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Abstract 

This paper explores how the Wisconsin State Park System has been affected by the 

COVID-19 Pandemic. First and foremost, we seek to understand how the DNR has changed the 

park system’s operations, and how visitors’ experiences have been affected by them. From there, 

other questions are addressed: (2) How have these operational changes complicated the dual and 

sometimes competing mandates for the DNR to both conserve natural resources and provide 

recreational opportunities? (3) What has caused record attendance numbers in 2020? And (4) 

What are the motivations for people to visit Wisconsin’s state parks? The research employed 

three methods - a survey that was distributed amongst 2020 park visitors, observational site visits 

at a handful of state parks, and an interview with Melissa VanLanduyt, the DNR’s Recreation 

Partnerships Section Chief. Some of the biggest problems at Wisconsin State Parks in 2020 

include environmental vandalism/littering, the temporary closure of 40 park units in April of 

2020, capacity closures, limited facilities, a 15% increase in visitation compared to 2019, and 

social distancing issues. Although these issues are still prominent as of December 2020, the DNR 

has focused on keeping parks open and maintaining a high quality service for park visitors, all 

while keeping up with conservation efforts and recreational opportunities.  
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Introduction 

For decades Wisconsin’s Department of Natural Resources (DNR) has managed a series 

of ever-expanding state parks and state recreation areas. With 66 park units covering over 60,000 

acres, the DNR’s division of Parks and Recreation is one of Wisconsin’s greatest gifts to its 

residents. The DNR’s overall (abridged) mission statement is as follows: “To protect and 

enhance our natural resources… To provide a healthy, sustainable environment… To ensure the 

rights of all people… To work with people… And in this partnership consider the future and 

generations to follow.” While the Wisconsin State Park System has historically succeeded in this 

task, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has made it increasingly difficult. More people than 

ever are electing to spend their vacations and weekends in the state, rather than risk traveling 

further away. Because of this, attendance has reached record high numbers, which has potentially 

threatened the DNR’s mission statement.  

Our research primarily seeks to answer the following question: (1) How has the pandemic 

affected the operations and experiences of Wisconsin's state parks and state recreation areas? 

From there, three sub questions will be addressed, such as: (2) How has COVID-19 complicated 

the dual, and sometimes competing mandates, for the DNR to both conserve natural resources 

and provide recreational activities? (3) What has caused the record attendance numbers? (4) 

Where are all of these people coming from, and what has motivated them to visit state parks? 

We understand that the process of effectively answering the 4 aforementioned questions 

will require a combination of different research methods and design. We will employ the 

following methods: Gathering and analyzing historical records and documents (including those 

in the media), collecting statistical data about state park attendance, conducting interviews with 

DNR officials and park visitors, conducting surveys with park visitors, and collecting 
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observational data by visiting a handful of state parks. Although we’ve elected to primarily focus 

on Devil’s Lake State Park, other park units are also of interest to us. These include Willow 

River, Hoffman Hills, Kettle Moraine, and Potawatomi state parks.  

Finally, in order to understand what exactly our research intends to find out, key concepts 

and terms must be defined. The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR/DNR) is 

an agency that is primarily concerned with conserving and managing the state’s natural 

resources, such as forests and water systems. The DNR also manages state parks and their 

resources. Everything from trails, campgrounds, shelters, bathrooms, parking lots, roads, visitor 

centers, rental facilities, and much more are included as part of the park system’s operations. 

Conservation can be defined as “prevention of a wasteful use of a resource,” while recreation is 

an “activity of leisure.” As suggested by the title, part of our research intends to extensively flesh 

out those two definitions, compare and contrast them, and finally see how they can work in 

conjunction with one another during a pandemic. 
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Site Setting 

The Wisconsin State Park System covers nearly every corner of the state, with over 

60,470 acres of land. Each park and recreation area unit is created via an act of law through the 

Wisconsin State Legislature, and is then signed off by the governor. The units are maintained by 

the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, Division of Parks and Recreation. Wisconsin’s 

State Forests, which in many ways work in conjunction with the State Park System, are 

maintained by the Division of Forestry. The state forests contain over 471,329 acres. Some of 

this land is truly “public” and accessible to all, while others are owned via private inholdings. 

Although the state forests are run and maintained in different ways when compared to the parks, 

there are overlaps and similarities. For the purpose of our research we will be treating forest and 

park/recreation area units as equals.  

Wisconsin’s state parks, recreation areas, and forests serve a dual purpose: conservancy 

and recreation. The DNR’s mission statement makes it clear that conservation efforts and 

expanded recreation can be achieved concurrently. Resources that the DNR takes care of in 

relation to the environment include air quality, beaches, waterways, drinking water, wastewater, 

minerals, fires, fishing, hunting, forestry, and more. On the recreational side, the parks are used 

for hiking, snowshoeing, cycling, mountain biking, climbing, kayaking, swimming, fishing, 

hunting, camping, educational purposes, and more.  

It’s important to understand that while Wisconsin is a relatively small geographic area, 

the state parks are all unique and differ from each other. Some of them sit on the Great Lakes. 

Others may be prairies or grasslands. Others might be the outcome of ancient glaciers, leftover 

from the last glaciation period. Our research will explore five different state parks, with primary 
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focus on one (Devil’s Lake). Below is a list of the five state parks, along with a map for 

reference. 

 

Figure 1: Map of the 5 state parks that were observed. By Matthew Jacques 
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Devil’s Lake State Park 

Located in south-central Wisconsin in Sauk County, Devil’s Lake State Park is the poster 

child for the Wisconsin State Park System. It is the largest of the bunch with over 9,000 acres 

and an estimated 2.7 million visitors from July 2017 through June 2018. More recent estimates 

suggest that the park now receives at least 3 million visitors a year. Devil’s Lake is a direct 

product of the last glaciation period, making it an interesting area of study for physical 

geographers. The park offers over 29 miles of trails, beaches for swimming, recreational 

equipment rentals, a cafe, and climbing from the cliffs - the opportunities here are endless. It’s 

close proximity to Wisconsin Dells (~30 minute drive, 16 miles), a major tourist area, makes it 

popular among visitors. Furthermore, it’s a 50 minute drive (40 miles) from Madison, the state’s 

capital and second largest city. Devil’s Lake also isn’t too far away from other major cities in the 

 

Image 1: Devil’s Lake taken by Jacob Stout from atop the cliffs in September, 2020 
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midwest (Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis/St. Paul), making it a popular destination for 

day-trippers. Because of the park’s size and popularity, it’ll serve as our primary site setting. We 

visited the park for observational data collection multiple times in September and October of 

2020.  

 

Hoffman Hills State Recreation Area 

 

Image 2: Hoffman Hills Recreation Area taken from atop the observation tower in October of 2019, prior to the 

pandemic. Photo by Matthew Jacques 

 

Hoffman Hills is small in comparison to the other study areas. At just 707 acres and an 

estimated 54,000 visitors in the 2018 fiscal year (July-June), Hoffman Hills State Recreation 

Area is a hidden gem in the park system. It offers 9 miles for hiking, snowshoeing, and cross 

country skiing. The centerpiece of the park is a 60m observation tower, which offers a 360° view 

of the rolling hills, farms, and small towns that surround the park. The park is an 18 minute drive 
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(11 miles) from Menomonie, a college town in north-western Wisconsin. From Eau Claire, a 

small city in north-western Wisconsin, it’s a 32 minute drive (23 miles). We chose to include this 

park because we wanted to see how smaller, less popular parks are affected by the pandemic. 

During the pandemic, I (Matthew) visited the park once in April of 2020 and once more in 

October.  

 

Kettle Moraine State Forest 

Image 3: Kettle Moraine State Forest taken from a common-ground picnic area near Ottawa lake.  

Image 4: The photo on the right was from the parking lot of a horse-riding trail. 

 Photos taken by Jacob Stout in October, 2020 

Kettle Moraine State Forest is a large, spread out forest reserve located throughout 

several south-eastern Wisconsin counties. Indeed, the area covered is so large that it stretches 
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from an area south of Whitewater and travels to the Northeast, into an area just east of Lake 

Winnebago. The area of the land is considered to be a state forest. According to the DNR, “A 

Wisconsin State Forest is an area of forest managed by the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources Division of Forestry for outdoor recreation, watershed and habitat preservation, and 

sustainable forestry” (DNR, 2020). Despite this form of conservation, Kettle Moraine is home to 

several camping grounds, one of which is the location the photo above was taken.  In addition to 

these lovely, small campgrounds, there are many trails located throughout the forests. The trails 

can be used for countless different recreational activities, including leisurely nature walks, 

snowmobiling, and horseback riding trails (see Image 4). During the course of the past fiscal 

year (July-June) a very popular portion of Kettle Moraine, known as Lapham Peak, saw 589,343 

visitors. Considering the layout of the forest, the best small cities to help describe the location of 

the area would be Hartford and Whitewater. I visited this park once during early October so as to 

gain information for this project, and it was somewhat busy while being there. 
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Potawatomi State Park 

Image 5: Potawatomi State Park, taken from the edge of the Green Bay on a lakeside path within the park. Photo 

taken by Jacob in late July, 2020. 

The Potawatomi State Park is a large, camping and recreational site located a little ways 

outside of downtown Sturgeon Bay. It is located on the other side of the Sturgeon Bay ship 

canal, and is roughly a 15-minute drive in order to reach the city of Sturgeon Bay. The park is 

roughly 1200 acres, and is home to rolling hills with a lakefront full of steep limestone cliffs. It is 

a popular place for people to go camping, both in tents and using RVs as well. The Potawatomi 

State Park sees an average of 214,298 visitors annually, with a majority having to be reserved for 

overnight stays. The area of recreational activities is mostly designed for hiking or mountain 

biking, with miles of trails deep in the forests. However, there are also areas designated for 

picnics with a view of Sturgeon Bay while enjoying a cookout. Additionally, the park has an area 
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of lakefront that is designated as a boat-launching site, strictly designated for motorboats and 

paying customers. The park is quite close to Sturgeon Bay, however it is also roughly 45 minutes 

away from Green Bay. Despite the Coronavirus, the state park seemed to see a large number of 

individuals camping this past summer. 

