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CHAPTER 3

Visitor Demand

Overview
MGRP draws both local and regional visitors due to its 
central location in the Twin Cities metro area and the 
access it offers to the Mississippi River. The park consists 
of land in both the City of Minneapolis and the City of Saint 
Paul and runs through the University of Minnesota campus 
and several neighborhoods in both cities. 

The park draws users from the entire City of Minneapolis 
as part of the Minneapolis Grand Rounds Scenic Byway 
System (the Gorge is approximately 5.5 miles of the 50 
mile system). As MGRP is within the Mississippi National 
River and Recreation Area and it connects to the Central 
Mississippi Riverfront Regional Park to the north and both 
Minnehaha Regional Park and Saint Paul’s Great River 
Passage to the south, it is part of a larger regional system 
of riverfront parks and open spaces that make the Twin 
Cities unique in the landscape of the whole country. 
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Environmentally Aware
Increased awareness of environmental issues and the benefits of a healthy 
ecosystem have people demanding more from public open space. In addition 
to high quality recreational experiences, people seek outdoor education or 
interpretive programs and recognize the importance of natural habitat. In 
response, communities are finding a new balance between environment and 
recreation and better combining the two.

 

Focus on Rivers 
Around the world, urban riverfronts are transforming from forgotten backwaters 
to centers of community life. Riverfronts are becoming the venue of choice 
for community gathering, linear recreation, habitat restoration and all forms of 
redevelopment.

Water Recreation
Kayaking, canoeing, and paddle boarding have become more popular in recent 
years to get people close to the water in different ways.

Quality vs/Quantity/Specialized Facilities
People are increasingly willing to travel for high quality recreational experiences 
vs. using lesser facilities close to home. Unique and specialized recreation 
facilities, such as splash pads, nature play areas and themed playgrounds, 
refrigerated ice, and disc golf courses are becoming more in demand.

Parks and Recreation Trends
What people seek in their communities and the forces impacting lifestyle and investment decisions are constantly evolving. 
As a consequence, recreation is constantly evolving. New or resurrected forms of recreation and new technologies as 
well as evolving cultural preferences bring altered facility and program needs. Park systems must keep pace with these 
changing needs or become obsolete. By building flexibility into park and recreation facilities, communities can better adapt 
to changing demands. 

As a basis for exploring an ecologically, culturally, and recreationally relevant future for the Mississippi River Gorge, it 
is important to understand key lifestyle and demographic trends in the community as well as around it. Following is 
an overview of the trends that will help shape an informed approach to future park improvements and programs in the 
Mississippi Gorge Regional Park.
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Natural Surface Trails
Mountain biking, trekking, hiking, snowshoeing, and climbing are 
popular ways to recreate in natural areas. Specialized single track trails 
for all levels are found in many cities and regions of the country.

The Third Place
The “third place” (places of worship, coffee shops, pubs, cafes, parks 
and other public spaces) has become an increasingly important form of 
socialization and recreation.  The third place is the social surroundings 
separate from the two usual social environments of home (“first place”) 
and the workplace (“second place”).  Proximity to desirable third places 
is increasingly becoming a factor in real estate values, housing and 
employment choices and people’s perception of livability.

Redefining Family
According to the United States Census Bureau, only twelve percent 
of new households over the next twenty years will have children. The 
traditional family occupies roughly one quarter of households today 
and that number is shrinking. As a result, people are seeking family and 
social experiences outside the household much more than ever before. 
Also, children will make up a much smaller segment of the population 
than any other point in American history. In addition, some people 
consider their extended family part of their immediate family creating 
more need for picnic and park gathering spaces that accommodate 
large groups.

Active Living
Exploding public health concerns in conjunction with an increasingly 
sedentary lifestyle has placed a bright light on the links between regular 
physical activity and lifelong health. Communities are responding 
with altered infrastructure and programming that offers healthy foods, 
walkable neighborhoods and greater recreational choices that integrate 
active living into everyday life.

