic from the Adventure Tourism Market Report 

that 42% of travelers report that adventure tourism – which generally involves 

physical activity and interacting with the environment and the local culture and 

communities – was the main activity of their trip. I’ve noticed an increase in our 

state parks in things like kayak tours, and of course we’ve always offered a variety of 

nature and history programs. Nature Preserves has seen great response to their 

guided hikes by ecologists in their dedicated nature preserves. The growth in 

mountain biking is another great example of this – and state parks has worked to 

provide trails for mountain bikes in some of our larger state parks – at Brown 

County, Harmonie, Versailles as examples – that are well received and used. In fact 

the Brown County trails have been rated “EPIC” by the International Mountain Bike 

Association, and that has brought people from all over the country to ride. 

Davis Some of the adventure activities can have a real impact on natural 

resources, so there’s a balance to be achieved. For example a lot of people really 

like ziplines, but we have no plans to install those in state parks or especially in 

nature preserves because of the impact and the maintenance required. But our 

state park inns have partnered with local private zipline operators in a couple 
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locations to offer overnight stay/zipline packages. So there are ways to provide those 

adventure experiences without impacts on park and preserve resources. 
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Murphy What about camping trends? Are people going bigger or smaller with 

their campers? 

Davis Well, from what we hear, the RV business in Indiana is really getting back on 

its feet after the economic downturns of the last decade, and that is indicative of how 

many people are camping. The Recreational Vehicle Association indicates that the average 

age for RV purchasers is dropping – it was 50 in the 1980s and its 48 today so younger 

couples and families are shifting to RVs. And those RVs have all the comforts of home –

here’s a quote from an article in the Journal of Outdoor Recreation and Tourism, published 

in 2013:  “While natural settings are important, campers continue to minimize the 

discomforts associated with an outdoor experience.” Those RVs pull lots of power, so 

we are continually working to upgrade our electric pedestals from 30 amps to 50 amps so 

people can stay connected. We still have lots of campers who bring tents and pop-ups, 

though, and we’re seeing more and more “vintage” campers that are throwbacks to the 

50s and 60s, so we work to provide a variety of campsite sizes and amenities. Our central 

reservation system has, for the last few years, offered photos and camping pad sizes so that 

people can get the right size site for their RV – that’s been helpful and appreciated. 
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Murphy Jerry, you mentioned hard-surface trails earlier, and I recall that the 

State has an Indiana Trails Plan that is focused on providing a trail within 5 miles of 

every Hoosier by 2020. How do state parks and nature preserves play into that 

goal? 

Pagac Well of course, Indiana State Parks has over 400 miles of hiking, biking 

and horse trails in place already, but there are conversations about connecting 

communities to parks with hard-surface trails in several locations. We have that 

connection at Ouabache and at Fort Harrison already, and construction planning is 

underway for a connection at Pokagon. Details of the Indiana Trails Plan can be 

found in the Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan at the link on the 

screen (http://www.in.gov/dnr/outdoor/4201.htm). That plan is a great look at 

Indiana-specific trends in Outdoor Recreation that is completed every five years. 
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Murphy There’s a lot of talk about reconnecting kids with the outdoors. Is that 

something state parks and nature preserves and IPA are working on, Tom? 

Hohman Well, certainly that is important to the Indiana Parks Alliance. We have 

contributed to the Discovering the Outdoors Fund in each of the last two years. This 

fund, housed in the Indiana Natural Resources Foundation, provides grants to 

schools around the state for guided hikes with interpretive naturalists in our state 

parks. It’s a great resource, and over the last 4 years grants totaling nearly $20,000 

have been awarded to 86 schools. In the neighborhood of 5700 students have 

experienced the outdoors with a naturalist as a result of this grant program. 
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Discovering the Outdoors poster

Davis A couple years ago, Indiana State Parks, working with Nature 

Preserves, other DNR divisions and city and county parks, established the Children’s 

Outdoor Bill of Rights to encourage kids to get outdoors. They created a list of 11 

things that every Hoosier child should be able to do by the time they are 18. This 

includes things like experience fishing or hunting, play outdoors in a safe place, 

camp under the stars, and climb a tree. The full list and ideas for checking them off 

is at www.childrenplayoutdoors.dnr.IN.gov. 