Willow River State Park 

 

Image 6: Willow Falls taken from a viewing area. Photo taken by Matthew Jacques in October, 2020 

 

Willow River State Park’s main feature is Willow Falls: a series of cascading waterfalls 

from the Willow River. A bridge that crosses over the lower parts of the cascades offers 

picturesque views, making it a popular spot for photos. The park is located next to the 

Wisconsin-Minnesota border in the north-eastern part of the state. Popular activities in the park 

include hiking, cross country skiing, camping, boating, and climbing. It is one of the system’s 

most visited parks, most likely due to its close proximity to the Twin Cities (24 minute drive/24 

miles from St. Paul, 36 minute drive/34 miles from Minneapolis). The park is 8 miles, or a 10 
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minute drive from Hudson, a Wisconsin suburb of the Twin Cities. The park saw nearly 1 

million visitors in the 2018 fiscal year. I (Matthew) visited the park just once during the 

pandemic, in October of 2020.  
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Literature Review 

State parks and recreation areas have long been part of Wisconsin’s identity. Since the 

state opened its first park in 1900, over 66 park units have been established, covering an area of 

over 60,000 acres (Wisconsin State Park System, 2019). These parks serve a dual purpose: The 

first is to provide recreational activities and land to state residents and visitors, while the second 

is to conserve the state’s natural resources and environment (Ahlgren, 1988). While historical 

data shows that park attendance has been on a steady increase almost every year since the 

inception of the state park system, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has broken attendance 

records across the state (DNR, 2002-2018, 2020). Policies surrounding the pandemic (such as 

lockdowns and social distancing) directly promotes isolationism in individuals and households, 

which comes with harmful side effects (Barton et al., 2010). Because of this, people have turned 

to nature as their last hope, as visits to parks, green spaces, and recreation areas offer a somewhat 

“normal” return to life (Honey-Roses et al., 2020). This literature review will serve as a prelude 

as to why Wisconsin’s state parks have become an oasis during a time of crisis, and how 

Wisconisin’s Department of Natural Resources has managed this historical event.  

Prior to the 19th Century, much of Wisconsin territory was nothing but open prairie lands 

and open canopy forests, with very few inhabited areas. However, as immigration built up speed 

and the East Coast became more highly populated, the modern-day Midwest came to see more 

people residing throughout the area. Many of these early people coming to Wisconsin were 

French, Yankees and Scandinavians, yet by the 1840s many were German immigrants who came 

to clear land and settle farms. Early on, timber was seen as an incredibly profitable source, and 

considered to be “an integral part of pioneer farm-making” (Flader, 1983). This form of 

settlement continued for a few decades - with entire forests being cut down, the lumber getting 
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used in the timber industry, and the soil being fertilized for agricultural uses. During this era, an 

important form of legislature for environmental impacts in Wisconsin was the establishment of 

the State Forestry Commission in 1867. The main task of the Forestry Commission was to create 

reports on the ill effects coming from forest clearing. However, the Commission did very little 

legislative work until the Peshtigo Fire of 1871, which burned 1,280,000 acres of state land and 

killed over one thousand people (Barlowe, 1943). This instance was the single largest fire in 

Wisconsin state history and thus led to new regulations aimed at fire protection. Unfortunately, 

the legislature passed “did not act to control cutting, promote reforestation or protect forests from 

widespread exploitation” (Thomas, 1991). The Peshtigo Fire helped show the growing actions of 

the Forestry Commission, but also illustrated the narrow-minded thoughts of the time in regards 

to environmental consciousness.  

Much of the plans behind the ever-growing lumber trade came from wealthy Chicago 

residents who traveled to hotels in northern Wisconsin to get away from the city. In fact, the 

timber industry became so prominent in areas such as Sauk County, that plans for infrastructure 

played a role in the creation of state parks such as Devils Lake. The main reasoning given for the 

creation of a new state park was to help put Sauk County on the map, so that these wealthy 

lumber entrepreneurs could transport timber supplies in bulk quantities (Moore, 2013). 

Unfortunately, the newly created Devils Lake State Park saw very little maintenance or care for 

its countless environmental aspects. Instead, this area was seen as a place to go picnic and 

hangout with friends outside of the busy urban setting. The endless lumbering within Wisconsin 

left behind empty areas of land where recent immigrants came to settle new farms and provide 

for their families. Agricultural settlement remained optimal to both early immigrants and the 
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state until around the 1920s, when long-term forest management policies began to come into the 

picture. 

The 1920s saw the emergence of forest management techniques, but Wisconsin state 

parks did not experience much until the New Deal. Although the New Deal was not meant to be 

environmentally conscious, it included an aspect called the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). 

The CCC was unique as it was one of the “most successful and loved programs in the New Deal” 

and provided over three million jobs to young Americans during the Great Depression (Ahlgren, 

1988). Over the course of the CCC’s work in Wisconsin, eight new state parks were 

created(SOURCE). In addition, the service of the CCC helped to provide environmental 

knowledge to the thousands of young men who worked to help form these state parks. This 

proved to be quite useful, as the push for conservation continued strongly throughout Wisconsin 

in the first half of the 20th Century.  

Indeed, environmental management proved to be a primary focus in the 1930s, as the 

state government worked to expand its forest reserves. For instance, during the 1930s, the 

Conservation Commission proposed the purchase of over 1 million acres of state land, much of 

which is based in northern Wisconsin, with another section located in the south-eastern portion 

of the state (Barlowe, 1943). In relation to the areas covered in this study, the south-eastern 

section of land mentioned in the prior sentence came to be known as the Kettle Moraine State 

Forest. Much of the land in Kettle Moraine is spread out across four different state counties in a 

unique design. The arrangement of Kettle Moraine illustrates that the creation of these forest 

lands seemed to have come after many areas within southern Wisconsin had been transformed 

into family-owned farms. 
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An important Wisconsin citizen who helped push some of these new conservation 

concepts during the earlier half of the 20th Century is UW Madison’s own Aldo Leopold. During 

the 1920s, Leopold held a position in the U.S. Forest Service Products Laboratory and acted in a 

citizen commission directing the new Conservation Department. Starting in 1933 and onward, 

this Conservation Commission led public hearings to gather new information about ecological 

issues. That following year, Commissioner Immel appointed a committee which included Aldo 

Leopold to the Conservation Congress, which met to enhance citizen participation and provide 

recommendations to the Conservation Commission (Thomas, 1991). This design of community 

involvement was quite successful and appreciated throughout the public, lasting longer than the 

Conservation Department. The end of the Conservation Department came in 1967, the year that 

the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) was created. In fact, the DNR came into being 

under Governor Warren Knowles, who pushed for the merger of the Department of Resource 

Development and the Conservation Department in order to create the DNR (Thomas, 1991). The 

DNR has gone onwards to provide preservation and litigation for countless parks, Indigenous 

groups, judicial acts, and the earth’s elements. 

As suggested by the DNR’s mission statement, the state parks are more than just places 

of conservation and natural resource management: “... To provide a healthy, sustainable 

environment and a full range of outdoor opportunities. To ensure the right of all people to use 

and enjoy these resources in their work and leisure,” (DNR). Clearly, part of the parks’ purposes 

are to provide recreational escapes for the people, and this is arguably a universal feature of 

parks around the world. In March of 2020 when the pandemic was just starting, some 

jurisdictions outright closed (almost) all access to parks in hopes of curbing the spread. In 

Canada, the Parks Canada Agency closed the parks to motor vehicles. Soon after, provincial 
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parks followed suit. While this might help slow down the spread of the virus in rural areas, it also 

means that the share of greenspace decreases significantly. This is particularly true among those 

in urban areas, who use rural state and national parks as an escape (Freeman, Shirra, and Angela 

Eykelbosh, 2020; Rice et al., 2019). In relating back to the Wisconsin State Park System, 

Governor Tony Evers and the DNR made the decision to close 40 state parks and recreation 

areas, citing unprecedented crowds and a previously unseen increase in litter and vandalism as 

reasons. The 40 parks were mostly located in the southern part of the state, and included popular 

parks such as Devil’s Lake and Kettle Moraine (Viviani, 2020). Even though most of the parks 

did eventually reopen in May, state residents went nearly a month without adequate access to 

state parks (Chronis, 2020).  

Even during a pandemic, exercise is important (Zhu, 2020). Dr. Jeffrey A. Woods of the 

University of Illinois encourages exercise, as long as it can be done safely. Even people who 

have tested positive for the virus and who are experiencing light to mild symptoms should still 

try to exercise, as suggested by previous studies with other respiratory diseases. If attendance 

records really were broken at state parks in Wisconsin, then perhaps those seeking the outdoors 

and exercise during a crisis is the direct cause of it. Research shows that direct exposure to 

outdoor greenspaces heavily influences mood (Barton, Pretty, 2010). Furthermore, exercising 

(and recreation) in green areas has a positive impact on mental health (Pretty, 2005). Barton and 

Pretty’s (2010) study revealed that any sort of short engagement (<5 minutes) with green 

exercise has positive health benefits. Both urban and rural greenspaces were equally as 

impactful, and that the presence of water (lakes, rivers, ponds, etc.) showed greater mood 

improvements, regardless of sex. Age however, did play a role - the elderly (70+) had little 

increase in positive mood. Most notably, the mentally ill had the greatest improvement in mood 
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and self esteem after experiencing nature, meaning that a bout of exercising in nature might be a 

risk-free therapeutic measure. This is especially important during the pandemic, as lockdowns 

encourage isolating for long periods of time, which can potentially lead to harmful side effects 

such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety (Samuelsson et al., 2020; Barton et al., 2010). 

