
County Park Systems
Bringing value to your residents

John Chase, Director, Grand Traverse County Parks and Recreation



• 1,600 acres

• Nine parks

• Smallest: 7 acres

• Largest: 505 acres

About us





• 33% self-funded (2023)

• Expenditure per capita: $6.48

• NRPA peer group
• Lowest quartile: $14
• Median: $34
• Highest quartile: $57

• $1.11m capital grants (2023)

About us



• County
• Open space
• More trails
• Fewer amenities
• Fewer buildings
• More likely to include 

campgrounds, golf courses, 
marinas, airports, 

• City
• Traditional park settings and 

amenities
• More and smaller parks
• Embedded in neighborhoods
• Programming heavy

County / City



The past • Something you have to offer



The past

• A financial drain



The past

• The place with the sketchy 
playground



Today



Health and 
wellness 
drivers

o 83% percent of respondents agreed that it is important to 
have access to indoor and outdoor recreational areas, 
classes and activities to lead a healthy lifestyle. 
o June 2023 NRPA Park Pulse survey



Health and 
wellness 
drivers

o 93% percent of respondents indicated that their mental 
health was improved by services offered by local park and 
recreation professionals and agencies
o June 2021 NRPA Park Pulse survey



Health and 
wellness 
drivers

o GTRCF 2023 Youth Wellness Initiative

o 14 student researchers; 5 NMI counties

o 530 student respondents; 20 different 5-county high 
schools

o 11 recommendations



GTRCF 2023 
Youth 

Wellness 
Initiative



GTRCF 2023 
Youth 

Wellness 
Initiative



Climate change 
and environmental 
resilience

o Six in seven U.S. adults 
expressed support for their 
local park and recreation 
agency’s environmental 
initiatives.
o April 2023 NRPA Park Pulse poll



Climate change 
and environmental 
resilience

o Lower heating costs

o Stormwater uptake

o CO2 uptake

o Air pollution uptake



Trees can…

• Reduce peak stormwater flows 10-20%

• Reduce the need for stormwater retention and drainage systems

• A large deciduous tree can intercept 760 gallons of rainwater

• 10% increase in tree cover can lower surface temperatures 2-4 degrees



Tourism

o People seek out park and 
recreation amenities — such 
as beaches, parks, trails and 
secluded and relaxing places 
— when choosing a vacation 
destination. 
o August 2017 NRPA Park Pulse poll



Tourism

o More than nine in 10 U.S. 
adults find park and recreation 
summer activities create fond 
memories.
o August 2021 NRPA Park Pulse poll



Social equity and 
accessibility

• Nearly nine in 10 adults U.S. adults 
look to their local park and recreation 
agency to take the necessary steps to 
ensure everyone in their community 
feels welcome



Social equity and 
accessibility • Walkability and parks = desirability



Economic 
development tools

• 17,094 jobs

• $857 million in labor income

• $1.28 billion in GDP

• $3.019 billion in economic output



The impact of a trail on 
Newaygo and Mecosta 

Counties



Michigan’s 
Dragon Trail



Michigan’s 
Dragon Trail

• 45-mile mountain bike trail
• Surrounds the Hardy Dam
• Jointly managed by Newaygo and Mecosta Counties
• Volunteer agreement with West Michigan Mountain 

Biking Alliance



Michigan’s 
Dragon Trail

• Trail counter data from Placer.ai
• Non-local day and overnight and local day visitors
• 2022-2023 = 26,857 visits
• $2,404,504 local spending



Attraction 

o Parks, trails and playgrounds are 
three of the top five most 
important community amenities 
requested by people seeking or 
building new homes
o National Association of Realtors 

and National Association of Home 
Builders



Attraction 

o Six in seven respondents 
indicated that they seek high 
quality parks and recreation 
amenities when choosing a place 
to live. 
o NRPA 2023 Engagement With Parks 

survey



Attraction 

o 93% of respondents indicated it 
is essential that their local 
government acquire, construct 
and maintain local parks, trails 
and green spaces near bodies of 
water to protect natural 
resources in their community. 
o NRPA’s 2019 Engagement with Parks 

survey



Chicago’s 
606 trail
• Quarterly price trends

• Single-family homes

• 2000 to the second quarter 
2016

• Across Chicago, and in 606 
East and West within a half-
mile of The 606
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Chicago’s 
606 trail
• Quarterly price trends

• Single-family homes

• 2000 to the second quarter 
2016

• Across Chicago, and in 606 
East and West within a half-
mile of The 606



How much impact do parks 
have on property values?

30 of 33 studies 
identified a 

positive trend 
with an 8-10% 

premium

Passive parks 
= higher 
premium

Larger parks 
= higher 
premium



Huron-Clinton 
Metroparks

• Adding much more than home 
value



Meeting the challenges



Funding
Demonstrating value
Communication
Valuing our existing assets



Share the word

• Quarterly

• Distributed at 60+ locations

• 100% advertising supported



No anonymous 
giving

• TV
• Print

• Online



Aging 
infrastructure

• Improved planning

• Seeking grants for 
capital projects



Aging 
infrastructure

• Improved planning

• Seeking grants for capital 
projects



Activity

PM



• Master Site plans

• Business plans

• DNR Recreation Plan

• Asset management plans



Staffing

• Creativity

• Partnerships

https://youtu.be/fXLnQKYVvno?si=XmFRa_ZeDZtwEYye


• Grand Traverse Regional Land Conservancy
• Grand Traverse Conservation District

• Northern Michigan Mountain Bike Association
• GT Bay YMCA
• Aloft Disc Golf

• SEEDs
• TART
• Norte

















Park partners











The public supports 
parks and recreation

• More than 4 of 5 adults says parks and recreation is 
an essential government service

• 90% of US adults want their jurisdiction to fund 
parks and recreation sufficiently



The public supports 
parks and recreation

• 7 of 10 people said they are more likely to 
support politicians, mayors, county executives, 
and council members who explicitly support 
parks and recreation funding



Be the bridge

• Share constituents love for parks

• Indicate heavy use of parks

• Unanimously agree that parks 
provide benefits

• Critical solution provider for 
preventing youth crime and 
enhancing quality of life



Be the bridge

• Perceiving agencies as an important 
contributor to the biggest day-to-day 
concern

Economic development



Be the bridge

• Offer a seat at the table

• Ask questions

• Continue to listen

• Hold parks accountable



County Park Systems
Bringing value to your residents

John Chase, Director, Grand Traverse County Parks and Recreation
jchase@gtcountymi.gov
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