Aging Actively
The 65-and-older crowd is expected to more than double by 2050. 
As this generation reaches retirement age they are significantly more 
active than any prior generation, implying the need for recreational and 
cultural experiences to meet their needs.

Remote Work/Digitally Connected
Wireless communications allow people to take work wherever they like 
rather than being tied to an office. This places new demands on parks 
and public spaces including wireless access and year round shelter. 
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Walkable Neighborhoods and Activated Streets
A growing segment of the population seeks out walkable, mixed-use 
districts for their work, living and leisure environments. High quality 
public open space is a baseline expectation for those seeking compact 
neighborhoods. Wayfinding and connectivity are important facets of 
walkable neighborhoods.

Linear Recreation and Trails
For people of all ages and abilities, trails are the top recreational demand. 
Interest ranges from nature-based hiking, birding and interpretive trails to 
paved trails for cycling, walking and running. The most desired trails are 
those along natural amenities like rivers and lakes and those that provide 
loops.

Increasingly Diverse
The U.S. is the only major industrial nation with an expanding population 
fueled primarily by immigrants. One of the results of cultural richness is an 
expanded array of recreational demands based on ethnic customs and 
sports. Our diverse population is calling for more community and family 
gathering spaces, additional un-programmed field spaces and facilities 
for sports with exploding popularity such as soccer. A diverse population 
also brings a divergence in response to natural areas – some view natural 
lands as threatening while other cultures find them inviting.

Going to the Dogs
As pets increasingly become integral parts of households, the demand 
for controlled, off-leash dog parks and facilities are high in demand. It is 
also important to recognize that there are sensitivities, both positive and 
negative, related to dogs in public spaces.

Urban Agriculture and Harvesting
Interest in healthy local foods is causing a surging interest in growing 
food within urban environments. Community gardens are increasing in 
popularity, especially with immigrant populations, as private yards are 
becoming more scarce in emerging housing patterns. Farmers markets 
and harvesting fruit trees in parks have also become more popular in 
recent years.

Fiscally Challenged
Rising health care costs, anti-tax sentiments, increasing fuel and material 
costs, and limited funding are reducing the resources available for 
public parks and recreation. Deferred maintenance of park facilities 
and amenities has built up a backlog for many cities. Public/private 
partnerships, creative funding, right-sizing and a renewed focus on quality 
spaces and programming is becoming the recipe for success.
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Craving Culture
Cultural tourism is the fastest growing form of tourism 
and visitors tend to spend more and stay longer than 
other tourists. Cultural tourists demand multi-dimensional 
experiences and greater intellectual depth of experience in 
the places they visit

Changing Climate/Native Landscaping/
Designing for Stormwater
Variable snow and cold temperatures have adversely 
affected winter sports like ice skating, hockey, and cross 
country skiing; causing a reconsideration of certain park 
uses. Rising energy costs will put a greater emphasis 
on recreation options. At the same time, an increase in 
the frequency of large storm events has led to a broader 
focus on stormwater design. Wise use of water, energy, 
and natural resources will be critical to the future of public 
facilities.

Importance of Place/Memorable Experiences/
Iconic Places
Social media and connectivity has led people to choose 
to spend their time and money on valuable experiences 
rather than material items. “Is it instragrammable?” is a 
measure that can be used to test the value or popularity of 
a place.

4-Season Interest
Minnesota is a four-season state with residents who 
desire outdoor activity in the cold winter months. Parks 
and facilities within the gorge should be flexible to 
accommodate year-round recreation.

Anxious About 
Safety
Broader awareness of news-
worthy happenings, more phone 
use while driving, and increases 
in trail use have caused people to be 
more aware of and concerned about their 
safety on trails and when crossing roadways. 
People are interested in safely designed trail 
connections and crossings.

Outdoor Adventures/Fun Runs
More parks and agencies are hosting movie nights, 
concerts, fun runs, bike races, or other events to 
activate parks and partner with fundraising/awareness 
organizations.