However, there are people who visit parks without the intention of exercising. For some, 

just experiencing nature without the extra step of exercise is enough. For example, experiencing 

nature from the car window or a picnic table may contribute to positive mood swings (Pretty et 

al., 2005; Ulrich, 1984). Another interesting idea of nature without exercise is hypothesized by 

Hartig et al. (2014). He presents the idea that social cohesion (Connectedness and cohesion 

among groups in society) in greenspaces is important for health and wellbeing. Well maintained 

facilities with more opportunities for recreation and interaction encourage social ties, which is 

hard to maintain when physical distancing is mandated. Unfortunately, social cohesion and its 

benefits on health have been studied little. If Hartig’s (2014) hypothesis proves true, then 

Wisconsin’s state parks might serve as a social meeting ground for people who feel more 

comfortable meeting with people in a public outdoor setting, versus an indoor one. Furthermore, 

Hartig also points out that nature itself is a stress reducer. When people “enter” nature, they are 

increasingly distancing themselves from their stressors.  

In terms of attendance, the Wisconsin State Park System (in addition to the forests, which 

is also managed by the DNR) sees a total of over 17,000,000 visitors every year at all of their 

parks. Visitation typically peaks in July, and reaches its lowest levels from November through 

January. For example, Devil’s Lake, which has historically been the system’s most prized unit, 

saw a record 650,725 visitors in July of 2017, and then just 16,838 visitors that following 

November. The numbers begin to pick up again in late winter and early spring, and then peak 
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again into summer (DNR, 2002-2018). Unfortunately, visitation data from the second half of 

2018 and onward has yet to be published by the DNR, but local news articles, announcements 

made by the DNR, and location data suggests that 2020 is on track to be the busiest year on 

record (DNR, 2020; Google, 2020). 

While most people would assume that an increase in park visitation is due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Rice and Pan from Penn State (2020) used Google’s 2020 Community 

Mobility Report to further analyze the surge. Google’s report (2020a) used data collected from 

users’ mobile devices that had their location history settings on, which is off by default. Rice and 

Pan based their study off of the first report, which was released in April of 2020. Reports are 

released by region/country on an almost weekly basis. Google breaks down mobility into six 

different categories: retail and recreation, grocery and pharmacy, parks, transit stations, 

workplaces, and residential. Of those six, only one stands out. Parks have consistently been the 

only mobility category to have higher averager numbers versus pre-pandemic numbers. The 

other five categories have been on a consistent downward trend since the crisis started, as more 

and more work from home and social distance (Rice et al., 2020). However, the source of the 

data may be questionable; Google doesn’t release the percentage of mobile users who have their 

location history settings on, and the demographics of the people that do have them on is also 

unknown. For example, the rate of 18-30 year olds who share their location data with Google 

might be substantially greater than that of the 65+ age range. Because of this, the data may be 

skewed and might not be a reliable indicator of the pandemic’s effects on society. An even 

greater predicament for this data is that the baseline was collected from January 3 - February 6, 

2020. The northern hemisphere (of which Wisconsin is located) was in mid-winter at this point, 
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so it makes sense that the “Park” mobility category would have only increased from there, 

regardless of a pandemic or not.  

Rice and Pan (2020) based their study off of these faults. They analyzed the reports from 

counties in the Western United States, and found that only two major factors contributed to an 

increase in park mobility: Latitude and age. Places in the more northern latitudes, such as Seattle 

and Bend, revealed that seasonality plays a major role in park attendance. Recreational areas 

such as state and national parks experience colder temperatures and snow when compared to 

parks in the southern latitudes, such as those outside of Los Angeles and Phoenix. In other 

words, northern latitudes in the Western US saw a dramatic increase in attendance during the 

pandemic, while southern latitudes saw a mostly gradual increase. This pattern lines up with 

seasonality data from years prior (Rice et al., 2019). These seasonal changes likely play a bigger 

part in increased summer attendance than the pandemic, meaning that Google’s marketing of the 

mobility reports is misleading: “See how your community is moving around differently due to 

COVID-19” (Google, 2020a). In terms of age, Rice et al. (2020) emphasized that older adults 

and the elderly are at a higher risk of developing severe symptoms of COVID-19, causing them 

to visit parks less. They noted that older people are following social distancing and lockdown 

regulations more tightly than younger people, meaning that increased park visitation is mainly 

being driven by younger people. Although Rice et al. (2020) criticized the misleading data from 

Google’s Community Mobility Reports, and found the (important) two factors that caused an 

increase in park mobility, it doesn’t necessarily mean that attendance records weren’t broken, or 

that a combination of the pandemic and seasonality is what caused record breaking numbers. 

Finally, even though Rice et al. (2020) focused on the Western US, their findings are still 
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relevant to our research, as Wisconsin’s seasonality plays a major role in state park attendance, 

as suggested in the DNR’s (2001-2018) attendance records.  

Because of how recent the COVID-19 pandemic is, little research has been done about 

how it spreads in outdoor settings (Freeman, 2020). The majority of coronavirus transmission 

research has been conducted in indoor settings, and the World Health Organization (WHO) 

concluded that the easiest way to contract COVID is by touching your nose, eyes, and mouth 

after being in direct contact (<1 meter) with an infected individual. Furthermore, medical experts 

recommend keeping at least 2 meters apart. While this might be challenging in certain indoor 

areas, it’s easier to achieve in outdoor areas, such as parks (Freeman et al., 2020). They also 

concluded that aerosol transmission of the virus is possible in “... indoor, crowded, and 

inadequately ventilated spaces, where infected person(s) spend long periods of time with others.” 

Places such as restaurants, bars, workout facilities, and places of worship are of high risk (WHO, 

2020). Besides crowding, Freeman et al. also identified wind speed/direction, and meteorological 

conditions as factors contributing to the possibility of aerosol transmission in outdoor settings.  

Even though there is little evidence to support that aerosol transmission in outdoor spaces 

is of high risk, taking precautions is still important (Freeman et al., 2020). The general consensus 

is that parks of all types - whether they be urban, rural, state or national, should be kept open, as 

long as physical distancing requirements can be met (Slater, Christiana, Gustat, 2020). Measures 

recommended for the short term include creating structured schedules via signing up online, 

hiring more people to ensure that social distancing is being enforced, adjusting entry fees for 

people with SNAP benefits, and prioritizing entry to those who are more vulnerable and don’t 

get many opportunities to leave their homes or visit greenspaces. Other recommendations also 

include widening trails and walkways, closing features that clump visitors together (viewpoints, 
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exhibits, entrances/exits), increased sanitization of facilities, enforcing or recommending mask 

wearing, and enforcing health recommendations, such as physical social distancing mandates 

(Freeman et al., 2020). Slater et al. also emphasized that just because the pandemic promotes 

physical distancing, it doesn’t necessarily mean that total social isolation should be encouraged; 

there’s a difference. In the long term, they recommended that infrastructure for green spaces and 

parks should be better planned and thought out. For example, parks should be strategically 

placed and planned rather than just a “natural outcome” of state and private endeavors.  
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Methods 

Our primary research method will involve collecting observational data and notes from 

the five aforementioned state parks. Some of the things we’ll watch out for when visiting the 

parks include, but are not limited to: how seriously social distancing measures are being taken, 

mask usage, signages, license plates (to see where people are coming from), and facility closures 

due to safety/health concerns. Some of the parks will be visited multiple times at different points 

in the semester, while others may only be visited once. Although we may converse or ask 

questions to DNR officials and park employees/volunteers at some point during our research, we 

will take precautions and try to limit face to face interactions. When face to face interactions do 

occur, we’ll make sure to stay at least 2 meters apart at all times, make no physical contact, and 

wear masks.  

Another research method we’ll be employing is an interview via Zoom with Melissa 

VanLanduyt, the DNR’s Recreation Partnerships Section Chief. We hope that this interview will 

give us a better idea of how the DNR’s dual mission statement of conservation and recreation is 

being maintained during a pandemic and record attendance numbers. Questions we’ll ask 

include: What changes have the parks made to enforce social distancing? How did the temporary 

closure of 40 parks in April 2020 affect operations? Is 2020 really on track to be the busiest year 

for the State Park System, and what caused it? Has an increase in visitors resulted in a direct 

effect with the natural environment - Is there more litter, environmental vandalism, slower paced 

or less ecosystem restoration? Basically, we’re trying to understand what happened at the parks 

during their busy season (late spring through early fall), which our research mostly missed since 

we began in mid-September.  
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A third research method we’ll use is surveys with park visitors. We intend to distribute 

the surveys to friends, family members, roommates, classmates, and acquaintances via qualtrics, 

a web-based survey tool.  The types of questions asked on the survey will be a combination of 

multiple choice and open-ended. We’ll ask questions regarding mask usage, social distancing, 

changes in camping and hiking techniques, visitation times, what parks were visited, and more. 

The general goal of the survey is to see how visitors are reacting to the DNR’s ever changing 

policies in the state parks. The most difficult part of the survey will be distributing it across a 

wide variety of people; most of our peers are also college aged students who share the same 

interests and hobbies as us. Getting the survey out to older generations, who typically aren’t the 

most tech savvy is something we’ll have to work around.  
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Survey 

As our first method, we conducted a survey via Qualtrics. The survey was meant to 

acquire information from individuals who had recently visited Wisconsin State Parks. It was sent 

out through an anonymous link that was shared to friends, family, acquaintances, and the 

UW-Madison Geography Department. The survey was available for about 2 weeks in mid 

November, and we received a total of 90 responses. Survey takers agreed to a privacy policy that 

was stated at the beginning of the survey. No personal information was gathered that would 

reveal a survey taker’s identity. We asked questions regarding state park visitation, social 

distancing policies, mask usage, state park passes, and recreational activities. Some of the 

questions were formatted as multiple choice, which allowed for only one selection or multiple 

selections. Other questions were formatted as being open ended or on a slider/scale. This portion 

of our research will provide some limited statistical analysis. We’ll provide all of our questions 

in an appendix, and then highlight and analyze the ones we thought were the most notable or 

surprising under this section. 

 

Can you describe how the pandemic has (or hasn't) affected your outdoor recreational 

activities at state parks? (Open ended question) 

Of the 90 survey responses, 65 responded to this open ended question. We received 

responses from both sides of the spectrum - Some people felt that the pandemic has affected their 

state park visits either minimally or not at all. Meanwhile, others thought that new social 

distancing and mask rules affected their time at state parks a decent amount, but not enough to 

discourage visits - As in, most people seemed willing to comply with these new rules in order to 

enjoy the state park system. Below are a few of the responses with some analysis.  
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“Literally not at all. I'm not afraid of COVID and think it's silly to take unnecessary precautions 

when outside at a park.” 

