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SECTION 4
Visitor Demand
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Demands on parks and recreation facilities continue to intensify. Park and trail 
usage is expected to increase as the population grows and as the trails network 
expands. According to the Metropolitan Council Regional Population Forecast, 
the population in the metropolitan area is expected to increase substantially 
in the next 10 – 20 years. Further, Minneapolis is expected to grow 15% by the 
year 2030 to 439,100, up from the 2010 census of 382,578. With an increasing 
population comes increasing park visitation. According to the Metropolitan 
Council, use of regional parks and trails will increase 9% between the years 2005 
and 2020. This increase is in addition to the almost 10% increase in regional 
park use from 1995 to 2005 and a 12% increase in regional trail use within this 
same time period. 

Regional parks and trails in the Twin Cities and within Minneapolis are 
destinations for visitors from across the region, state, nation, and world. As 
shown in Figure 4.1, roughly 36% of regional park and trail visits in the Twin 
Cities are visits to the Minneapolis system. Above the Falls Regional Park is one 
of eight regional parks (in addition to ten regional trails) in Minneapolis. Several 
of them celebrate the heritage, environment, and recreational opportunities of 
the Mississippi River. Many of the MPRB regional parks and trails were created 
well before Metropolitan Council establishment of the regional park program 
but others like ATF are being created from the start as part of the regional 
system.

When the ATF Regional Park is fully implemented, visitors who start in the park 
will be able to travel south through several other regional parks, along the entire 
length of the Mississippi River in Minneapolis and on to the riverfront regional 
park system in Saint Paul. ATF Regional Park users will also be able to connect 
to regional trails which are part of the Grand Rounds National Scenic Byway, 

Annual Estimated Visits 
per year, in 1,000s 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2016

Central Riverfront 1,272.50 1,627.40 1,516.00 1,431.10 1,626.60 2,182.4

Mississippi Gorge in Mpls 1,147.90 1,126.80 936.1 1,079.80 1,035.90 1,068.9

North Mississippi* 197.8 306.2 267.3 246 209.7 360.6

Mpls Park & Rec. Board 
Regional Parks

13,404.40 15,544.40 14,113.00 14,768.10 15,098.8 17,133.6

Table 4.1 2016 Selected Annual Regional Park Use Estimates in Minneapolis

Figure 4.1 2016 Distribution of Annual Regional Park Visitors by Agency

Watching the River Rats water-ski team 
from park land along West River Road 
North is a popular activity.

(Source: Metropolitan Council), *includes MPRB and Three Rivers Park District data

(Source: Metropolitan Council)
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Table 10: Visitation estimates by agency for operations and 
maintenance funding formula purposes - 2016 

2016 Visitation Percentage of 
Agency (1,000's) total 1 

Anoka County 3,360.04 7.04% 
Bloomington 755.16 1.58% 
Carver County 582.79 1.22% 
Dakota County 1,293.74 2.71% 
Minneapolis Park & Recreation Board 17,133.59 35.92% 
Ramsey County 3,526.35 7.39% 
Saint Paul 9,193.00 19.27% 
Scott County 
Three Rivers Park District - Hennepin 2 

293.14 
9,875.34 

0.61% 
20.70% 

Three Rivers Park District - Scott 338.23 0.71% 
Washington County 1,347.87 2.83% 
TOTAL 47,699.25 100.00% 

Notes: 
1 Percentages are given to the second decimal point for use in the O&M funding formula. 

2 O&M visitation estimates do not include enterprise facility visitation (downhill skiing at Hyland-Bush-Anderson Lakes PR). 

Figure 3: 2016 Percentage of total visitation by agency 
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including trails associated with St. Anthony Parkway and Victory Memorial 
Parkway; as well as make connections to trails in Anoka County and the Three 
Rivers Park District. It is because of this connectivity that an examination of 
the annual use of the adjacent regional parks and trails can help to provide a 
picture of the type of visitor demand anticipated for ATF Regional Park. 

However, is important to recognize that existing parks and trails within ATF are 
not currently continuous, and this has inhibited public access and visitation.  
The RiverFirst vision casts the ATF Regional Park as a collection of regional 
amenities. To estimate future visitation to a fully-developed ATF regional 
park and trail system, it is useful to compare visitation estimates of adjacent 
urban regional parks that are continuous, fully developed and programmed. 
The visitation data shown in the figures in this chapter is drawn from the Met 
Council’s online database.

The projected trend of increased use of urban recreational trails both within 
and linking to the Above the Falls Regional Park is consistent with the MN Dept. 
of Natural Resources report, Ten Year Forecasts—Of Minnesota Adult Outdoor 
Recreation Activities 2004-2014 which states that trail activities such as walking, 
hiking and bicycling will remain steady or increase over this time period.

Regional Park or Trail
Summer 

Visits
Winter 
Visits

Spring/
Fall 

Visits
Other 
Visits

Total 
Visits

Central Riverfront Regional Park 837,100 149,000 801,100 395,200 2,182,400

North Mississippi Regional Park 167,400 29,800 160,200 3,300 360,600

Mississippi Gorge Regional Park 404,800 123,900 533,200 7,000 1,068,900

St. Anthony Parkway Regional Trail 81,100 24,800 106,800 0 212,700

Victory Memorial Parkway Reg. Trail 247,300 75,700 325,700 2,800 651,400

Table 4.2  Selected 2016 Annual Regional Park Use Estimates by Season

Figure 4.2  North Metro Regional Parks System

Increasingly, park visitors seek “low-
impact” activities such as walking, biking 
and paddling.

(Source: Metropolitan Council)

(source: Metropolitan Council)
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The neighborhoods near  ATF 
Regional Park are among the highest 
concentrations of youth and young-
adults in the City of Minneapolis. (source: 
US Census)

(source: US Census)Table 4.3  Population size near the ATF Park Plan area

Distance
2010 

Population
2010 

Households
2010 

Employees

0.5 miles 16,545 7,405 13,790

1 mile 48,891 20,851 52,565

5 miles 523,307 220,642 400,945

Many people live or work within easy walking or biking distance of ATF Regional Park

It is also important to recognize the role Above the Falls Regional Park plays in 
the regional system for the north metro area. Anoka County residents can use 
the Anoka County Mississippi River Regional Trail to reach Above the Falls from 
the cities of Columbia Heights, Fridley, Coon Rapids, and Anoka. In Hennepin 
County, residents using Shingle Creek Regional Trail and Twin Lakes Regional 
Trail can reach Above the Falls from Brooklyn Park and Brooklyn Center. 

A survey by the MN-DNR found that nearly 82% of the respondents indicated 
that outdoor recreation is ‘very important’ or ‘moderately important’ in their 
lives. Popular trail related activities are walking, biking, jogging or inline skating. 
Expanding the trail network in ATF Regional Park will play an important role in 
serving this increased demand. 

According to Metropolitan Council findings, baby boomers will continue to 
have a large presence in the regional park system, but their needs will change. 
Currently, the baby boomer generation uses the regional park system at rates 
higher than their actual percentage of the metropolitan area population. This 
is expected to continue and as the visitation by people over the age of 60 
increases, then the type of recreation needs is expected to shift toward “low 
impact” recreational uses such as biking, walking and paddling.

While Above the Falls Regional Park will draw visitors from all over the 
metropolitan area, it is informative to examine the demographics of the 
communities who live and work in the immediate vicinity of the park. Using the 
traditional park service area model, analysis was conducted to see how many 
people live and work within convenient walking distance (0.5 mile), biking 
distance (1 miles) and driving distance (5 miles). These residents and workers 
are anticipated to use the park most frequently. 
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