State Parks has also been involved with the National Association of State Park 

Directors First Day Hikes, which have really caught on across the country to 

encourage people to start out each new year on January 1 with a hike – nationally 

there were more than 1300 hikes and 61,000 participants. Here in Indiana, there 

was a hike at each of the 32 sites, and a total participation of more than 2300 

people. 

And of course our Go Fishin’ programs and Youth Hunting and archery programs 
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teach outdoor skills – and a number of those events happen in our state parks. 
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Goss And Indiana’s interpretive naturalists have been offering outdoor 

programs for kids and families for more than 90 years – the naturalist service 

started in the 1920s and has operated continuously since then in various forms. 

Pagac The Capital Campout, which is another initiative of the National 

Association of State Park Directors, has brought urban kids to Fort Harrison to camp 

overnight for the last couple of years. They set up tents, cook, and take a hike with 

the Governor. And another Fort Harrison event that has been a great success is the 

Ford Hoosier Outdoor Experience, where people can try out a wide variety of 

outdoor activities from fishing to kayaking to a climbing wall. Thousands of people 

participate each year – in 2017 the event is in June. 

Goss And there is still potential for other activities that draw youth to parks 

and preserves. The Youth Conservation Corps, which is a part of Americorps, might 

be a way to encourage teens to explore careers in natural resources through their 

work team experiences. There are schools that still bring their students out for 

environmental education camps in state park group camps, and that’s something 

that has room for growth. Offering STEM activities and workshops in parks and 
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preserves to encourage students to see how science, technology, engineering and 

math apply to natural resources is a good possibility for the future. 
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Murphy Indiana is an increasingly diverse place. Has that had an impact on 

your user base or your staffing? 

Davis Mike, I think we are seeing an increasing diversity in our guests as well, and 

we certainly welcome everyone to our state parks and nature preserves. Cultural and 

family traditions mean we may see some people using our properties differently. We often 

think of a trip to a state park as including camping and hiking; for some cultures day use 

may be much more traditional, with big family picnics or fishing or swimming. That same 

study mentioned earlier in the Journal of Outdoor Recreation and Tourism, noted that only 

16% of the campers in the US are non-white. There are non-profits and businesses in the 

outdoor industry who are working to encourage outdoor recreation by diverse audiences 

and we certainly support the work they are doing. We hope that activities like the Capital 

Campout that Jerry mentioned, and programs we offer for students both in schools and in 

our state parks and preserves will draw a wide range of young people into both outdoor 

pursuits for recreation AND outdoor recreation as a career. 
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Murphy Boy we’ve covered a lot of ground today, from talking about celebrations for 

both state parks and nature preserves to funding and operations to trends in the outdoor 

recreation industry and how state parks and nature preserves are responding. Tom, this 

webinar was organized by the Indiana Parks Alliance. Is there anything you would like to say 

about IPA and how Hoosiers can support state parks and nature preserves as we close? 

Hohman Well certainly IPA’s goal is protecting Indiana’s state parks and 

dedicated nature preserves, and we do that through advocacy, fundraising and 

support of local property friends groups who are right there on the ground with 

each park or preserve. We invite those watching and listening to visit our website, 

read about IPA and become members to help with that effort.  It is also important 

that your state legislator knows what you think about state parks and nature 

preserves. If you feel strongly about your support, or want to suggest that they add 

funding for deferred maintenance, or any other aspect of parks and preserves 

operations and maintenance, let your legislators know that. You can find your 

legislators at http://iga.in.gov/legislative/find-legislators/, and you can also visit 

www.iga.IN.gov to follow legislation, such as the state budget approval process as it 

progresses. 
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Murphy Gentlemen thanks to all of you for being with us today – and thanks 

for the good work you all do in varying capacities on behalf of Indiana’s State 

Dedicated Nature Preserves and Indiana State Parks. This presentation will be 

archived and available for viewing in the near future – visit the IPA website to find 

out details. I wish you all success in the coming year and in planning and 

implementing the future projects, initiatives and facilities for Indiana State Parks 

and Nature Preserves! 

All Thanks, etc. etc.  
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