(Appendix A) 

Responses like the one above were not uncommon, but were usually stated in a more 

passive or friendly voice. These types of responses tell us that there are visitors who aren’t taking 

COVID seriously, and would leave us to believe that they’re more likely to completely disregard 

social distancing and mask wearing rules. An interesting part about this response is that they 

believe it’s silly to take precautions outside. While very little is known about aerosol 

transmission of the coronavirus in outdoor settings, we do know that it’s possible, and that health 

experts still recommend taking precautions (Slater, Christiana, Gustat, 2020).  

 

“Hasn't affected it. I always go to a lot of parks and that has continued.” 

(Appendix A) 

As evident by this response, people are still willing to travel far distances to visit state 

parks and other natural areas. Assuming that social distancing policies are followed and there is 

little direct contact with other visitors, this type of behavior during the pandemic might be okay 

and wouldn’t directly lead to transmission. As in, if someone were to drive many hours across 

the state to visit an extremely remote and sparsely visited state park, and made no stops and 

made no contact with anyone, the risk of transmission would be nearly zero.  

 

“My family (husband and two young boys, 6 and 3) and I have gone hiking about the same 

amount as in past years (although in some months less, mostly June and July, because we were 
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concerned about too many people being on trails so we avoided it then), but we started biking 

about 10-15 miles as a family almost every day from the end of March through early November 

and used state trails regularly (Military Ridge and Ice Age).” 

“Increased outdoor recreation especially since I have kids at home who need somewhere safe to 

run and enjoy nature” 

(Appendix A) 

There were a few responses that mentioned spending time with family and kids. Even 

during the pandemic, everyone (especially kids) need a safe place to run around freely and 

appreciate nature. The parks have always been popular with families, and will continue to be in 

the future.  

 

“There's more people at parks this year than typical. The only effect for me is just having to walk 

around more people.” 

“My state park visitation has definitely increased during the pandemic. Camping has been 

harder than in prior summers because the parks seem busier, and sites are booked up far in 

advance. Spring and fall have been quieter, though.” 

(Appendix A) 

These responses acknowledge that there’s been a noticeable uptick in visitors compared 

to previous years. The attendance table (Appendix C) tells us that there was a 15% increase 

compared to 2019. Most years attendance increases by 2-3% organically, according to our 

interview with VanLanduyt which will be discussed later on. Another thing to note is that 

camping has indeed become more popular than past years, making reservation availability more 

difficult (VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020, Appendix B).  
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“I tend to avoid crowds outside of the pandemic. In the past, Devil’s Lake was always fun but a 

busy Saturday was never ideal to me. I visited devils lake twice this year - one pleasant 

Thursday evening (not maybe people around, obeyed bathroom mask rules, socially distanced), 

and a separate time on a very crowded Saturday (I would say certainly more busy than previous 

years, I revived glares for wearing a mask, hard to socially distance -after 10 minutes on a trail 

we decided to walk back on the road. You could distance if you sat down at the beach.) I have 

visited Devil’ Lake less this year and have spent more time at Governor Dodge and exploring 

small parks in Madison. I normally fish every year during family gatherings, but that is off the 

schedule this year.” 

“It has made me more cautious of when I go - I choose to go on non peak times to avoid 

crowds. It has also made me appreciate time spent at parks more.” 

“At first I was too scared to even go to state parks. Now I am okay going to less crowded ones. 

At Devil’s Lake I no longer feel comfortable hiking.” 

(Appendix A) 

Reponses like this tell us that there are people who are taking the pandemic seriously and 

understand the precautions that should be taken when going out in public, even if it’s an outdoor 

setting. The third quote specifically lets us know that overcrowding at Devil’s Lake has become 

a problem, especially during the busy season.  

 

“It certainly got me thinking more about what is available in our great state of Wisconsin. 

Rather than traveling far or doing things indoors, I found myself thinking how I could take 
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advantage of the outdoors.  I can honestly say that has been a positive outcome of the pandemic, 

as I am more likely to explore more parks in the future and look forward to doing so.” 

(Appendix A) 

As mentioned in the literature review, experiencing nature has mostly positive effects 

(Pretty et al., 2005). The pandemic has motivated people to spend more time outside, and has 

caused a “return to the outdoors” (VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020, Appendix B). 

More people have realized the potential of the Wisconsin State Park System, and that the 

pandemic might have some hidden positives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 

Other Questions 

These questions were created so as to provide some useful information from first-person 

sources regarding Wisconsin State Park visits. Although each question served a special purpose 

in the overall study, only a few were used to display data illustrating information for Wisconsin 

State Parks. The first question to be looked at relates to the question regarding interviewees’ 

typical park visitation patterns. Specifically, this would be the question ‘how often do you visit 

state parks in a typical year?’ This search is meant to help us form an idea to see if the pandemic  

has led to some individuals going to a Wisconsin State Park for their first time ever. 

 

Figure 2: The information in this table helps to give one an idea of how often people like to visit state parks. In 
addition, the information regarding someone’s first visit shows how the pandemic may be influencing some 

individuals into getting outside and visiting a Wisconsin State Park. 
As the second row illustrates, there are some individuals who see the pandemic as a period where 

they may get out to a state park for their first time so as to break their constant streak of being 

stuck indoors during the pandemic. In addition to first-time visitors, the pandemic seems unable 

to change up visitation patterns for a lot of individuals. This claim is made because of the large 

amount of people who continue to visit state parks on a monthly or seasonal basis. One must note 

that the DNR has been dealing with record-high attendance during a time when social-distancing 

is especially important. Due to this, the organization has been endorsing the safety of individuals 
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visiting state parks, suggesting that people come in the morning and evening so as to decrease 

the amount of visitors during the middle of the day (DNR, 2020). Despite this, most visitors 

came during the middle of the day when the parks were the busiest, as illustrated by this table 

covering the results from questions three.  

 

Figure 3: This table helps to illustrate the time of day that most visitors were coming through state parks. 

The information in the table above came from 89 individuals who took a survey. This 

question allowed individuals to select multiple options while taking the survey. Because of the 

option to pick multiple answers, the total percentage of answers is higher than 100%. This table 

helps illustrate how a majority of visitors typically traveled to the park in the middle of the day. 

The majority of visitors coming in the middle of the day is not exactly harmful, however their 

actions while there may create issues. For instance, some individuals might be much more 

cautious of the pandemic, while others might be careless about Covid-19. This disparity between 

groups is possible, and something that is another focus for this study. In order to get a better view 

of the Covid-19 strategies used by park visitors, a focus on question 39 may provide some 

insight. More specifically, the question asks ‘What adjustments have you had to make to your 
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hiking experiences and techniques?’

 

Figure 4: This graph is meant to illustrate the data from the survey question; “What adjustments have you had to 
make to your hiking experiences and techniques? (Select multiple).”  It helps to show how some of the basic 

pandemic actions were done by a majority of people, while some others were lesser so. 
Similar to the data in figure 3, this information came from 89 individuals who took a survey. The 

question which provided this information allowed individuals to select multiple options while 

taking the survey. This is the reason why the total percentage of all the answers is higher than 

100%. This table helps to illustrate the different techniques people are using at state parks in 

order to prevent the spread of Covid-19. Some people are very likely to be using more 

precautions while at state parks, while others may be doing some social distancing to be 

conscious of others. The possible actions listed in these choices, and the amount of individuals 

performing these things clearly has a relationship to the percentage of individuals wearing masks 

while at the park. 
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Indeed, there are some individuals who care more about taking the proper Covid-19 

precautions despite being outdoors. However, it is important to question if the number of 

individuals who are vigilant of the virus remains constant among age groups. In regards to this, a 

couple of questions were cross-referenced so as to see how age and Covid-19 wariness come 

together. The following table illustrates the beliefs of Covid-19 protection across multiple age 

groups. 

Figure 5: This table compares age groups and their beliefs contracting Covid-19 while at a Wisconsin State Park. 

 

Figure 6: This compares age groups with their beliefs in acquiring Covid-19 while at a Wisconsin State Park. 
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As the table and bar chart help illustrate, most individuals were not too anxious about contracting 

Covid-19 while visiting the Wisconsin State Parks system. Indeed, the majority of all three age 

groups stated that it was (extremely) unlikely to contract the virus while at a state park.  In 

addition, the younger age group of 18 to 24 year olds was more wary of the virus while visiting 

state parks, with some individuals even stating it was ‘likely’ to contract Covid-19 at a park. This 

comes as a little bit of a revelation, as most youths are less likely to be severely affected by the 

virus, whereas older people may be harmed worse. This surprise could be due to a majority of 

the data being gathered in Dane County, where most individuals are quite responsible for using 

their masks. However, it is pleasing to see how many individuals are getting outdoors in order to 

escape the pandemic, but also taking proper precautions for the sake of others. 
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Figure 7: Data gathered from a survey asking individuals to estimate the percentage of individuals they saw 
wearing a mask while they were visiting a Wisconsin State Park. 

This information was quite interesting to look at more in depth, as it comes as somewhat 

of a surprise based on some observational data. For instance, Kettle Moraine sits as the highest 

percentage of visitors wearing masks, yet this was not quite obvious during some field work. 

Although this state forest is quite large and home to countless trails, it still sees a few locations 

of dense visitation. While on a popular hiking trail and surpassing a hundred or so people, there 

were less than a dozen individuals who had a mask with them while being outdoors. This seems 

unlike Devil’s Lake, in which countless people wear masks while on the busy trails near the 

shoreline. Although this may make it seem as though Devil’s Lake should have a higher 

percentage of mask usage, it is important to note the difference in daily park visitors between 

Devil’s Lake and Kettle Moraine. As it is the most-visited Wisconsin State Park, there are much 

more people at Devil’s Lake, which likely yields the reasoning for the slightly lower total 

percentage of park visitors wearing a mask. In regards to wearing masks and taking precautions 
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for the sake of others, a majority of those interviewed believed that people were mindful of other 

visitors. The table below displays results of the survey question “Do you believe that visitors at 

state parks are taking adequate precautions to limit the spread of COVID-19?” 