Tournament Athletic Facilities
Rather than pick-up games of soccer and baseball at 
neighborhood ballfields, people have become more 
interested in multiple high quality fields in one place, or 
tournament level facilities for soccer, lacrosse, baseball, 
and softball.

Accessible and Inclusive Parks and 
Facilities
Parks, trails, and play areas need to be designed 
to meet ADA accessibility requirements to provide 
equitable access for all community residents. In 
addition, parks should be designed with all users in 
mind, young and old, various interest levels, and from all 
walks of life.
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Preferred Outdoor Activities 
Focus group participants were asked what outdoor 
activities they prefer. Overall, the most frequently 
noted activity was walking, followed by picnicking and/
or barbequing. The third most preferred activity was 
playground use. Swimming or going to the lake and 
spending time with friends or family rounded out the top 
five preferred activities. Less frequently noted activities 
included biking, fishing, viewing nature, rest or relaxation 
and celebrations.

Concept of “Park” 
Focus group participants were also asked what came to 
mind when they heard the word “park.” Several themes 
emerged. The top theme was nature. Participants noted 
many natural features that they associated with “parks,” 
including trees, flowers, lakes, grass, among others.  The 
second most frequently noted theme related to safety and 
security. Many participants had unsafe associations when 
they hear the word “park,” while others expressed a more 
generalized concern and a questioning attitude. The third 
most frequently noted themes, in a tie, were amenities and 
animals or wildlife. Amenities most frequently noted were 
playgrounds and picnic areas. Animals and wildlife cited 
included dogs, deer, geese and ducks.

Regional Park Visitation 
Focus group sessions concluded with asking what 
recommendations participants had to increase regional 
park visits. Several themes emerged across all groups. 
The top five major themes were: 
1. Increase awareness, 
2. Address safety
3. Enhance capacity of gathering spaces and create an 

ambassador program (items tied)
4. Increase and diversify programming
5. Provide more events.

Demographics Analysis
As the Twin Cities grow and become more culturally 
diverse, the needs of park users grow and change too.  
Future park programs and facilities must accommodate a 
more diverse audience with different needs and desires.  
From Regional Park Use Among Select Communities of 
Color, a publication from the Metropolitan Council (March 
2014): “a Metropolitan Council survey of Regional Parks 
System visitors in 2008 showed that use of our regional 
parks did not represent the overall demographic makeup 
of the region, specifically for communities of color”.  To 
better understand and address disproportionate or 
inequitable park use, Metropolitan Council staff conducted 
a qualitative research project to identify barriers to regional 
park visitation among communities of color. Specifically, 
the study sought to explore: 
 » Preferred outdoor recreational activities and desired 

amenities
 » Perceived barriers that prevent use of the system 
 » Issues or concerns about regional parks
 » Recommendations and suggestions to increase and 

enhance park visits.
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Neighborhood Characteristics
The neighborhoods that connect directly to the 
Mississippi Gorge include Cedar Riverside, Seward, 
Longfellow, Cooper, Howe, Hiawatha, University 
and Prospect Park/East River Road.  Demographic 
information reveals a great deal of diversity (ethnic/
cultural/language/age, etc.) among nearby residents, 
suggesting a park planning process that is open and 
inclusionary, and recommended park programs and 
facilities that address changing park user needs and 
desires are important considerations of this plan.  
More demographic information in the river gorge 
study area can be seen in the Appendix. 