Figure 8: People interviewed were asked whether or not they believed they were safe from contracting Covid-19 

from someone else while visiting one of the listed Wisconsin State Parks. 
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In order to see some similar data, including some comparisons, we used a contingency 

table to compare the answers to the following questions; “Do you think state parks should 

enforce their carrying capacities?” and  “What is the likelihood you might contract Covid-19 

while visiting a state park?” This provides some unique information to see how individuals 

replied to both of these questions. For instance, some may assume that those who answered “No” 

to the carry capacities question would be more likely to pick “Unlikely” or “Extremely Unlikely” 

for the likelihood of contracting Covid-19. On the opposite end, it would make sense for those 

who answered “Yes” to the first question to have answers more spread across the five options of 

the other question. However, as figure 9 illustrates, this is not exactly what the results have to 

display.  

Figure 9: This table compares the responses of those who answered whether or not park capacities should be 

enforced, to answers of the likelihood of contracting Covid-19 at a Wisconsin State Park. 
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Observational Visits 

Devil’s Lake State Park - Matthew & Jacob 

Figure 10: Zoomed in map of Devil’s Lake State Park.  
Source: DNR 
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As the primary park of interest, we visited Devil’s Lake multiple times for observational 

data collection throughout the Fall 2020 semester. All of the visits were on clear or partly cloudy 

days, with temperatures ranging from the low 60s to the mid 70s. The visits were as following: 

Visit A: Sunday, September 13 (morning-afternoon) - Matthew Jacques 

Visit B: Saturday, September 26 (afternoon) - Jacob Stout 

Visit C: Saturday, October 10 (afternoon) - Jacob Stout 

Visit D: Saturday, October 31 (morning-afternoon) - Matthew Jacques 

Although the visits were spread out over the course of two months, our observations were 

consistent for the most part. 

Facilities at Devil’s Lake State Park 

On the first three visits (Visits A, B, C) to Devil’s Lake, the entrances were in operation 

and park rangers were charging for entry. Park employees at the entrances were wearing masks. 

On visit D, the entrances weren’t in operation, but there were self-service pay stations. On the 

morning of Visit A, the south visitor parking lot was relatively empty - About 10% or less of the 

stalls were occupied. By the time we left around 1pm, the lot was approximately 90% full. This 

same pattern occurred on Visit D, but was approximately half full when we left. The pattern here 

is that the later on in the fall we visited, the less cars there were in the parking lots.  

On Visit B Jacob took a tally of the license plates in the north and south parking lot as an 

indicator of where people were coming from. The table on the next page helps to give one a 

better idea of the sum of cars from different areas of the U.S. In order to visualize where some of 

the visitors travel from, the group of ‘Other States’ contains any U.S states outside of Wisconsin, 

Minnesota and Illinois. One car state plate that makes this ‘Other States’ list traveled from as far 

away as Arizona. 
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Figure 11: License Plates in Devil’s Lake Parking Lots - Data collected on Saturday, September 26 by Jacob Stout. 

Image 7: The southern parking lot, mostly full. Taken on Visit B by Jacob Stout.  
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The concessions, ice cream stands, and boat rental facilities were open on visits A, B, and 

C, but closed during visit D. This would suggest that they all closed sometime between October 

10 and 31, at the tail end of the busy season. There were signs and floor decals throughout these 

facilities promoting social distancing and mask usage. There were dining areas just outside of the 

concessions stands so that people could comfortably eat in an outdoor environment, rather than 

inside of the concessions buildings. Furthermore, there are numerous picnic areas and benches 

located near concessions. The restroom and shelter facilities were also open on visits A, B, and 

C, but closed on visit D. The closure of the restroom facilities on Saturday, October 31 was 

likely due to the busy season ending. The Nature Center and Visitor Centers/Gift Shops were 

closed on all four visits, all due to concerns with COVID.  

The several camping grounds throughout the northern portion of Devil’s Lake contain 

over five hundred camping spots. On visits B and C, observations of the north parking lot and 

Northern Lights Campground (~150 sites) made it clear a lot of people were visiting for camping 

opportunities. The image on the following page (see image 7) helps to illustrate the large number 

of campers and RVs that were being used by people staying overnight. Although many people 

used a form of “indoors camping”, there were still others who had hammocks or a tent set up in 

their spot. The amount of visitors may have been due to the lovely weather and changing leaves, 

yet it may also be thanks to the coronavirus pandemic aspiring individuals to be outdoors. 
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Image 8: Northern Lights Campground on Saturday, September 26 (Visit B). Photo by Jacob Stout.  
 

Social Distancing Policies and Visitor Behaviors 

As mentioned previously, social distancing signs and decals were present throughout the 

park, mostly around the facilities and highly trafficked areas. Masks and staying 6 feet apart 

inside of the facilities were required (see image 9). However, these types of policies were 

encouraged, but not required, in the park’s outdoor settings. We noticed throughout the park’s 

busy areas, such as the facilities at the north and south ends, as well as at certain heavy trafficked 

trails (along the West Bluff Trail and East Bluff Trail), the majority of people were not wearing 

masks, but were practicing social distancing to the best of their abilities, as displayed by figure 4 

(see page 34). Visitors were staying within their clusters, were conscious of not getting too close 
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to people they didn’t know, and typically backed off towards the edge of busy trails when others 

were passing. The 6 feet apart rule in trail settings can sometimes be hard to follow, especially 

when the trails/paths are thin (see image 10). There were numerous occasions where we 

observed other visitors getting uncomfortably close to each other, once again on thin trails and 

paths. During Visit D, on the southern end of the West Bluff Trail, there was a jam of ~20 people 

going both directions. Only a few people had masks on, and it didn’t seem like any of the others 

were concerned about being in such close proximity with strangers, even though the majority of 

the people were huffing and puffing from exhaustion caused by hiking uphill. The tops of the 

bluffs were quite busy, but social distancing was better.  

 

 

 

Image 9: A 6 ft apart and social distancing sign at the 
entry of a men’s bathroom. Photo by Jacob Stout 

Image 10: Visitors at the north end of the park. Photo 
by Jacob Stout.  
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Hoffman Hills State Recreation Area - Matthew 

 

Figure 12: Map of Hoffman Hills. Source: DNR. 

Hoffman Hills State Recreation Area is unlike any of the park units we visited. I made 

two visits to Hoffman Hills during the pandemic - once in April, and a second time on Monday, 

October 26 around 9am. 

Something to note about Hoffman Hills State Recreation Area is that it’s quite primitive. 

There are no water restroom facilities, water fountains, a visitor center, an operated entrance 

gate/area, campsites, etc. What is shown on the map above (Figure 3) is everything you’d need to 

know about this place. There is one main road in the park (720th Avenue), two parking lots, a 

few picnic areas and primitive shelters, a series of trails, a service area (essentially just two 
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maintenance sheds, only intended for DNR use), and a 60 meter Observation Tower from atop a 

hill. There is no entry fee or state park pass required; entry is free and unmonitored.  

During the April visit, the main parking lot and the overflow parking lot each had a 

handful of cars, totalling no more than a dozen. On the October visit, a friend and I were the sole 

visitors. Both when we arrived and left, my Toyota Prius was the only car in either of the lots 

(see Image 11). This is typical of Hoffman Hills, as it’s a small recreation area that isn’t well 

known beyond the locals. The trails are wide enough to allow for ample social distancing; I 

would estimate that some sections of the trails are 10 yards wide (see Image 12). However, the 

trails west of  the overflow parking lot are only 2-4 yards wide. From my observations, all of the 

trails were open.  

During the April visit I crossed paths with only two groups of people: First, a young 

group coming down Lower Pines Trail that were likely high schoolers, and all of them were 

wearing masks. Second, an elderly couple near the Observation Tower, and they were not 

wearing masks. During both visits, the only notable sign of COVID-19 restrictions was that the 

Observation Tower was officially closed. In April, there was yellow caution tape blocking the 

base of the stairs. The caution tape wasn’t present in October, which suggests that visitors 

must’ve torn it down at some point, and that DNR officials just hadn’t put it back up yet. At the 

base of the tower there was a sign posted stating that the tower was closed (See image 13). The 

sign was present on both visits. Even with the caution tape and the sign, it was clear that park 

visitors were still climbing the tower, which is against DNR policy. The top of the observation 

tower isn’t very large, which makes it difficult to socially distance between multiple people. A 

possible issue such as that makes sense as to why the DNR opted to shut it down due to concerns 

with COVID.  
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Image 11: The main parking lot, 
empty, on October 26. Photo taken 
by Matthew Jacques. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 12: A wide section of trail. 
Photo taken by Katie Talberg 
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Image 13: Base of the Observation Tower. Posted sign reads “THIS FACILITY IS CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER 
NOTICE, Report suspected illegal activity…” Photo by Matthew Jacques.  
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Kettle Moraine State Forest - Southern Unit - Jacob 

 

Figure 13: Map of the Southern Unit for Kettle Moraine State Forest. Source: DNR 
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Kettle Moraine State Forest is quite spread out and meant to preserve the forests, 

however it also is home to a few camping grounds and endless forest trails. On my sole visit, I 

went to Ottawa Campground, which is home to Ottawa Lake, a large grass park area, and 

contains nearly one hundred campsites. During my drive to the camp, I saw at least a dozen RVs 

driving back home, eight of which were in Illinois. Upon reaching the campground entrance, a 

park ranger was charging for entry in a little shack. The employee at the entrance wore a mask, 

as she had to hand out tickets and talk with visitors. The parking lot to the grass field near the 

lake had no more than ten cars in it, with most of the people picnicking in the field or enjoying 

the lake. Some of the parking lot was full of picnic tables that had been removed from the lawn 

areas, so as to reduce their density (see image 14) 

Image 14: Picnic Tables removed from common area at the Kettle  

Moraine’s Lake Ottawa Campground. Photo by Jacob Stout 

 



52 

The campgrounds area was roughly a third full, all of them but three being used by RVs 

and other motorized homes. Also, despite this campground being only 40 miles from the Illinois 

border, only eight of the 34 groups camping in Ottawa Campground were from Illinois. Although 

this is less of a presence than expected, it may also be due to the fact I visited on a Sunday while 

some campers were driving home. The campgrounds contained a few different bathroom areas, 

all of which were marked off with signs warning of restrictions due to Coronavirus. In addition, 

the water fountains throughout the campgrounds were covered up with plastic and duct tape to 

prevent people from using them (see image 15). Similar to this, the small playground near the 

large grass area was surrounded by caution tape and a sign mentioning it was closed to any usage 

(see image 16).   

Despite some of these closures, most trails were open to the public which provided 

options ranging from hiking, to horseback riding, to mountain-biking. After being in Ottawa 

Campground, I travelled to a nearby trail meant solely for people to go hiking. The trail was 

quite busy, with the parking lot sitting close to three-quarters full of cars from several states 

ranging from Wisconsin and Illinois, all the way to Florida or Texas. During the 4-mile hike I 

took in the Scuppernong Trail, I passed a few hundred people, yet only one of these people wore 

a mask to prevent Coronavirus. To be fair, the individual must have been close to his mid-60’s 

which gave good reasoning behind the need to wear a mask. The trail had some minor 

modifications in the rules, stating that people needed to stay far apart when passing one another, 

and encouraged large groups to walk in sizes of four individuals or less. Similar to the Ottawa 

Campground, Scuppernong Trail had rules behind the use of bathrooms as masks were required, 

and only one person at a time was allowed to use it despite having multiple stalls. 
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Image 15: Water fountains were taped over to close them off to anyone in the campsite. Photo by Jacob Stout 
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  Image 16: Ottawa Campground playground closed to anyone at the park. Photo by Jacob Stout  
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Potawatomi State Park - Jacob 

Figure 14: Map of the Potawatomi State Park area. Source: DNR 
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Potawatomi State Park is a good size, home to over 120 campsites, as well as a small 

cabin designated for disabled individuals. In addition, Potawatomi borders Sturgeon Bay 

providing a lovely view of the water from some of the paths (see image 17) as well as a 

boat-launching ramp and picnic areas. These lovely additions provide reasons for people to come 

for a day-time visit whether they are going out fishing on Lake Michigan, or having lunch in the 

park. Upon arriving for my four-day camping visit, the small gate-entrance was uninhabited, but 

had a sign signalling that someone would stop by new visitor’s campsites to charge them. This 

was likely due to Coronavirus, as it could lead to a less likely chance at exposure for both parties 

involved. However, when the park employee showed up at the campsite I was staying at she was 

not wearing a mask and was fine with me asking her a few questions about the area.  

Image 17: Potawatomi’s northern shore which looks at the Green Bay. Photo by Jacob Stout 
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The campsite portion we were staying in was completely full, as there were no open spots 

along the road on which we stayed. In fact, every campsite other than a couple camping in a tent 

next to us was being used by groups staying in a camper or RV. The majority of people who 

were staying for multiple days at Potawatomi had either Wisconsin or Illinois license plates. I 

recall chatting with the people staying next to us after I heard them cheering for the Brewers. 

They were a kind family from Appleton, who seemed to have no care about Coronavirus, as I 

shook their hands with no hesitation. In regards to this, it seemed as though many people were 

escaping urban areas for a more rural setting so as to ease their stress about the pandemic. 

Although most people did not wear masks or bother to respect the 6-feet distancing rule, I 

noticed some individuals who took it quite seriously. For instance, there was a family staying in 

a camper, who had taken some sort of caution tape and spread it around their entire campsite. I 

am unsure whether I can state this to be for protection from the virus, yet these people were 

staying close to the showers and thus saw a lot of foot traffic. In general, most folks visiting the 

Potawatomi State Park were not taking the Coronavirus practices too seriously.  

There are many miles of trails throughout the Potawatomi State Park, meant for both 

hiking as well as mountain-biking. As the map of the state park illustrates, there are nearly 20 

miles of trails located throughout the 1200 acres of Potawatomi. It is important to note that water 

fountains such as the one illustrated in image 15 were also closed throughout all of Potawatomi 

State Park. During my stay at the park, I walked nearly every path on the map, all of which were 

pretty well maintained, with some spots lacking directional signs for hikers. Due to this, I wound 

up in a random, yet beautiful location off one of the main paths (see image 18). Another point to 

add would be the low amount of people who were out hiking these beautiful paths. In fact, I 

likely saw less than a dozen other people out hiking over the course of my four-mile hike, none 
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of which were wearing a mask. Despite this lack of other people out, there were many unique 

natural organisms throughout the trails, as illustrated in image 19. Indeed, these lovely images 

hopefully help display the unique landscape in which this study took place. 

 

 

Image 18: Beautiful sandstone cliff seen while lost on a  

hike close to the boat ramp. Photo by Jacob Stout 
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Image 19: This is a porcupine that crossed the path during a hike deep  

inside of the woods at Potawatomi. Photo by Jacob Stout 
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Willow River State Park - Matthew 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Map of 
Willow River State 
Park 
Source: DNR 
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I made one trip to Willow River State Park during the pandemic, on the late morning of 

Monday, October 26 right after my visit to Hoffman Hills. The main entrance area/gate was in 

operation, and the two DNR officials were wearing masks. Since it was a Monday on a rather 

frigid morning, there weren’t very many visitors or cars present in the park. I did tally up the 

license plates I saw in each parking lot, but since there were so few cars in the park, I opted to 

compile the data at large, rather than by parking lot. Keep in mind that this data is not a good 

representation of how busy the park typically is. Willow River State Park sees around one 

million annual visitors and likely even more in 2020. I have visited the park numerous times 

before the pandemic, and it wasn’t uncommon for the Willow Falls Parking Lot or the parking 

lots near the Nature Center to be at or near capacity. It just happens that I visited on a time/day 

that wasn’t busy. The data reflects that there’s a good share of Minnesotans coming to Willow 

River State Park, since it sits near the border (see Figure 7, Image 20).  

Figure 16: License Plates in Willow River Parking Lots - Data collected on October 26, 2020 by Matthew Jacques. 
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Image 20: An almost empty Willow Falls parking lot. Photo by Matthew Jacques 

 

 As far as facilities go, the flush restrooms, water fountains, the Nature Center, and 

playgrounds were closed. The vault restrooms remained open, but aren’t cleaned very frequently 

(see Image 22). The flush restrooms and water fountains were closed due to the weather 

changing, and the Nature Center and playgrounds were closed due to COVID concerns. Postings 

on the park’s information boards suggest that the Nature Center still does host events, but at a 

limited capacity and entirely outside. In a short conversation I had with a DNR park ranger, he 

said that most of the events are smaller scale nature walks near the facility, with social distancing 

enforced (see Image 21). There were signs at nearly every restroom encouraging masks, social 
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distancing (keep one cow apart, see Image 22 ), and limiting the capacity at one person (see 

Image 23). At the playground near the Nature Center, there were signs posted stating that the 

playground was closed, but that ideas for other family friendly activities could be found near the 

Nature Center doors (see Image 24).  

 

 

 

 

 

Image 21: A cone 
behind the Nature 
Center, which 
marks the starting 
point of some sort 
of outdoor event.  
 
“PLEASE do not 
touch or move any 
signs or items that 
are on this trail. 
They are being used 
for an event 
tonight! Thank 
you!” 
 
Photo by Matthew 
Jacques 
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Image 22: Posted at a restroom door, “These facilities 
are open, however they are not maintained on a daily 
basis… Keep one cow apart. Photo by Matthew 
Jacques 

Image 23: Posted at a restroom door. “Capacity limit 
for this bathroom: 1” Photo by Matthew Jacques 
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Like most Wisconsin state parks, the majority of campgrounds at Willow River are open 

seasonally, from mid May through the end of October. I drove through the three campground 

loops, but only saw a handful of RVs, and no tents. There was nobody camping at the Group 

Camp. Again, the reason behind there being little activity during this time can be attributed to it 

being a cold Monday morning late in the “busy” season.  

At the park’s most popular attraction, Willow Falls (see Image 6), there was very little 

foot traffic. There were about half a dozen groups at the falls, none of which were wearing 

masks, but all were social distancing. The scenic overlook and staircase leading up to it were 

closed because of COVID (see Image 25); a park ranger informed me that the area was too small 

and too heavily trafficked to allow for social distancing during most of the year. Near the base of 

the staircase, there was a sign asking visitors to stay on the trail and away from vegetation 

because of restoration efforts (see Image 26). This might suggest that it was heavily trafficked in 

the spring and summer, when Willow River was its busiest. Other than the scenic overlook and 

vegetation restoration, there didn’t seem to be anything different about the Willow Falls area. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Image 24: The closed playground 
near the Nature Center.  
 
“This facility is closed until 
further notice…” 
 
Photo by Matthew Jacques 
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Climbing opportunities near the falls was still possible, the bridge that crosses the falls was wide 

open, and people were still free to explore the falls area as they had in pre-pandemic times.  

 

Image 25: At the base of the Scenic Overlook staircase - It’s been boarded up and closed off.  
“Closed until further notice. Please do not enter.” 

Photo by Matthew Jacques 

 



67 

 

Image 26: Near the base of the Scenic Overlook staircase. “ClOSED AREA. VEGETATION RESTORATION 
IN-PROGRESS” Photo by Matthew Jacques 
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Interview 

Our secondary research method was a semi-structured interview with Melissa 

VanLanduyt, the DNR’s Recreation Partnerships Section Chief. She primarily works with 

external partners - managing public relations, communications, project management, and much 

more, all across the state of Wisconsin. The transcript of the interview can be found in Appendix 

B. The interview began at 9AM Central time on Friday, November 13th and lasted ~45 minutes. 

Jacob Stout led the interview, with Matthew Jacques taking notes. We asked her ~20 questions, 

all relating to the Wisconsin State Park System, the COVID-19 Pandemic, recreation, and 

conservation. Her responses crossed a wide variety of topics that pertained to our research, and 

we grouped them into 5 subject areas: Increased Attendance, Changes in Operations, Social 

Distancing & Mask Use, Conservation during the Pandemic, and Recreation during the 

Pandemic.  