Table 3-1. MetCouncil Forecasts for City of 
Minneapolis:
Year 2020 2030 2040
Population 423,000 439,100 459,200
Households 183,800 194,000 204,000
Employment 315,300 332,400 350,000

2016 Population Estimate for Minneapolis-Saint Paul 
combined: 716,049 (Source: American Community Survey)

2016 Population Estimate for two-mile area 
surrounding MGRP: 211,731

2 Mile 2 Mile % MSP MSP %
Population 211,731 30.2% 701,830

Male 107,042 50.6% 351,458 50.1%

Female 104,689 49.4% 350,372 49.9%

Population 
Under 18

35,502 16.8% 156,019 22.2%

Population 
Over 65

20,497 9.7%  63,841 57.4%

White - Not 
Hispanic

152,002 71.8% 402,920 57.4%

Black or 
African 
American

31,482 14.9% 122,655 17.5%

American 
Indian or 
Alakan Native

2,390 1.1% 7,465 1.1%

Asian  12,032 5.7% 75,319 10.7%

Hawaiian 
or Pacific 
Islander

 29 0.0% 145 0.0%

Other 5,418 2.6% 25,926 3.7%

Two or More 8,378 4.0% 34,024 4.8%

Hispanic or 
Latino

15,658 7.4% 66,633 9.5%

Households 86,929 30.8% 282,374

Households 
with 
Someone 
Under 18

18,088 20.8% 76,088 26.9%

Households 
Experiencing 
Poverty

16,818 19.3% 52,995 18.8%

Households 
Enlgish Only

68,226 78.5% 222,606 78.8%

Households 
with Limited 
English

6,198 7.1% 19,087 6.8%

*Note: This is using ACS Data from 2012-2016
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Demand Forecast
According to the Metropolitan Council’s use estimates of 
regional parks, demand for regional parks and trails has 
continued to grow over the past decade. The Mississippi 
Gorge Regional Park is unique in that it is a regional 
park but most of its use is trail use. Trails have been 
an increasingly popular recreation element regionally 
and nationally, making MGRP a highly desirable park. 
Additionally, MGRP serves local visitors as a popular 
vehicle and bicycle commuting route from residential 
neighborhoods to downtown Minneapolis. Bicycle 
commuting in the Twin Cities continues to increase in 
popularity and is expected to grow in coming years.

With additional community facilities at Bohemian Flats in 
the future, use of MGRP will likely increase dramatically. 
The potential for large events, such as concerts, festivals, 
volleyball tournaments, and rowing excursions, will bring 
large numbers of park users to the Flats, who may then 
come back to use the trails along the river. As the Gorge 
is connected to Minnehaha Falls Regional Park at the 
south end, the increased use of that park may also directly 
increase the use of MGRP from trail walkers, bikers, and 
surrey users.

As well as increasing summer trail use from walkers and 
bikers, exploring the potential to add winter facilities within 
the park will increase year-round demand for the Gorge’s 
amenities.

From the Annual Use Estimate of the Regional Parks System 
for 2016, a publication of the Metropolitan Council (July 
2017): 

 
 » 47.8 million visits to the Regional Park System in 2016
 » Annual visits increased 1.1% from 2015 to 2016
 » Although Anoka County Riverfront, Minneapolis Chain 

of Lakes, and Mississippi Gorge Regional Park are 
regional parks, the majority of visits to these parks are 
for trail use. If the trail visits to these regional parks 
were included in the trail totals, 41% of all 2016 visits 
were to regional trails.

 » Approximately 55% of all estimated visits occurred in 
regional parks and trails in the cities of Minneapolis 
and Saint Paul.

 » Mississippi Gorge Regional Park was the third most 
frequently visited park in the Regional Parks System 
in 2016, after Minneapolis Chain of Lakes and Como 
Regional Park. 

 » Based on calculations from the Metropolitan Council 
Regional Parks and Trails Survey 2008, 55% of all visits 
to regional parks and trails are “local” visits. A local 
visit is a visit to a park or trail by a person who lives 
within the jurisdiction of the park agency that owns 
or operates that park or trail. Conversely, 45% of all 
visits to regional parks and trails are “non-local” visits, 
which demonstrate that the system serves a regional 
purpose.

 » Minneapolis’ Mississippi Gorge Regional Park 2016 
Total Visits: 1,068,900

 » Saint Paul’s Mississippi Gorge Regional Park 2016 
Total Visits: 1,474,300