 

Increased attendance 

In years prior to 2020, the Wisconsin State Park System was seeing a steady increase in 

visitation. The latest visitation data posted to the public by the DNR in 2018 reported just over 

17.5 million, with numbers peaking in the summer months and dipping in the winter. The onset 

of the pandemic has led to a sharp increase in the number of visitors, which has caused a plethora 

of new problems for the DNR to handle. According to VanLanduyt, the DNR’s 2020 visitation 

data through November 1 estimates that the park system has already seen more than 19.5 million 

visitors. With two more months of data left to be added, 2020 visitation has absolutely smashed 

previous records.  
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When interviewing VanLanduyt, the Recreation Partnership Section Chief, she provided 

a concrete statistic which helped illustrate how much of an increase in visitors state parks have 

seen since the beginning of the pandemic. She talked of how the parks system has seen a major 

increase overall throughout Wisconsin state parks, despite some parks temporarily closing 

numerous times throughout the summer. 

“Overall visitation through November 1st is up 15% this year. We usually see a 2-3% 

increase just organically, but a 15% increase this year.”  

(Vanaduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

This comes as a sum largely based on daily visitors who fill up the large parking lots, such as the 

example created by the Devils Lake table (See figure 11). Something to note here is that this 

15% is based on estimations through October 31st, and doesn’t take into account November or 

December. Furthermore, this data partially skips April, as ~40 parks were closed then (see 

Appendix C). Although daily visitations provide for a large portion of visitors, the pandemic has 

made slight alterations to the amount of reservations made for campgrounds. These reservations 

were typically common during the middle of the summer, or weekends when individuals had 

more time to stay multiple nights. However, the pandemic helped create a new record, when 

camping was 100% reserved every weekend throughout the summer season, which ends on 

October 31st. Considering the hundreds of campsites available for booking, the full reservation 

of all sites in the Wisconsin State Park System displays the sheer amount of visitors attracted to 

camping because of restrictions from the pandemic.  

In addition to high levels of visitors overall, the parks also saw an increase in visitation 

during a less common time of the year. For instance, during our interview with the Recreation 

Partnership Section Chief, she informed us that the parks saw really high visitation in March and 
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April, back when the pandemic was just beginning. This can be attributed to schools being 

placed almost entirely online in the spring of 2020 and people working online. VanLanduyt 

implied that these two factors are what led to attendance records being broken in the spring of 

2020, but didn’t apply in the fall of 2020. While visitation was still up in the fall, it was to a 

lesser degree, since most kids were back in school to some degree, and there were less people 

working from home. Furthermore, some really nice (and unusual) weekends in October and 

November might’ve helped raise visitation numbers. Information such as this helps to display 

how the pandemic has caused a surge in people wanting to get outside, and exploring state parks 

are a great way to do so.  

The strictness of other Midwest states during earlier days of the pandemic likely led to 

more out-of-state visitors, specifically people coming from Illinois. As observed from our 

Devil’s Lake visits, the parking lot was made up of almost ⅓ of Illinois cars, which potentially 

implies that ⅓ or more of weekend visitors are coming from out of state.  

“We saw a very, very high number of people coming from Illinois. A very high number of 

people out of state in general.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

The reason behind so many Illinois visitors initially was because their state park system was 

completely shut down in April of 2020, and they were only gradually reopening in late spring 

and early summer. The increase continued through summer and fall, but to a lesser extent. As far 

as Minnesota goes, VanLanduyt noted that visitation from Minnesota was on par with past years. 

This might be because Minnesota’s lockdown wasn’t as strict as Illinois’, or because 

Minnesotans were more willing to comply with lockdown policies. Additionally, she let us know 

that out of state visitation numbers were up in general.  
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“...If people were more self contained and made limited stops, they definitely thought it 

was safe to travel and safe to camp and be outdoors... We certainly can’t control 

everyone’s behavior, but we still advocate for people to recreate within their own 

communities.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

While the DNR encourages people to stay local and practice safe behaviors during the pandemic, 

VanLanduyt pointed out that when it comes down to it, the DNR doesn’t have the absolute 

authority to control everyone’s actions. People will still drive hours and cross state borders to 

visit Wisconsin’s state parks - it’s just a matter of whether or not it’s done safely.  

 

Operations During the Pandemic 

Due to increased attendance and COVID-19, operations have been affected like never before at 

Wisconsin state parks. For starters, a sharp increase in attendance in the spring of 2020 caused 38 

parks to be closed entirely for most of April. When the parks reopened in May, there were some 

changes with how the parks were running their operations. The vast majority of these parks were 

in the southern part of the state.  

“They were closed because there was significant overcrowding. People weren’t social 

distancing, and we had a lot of occurrences of vandalism and litter and theft. So we 

really needed to put some measures in place, like that capacity closure. We limited some 

hours at some properties. We changed how we did some of our staffing, and so all of 

things, we need to take a time out, and adjust our operations pretty significantly to deal 

with the number of people coming into our properties.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 
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One of these new changes in operations was that parks were limited to 75% of their regular 

capacities. This means that the DNR will close its entrance areas and turn visitors away when a 

park hits 75% of its capacity. This policy, which is known as a “capacity closure” applied to 44 

parks. VanLanduyt estimated that Devil’s Lake State Park had about 20 capacity closures over 

the late spring and summer, and that some of the other popular parks also had similar capacity 

closure patterns. In addition to strengthened capacity limits, some parks also have reduced hours.  

Even when some of the parks were completely closed off to the general public in April, 

people were still coming to them. People would just park their vehicles on the roadsides near the 

parks’ entrances and hike in. This pattern of “breaking into” the parks continued through the 

summer during capacity closures. It wasn’t uncommon to see cars upon cars parked on the roads 

leading up to the entrance of parks (see image 27). Additionally, visitors also took it upon 

themselves to park on grass/dirt areas next to parking lots (see image 28). 

 

 
There were also other numerous changes in operations after the reopenings. A limited supply of 

hand sanitizer and toilet paper across the state led to people stealing common bathroom supplies 

at Wisconsin state parks. Some restrooms had to be closed off periodically due to limited 

 

Image 27: Cars parked outside the entrance of Parfrey’s 
Glen State Natural Area. Source: Derrick A. Mayolet, 
Skillet Creek Media. 

Image 28: Cars parked on the grass at Devil’s Lake 
State Park. Source: Derrick A. Mayolet, Skillet 
Creek Media 
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supplies, and the DNR began to survey their bathroom supplies on a regular basis because of 

this. This was mostly a concern in the spring and summer, and not so much in the fall. According 

to VanLanduyt, bathroom supplies being stolen still occurs, but very sporadically. Restrooms are 

now cleaned on a more frequent basis than they were prior to the pandemic. For example, 

bathrooms that were cleaned every other day are now cleaned every day, and bathrooms that 

were cleaned once a day are now cleaned twice a day or more in high traffic areas. Most 

restrooms now have signs posted requiring masks and occupancy limits. Additionally, the vast 

majority of water fountains were shut off early on in the pandemic. As of November, essentially 

all flush restrooms across Wisconsin’s state parks have been shut off because of freezing 

temperatures, but vault toilets remain open, as they do every winter.  

Other than flush restrooms, vault toilets, and open air shelters, essentially all other 

facilities have remained closed. Everything from closed air shelters, playgrounds, nature centers, 

visitor centers, gift shops and office centers have been closed. Some office centers were 

reopened in the fall, but only for drive up services. Pinch Points, such as towers and observation 

areas have been closed as well. To sum it all up, non-essential facilities where people couldn’t 

adequately social distance have been (almost) completely shut down. There were only two 

exceptions that we could find that would go against VanLanduyt’s statement: First, the Nature 

Center at Willow River is open at a very limited capacity, but they only hold outdoor events. 

Furthermore, rental facilities and the concessions were open at Devil’s Lake State Park, at least 

at least in September and October of 2020.  

Camping remains open, but opened later than usual this year because of the April park 

closures. Even when they did reopen on May 1, camping was closed off at most locations. 

Camping (mostly) returned by the start of summer. 
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Certain changes that the parks have had to make during COVID are here to stay. 

“There’s been quite a few different operational changes, some of which will stick going 

forward. Some won’t.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

First, the DNR has allowed people to purchase their annual passes online this year. In the past, 

they could only be purchased at park offices, on park grounds. Online sales will continue well 

past the pandemic, as will on-site sales. Additionally, the DNR has implemented an online self 

check in for camping, which is completely contactless. Campers no longer need to stop at the 

park’s office or former check in areas when they arrive and depart; that’s here to stay for the long 

run, VanLanduyt let us know.  

As far as parks that are still closed, there are three. Rock Island State Park remains closed 

due to high water levels, as the main dock will need to be restructured before it’s reopened. This 

is unrelated to the pandemic. Two other state park properties remain closed for other reasons 

though: Pewit’s Nest State Natural Area and Parfrey’s Glen State Natural Area.  

“A big reason why (those are closed) is those properties are much, much smaller. 

There’s one trail in, one trail out, and it’s very difficult to socially distance.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

These long term closures relate back to the closure of pinch points, such as towers and 

observation areas. Parks like Pewit’s Nest and Parfrey’s Glen are essentially one giant pinch 

point - wherever you are on the trail, you’re bound to come in direct contact with a high number 

of strangers. These two parks may reopen in the winter with a limited capacity, when visitation is 

expected to decrease. If the pandemic continues well into next spring and summer, they will 

close once again.  
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Another thing VanLanduyt informed us of, while not directly related to the park system’s 

operations, is that everyone at the DNR has been absolutely exhausted this year. When we asked 

her about how the temporary closures in April has affected operations, one of her quotes really 

popped out at us: 

‘Our staff are exhausted just because of the high visitation and maintaining all of those 

safety protocols in place. Other than that, it worked. It gave us a chance to regroup on 

our operations and make some pretty significant changes.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

VanLanduyt made it clear throughout the interview that shutting down the parks in April wasn’t 

an easy decision, but it was one that the DNR, DHS, Governor’s Office, and other organizations 

agreed on. These changes in operations weren’t easy to implement and enforce, and still aren’t. 

While 2020 has proven difficult for everyone at the DNR, they have certainly endured at keeping 

the parks open to the greatest extent possible, and they hope that all facilities may reopen in the 

future.  

 

Social Distancing 

Although the state parks stand out as a safe place to find fresh air and untouched nature, it 

is lesser so with the countless visitors seen this past summer. Recent record high levels of 

attendance have created reasoning for the implementation of COVID related social distancing 

measures. Yet, the ongoing pandemic creates a change in behavior, making state parks seem as 

more of a safe place to go for many people. But, some state parks such as Pewits Nest are not 

quite the best to explore during the pandemic. This is because Pewits Nest and other similar 

locations are smaller, one-path parks that may bring visitors closer to one another than intended. 
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Some of the parks were temporarily closed in April due to an increase in Wisconsin coronavirus 

cases, so when they reopened they had practices put in place such as social distancing or mask 

use. Although many individuals see no need to wear masks outdoors, plenty of others still use 

one throughout a state park.  

“...I think in the recent uptick in cases, we’ve seen even more people in the outdoors 

wearing masks, where we didn’t see that a lot this summer.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

Indeed, people who visited parks such as Devil’s Lake supported VanLanduyt’s claim about less 

use of masks during the summer. A personal friend of mine told me that they saw less than five 

people wearing masks during their four-mile hike along one of the popular trails. However, the 

same person who talked about the lack of individuals wearing masks explained how people were 

still conscious of social distancing. They stated that nearly every group they passed on a trail 

made sure to set themselves on the opposite side of the trail so as to provide the proper six-feet 

between one another. In addition to people being cautious of others for the sake of illnesses, state 

park officials also ordered individuals to obey their social-distancing guidelines.  

Although the majority of social-distancing rules were placed at bathrooms and other 

frequently touched locations, most parks placed signs along trailheads as well. Each of the state 

parks we visited had some form of social distancing applied to areas such as the bathroom (see 

image 23). These signs were meant to enforce social distancing rules in areas where visitors 

could be brought closer to one another than anywhere else in the park. For instance, every single 

bathroom throughout Devil’s Lake had a sign stating only one person was allowed in the 

bathroom at a time. Unfortunately, this rule was disregarded by many individuals, of whom some 

didn't bother to use a mask, while others didn’t care if someone else was already in the bathroom. 

 



77 

For instance, while using a bathroom by myself, another individual came walking in without a 

mask on and used the toilet next to me.  Although these actions were likely harmless mistakes, 

these simple instances may illustrate how social-distancing rules might be overlooked by some 

individuals.  

Some of the social distancing rules are likely meant to create a better environment for 

those who are the more common visitors. As VanLanduyt mentioned during the interview, this 

tends to be a demographic of 40-60 year old generally white males. In some recent cases, a good 

portion of these visitors seem to travel from nearby states, such as Illinois who have dealt with 

travel restrictions due to the pandemic. These individuals are so bent on the ability of getting 

outside for some recreation during this pandemic that they might drive multiple hours and pay 

more for out-of-state admission stickers. Individuals like these are the people who have led 

Wisconsin State Parks to see record numbers of annual visitors thus far in 2020. However, there 

are some limitations to the ability of handling the countless recent visitors in Wisconsin State 

Parks.  One such measure is limiting park visitation numbers to 75% of the capacity, so as to 

provide more room for better social distancing. 

“...If people were more self contained and made limited stops, they definitely thought it 

was safe to travel and safe to camp and be outdoors … We certainly can’t control 

everyone’s behavior, but we still advocate for people to recreate within their own 

communities.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

Throughout the interview, VanLanduyt explained how Wisconsin State Parks have seen 

record numbers this year despite the limitations on park capacities. Due to the high visitation 

rates, social distancing rules are more important than ever despite most interactions occurring 
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outdoors. Despite some individuals overlooking these precautionary rules, most park visitors are 

aware of proper behavior, as indicated by figures 4 and 7. Additionally, these actions are 

partially due to the many signs and reminders put in place by Wisconsin State Parks. In general, 

the state parks system has done a phenomenal job of allowing high numbers of visitors, yet 

keeping them appropriately spaced in order to prevent further spread of COVID-19. 

 

Conservation during the Pandemic 

Another pandemic related concern is whether or not conservation efforts are still being 

adequately addressed by the DNR, specifically at highly trafficked parks, such as Devil’s Lake 

and Willow River. Additionally, we’re also looking to understand how conservation and 

recreation are balanced out. These concerns involve environmental vandalism, higher than usual 

amounts of litter, poor trail maintenance, and more. All of these aspects of conservation may 

have been affected (or highly increased) by the 15% increase in visitation in 2020.  

When we posed the question “Have more visitors made environmental conservation 

efforts more difficult?” VanLanduyt’s answer was mixed: 

“Yes and no, I think we have the same amount of increased vandalism and litter (that we 

do) associated with the population increase… That’s something we see year-in and 

year-out no matter what time of year it is...” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

So, if vandalism and litter have increased according to the visitation uptick, how has the DNR 

dealt with it? VanLanduyt pointed out that the DNR has primarily relied on volunteer cleanup 

efforts, which is common with or without a pandemic and increased attendance. She also pointed 

out that part of the DNR’s goals with state parks is to provide a high quality experience to all 
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visitors, which is another reason capacity was set at 75% this year. With a reduced capacity, the 

DNR hoped to see less vandalism and littering on their properties, and to ensure the natural 

resources were being protected from the detriments that come with high foot traffic. 

Additionally, VanLanduyt stated that another reason why some of the parks were closed in April 

was to ensure that the DNR could still take care of the natural resources; they just had to take a 

time out and ask themselves, “What’s our next step?” 

Even with a capacity limit and volunteer help, the DNR hasn’t been able to keep up with 

the constant changes. 

“(Fall and spring) are usually the times when we do a lot of our vegetative management, 

trail repairs, things like that. So if anything we weren't able to get some of it this year just 

because of the increased visitation… ” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

In past years, the spring and fall seasons weren’t considered busy times, which allowed for the 

DNR to focus on conservation efforts during the off season. However, there was no true “off 

season” in 2020, which meant the DNR had to forego a lot of vegetative management, trail 

repairs, tree droppings, tree trimmings, and extensive mowing. A big reason why they skipped a 

lot of their annual conservation efforts is because it wasn’t safe to work on them with so many 

people around on a daily basis. VanLanduyt stated that whatever conservation efforts they had to 

skip in 2020 would have no adverse effects on the landscape - as in, the natural resources and the 

landscapes of Wisconsin State Parks wouldn’t be notably harmed in any way. So, instead of 

focusing on conservation efforts in the spring and fall, the DNR opted to focus on how to deal 

with the pandemic while still providing a high quality experience to all visitors.  
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Looking back at Parfrey’s Glen State Natural Area, which is still closed, VanLanduyt 

claimed that the main trail is highly sensitive, which is another reason why it hasn’t reopened.  

 “(Parfrey’s Glen) trail is a very sensitive trail. It was washed out in 2008 and rebuilt 

after that (from a flood), so it does really follow the landscape.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

Highly sensitive areas that have a high chance of being negatively affected by high foot 

traffic is a big concern for the DNR. During our observation visits, we noticed a section at 

Willow River State park that had signs posted asking visitors to remain on the trail, as vegetative 

restoration was being completed (see image 26). All throughout the year the DNR has had to 

close off certain trails and look out points - sometimes just temporarily, others for the long run. 

A big part of these decisions are made to prioritize the landscape rather than the visitor 

experience.  

“At times we did have trails closed, some of our look-out points closed, and things like 

that to protect the natural resources. However, I wouldn’t say it was insurmountable by 

any means, but it was definitely something that we had to take note of (and) adjust our 

operations to accommodate. This was strictly because of the sheer number of people that 

make an impact on the landscape any time of year, but in spring when our natural 

resources are a little more fragile, we did notice that, and we did have to make some 

operational changes to accommodate that.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

Clearly, the DNR is constantly adjusting their protocols and is highly accommodative of the 

natural resources and landscape. These kinds of constant changes were common before the 

pandemic, but even more common now.  
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One thing that VanLanduyt was very clear on was that other than a (slight) increase of 

environmental vandalism and littering, the DNR has not had a major change in values according 

to their policies on environmental conservation and restoration. Even with a 15% increase, the 

DNR’s job of protecting the natural resources on Wisconsin’s public lands still remains one of 

their highest priorities. 

 

Recreation During the Pandemic  

Recreation is a big part behind why the Wisconsin State Park System exists in the first 

place. During the pandemic, a lot of people turned to recreation on public lands as a way to 

safely socialize and have fun. Over the last fifteen years or so, the ways in which people recreate 

have changed, which have had effects on modern day recreation at state parks.  

“We’ve also seen recreation change... Fat tire biking, (and) mountain biking are really 

big recreation opportunities. Cliff diving, mountain climbing, cliff climbing, all that kind 

of stuff are brand new. The types of camping… twenty years ago (it) was really minimal 

electrical sites for camping, and now that’s really at high demand. The camping rigs are 

getting bigger and they need more service. So I think overall we’ve had recreation 

changed.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

In addition to the typical activities seen at state parks, such as hiking, swimming, cross country 

skiing, and more, new activities are becoming more common. Diving, climbing, and new cycling 

opportunities are a lot bigger than they used to be. Perhaps the greatest recreational change seen 

at state parks is the types of camping - it’s now a lot more advanced and costly, and more people 

are relying on electric sites. Because campsites and other recreational sites have already been set 
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up for greater numbers of people, the DNR has been able to, for the most part, accommodate the 

15% increase.  

In terms of how the pandemic has directly affected recreational opportunities, it really 

hasn’t all that much - although there are still changes. A major change is that all nature centers 

are (mostly) closed. Because of this, the educational and groups aspects of the state parks are at 

much more limited capacity. A second change is that the DNR encourages, but does not require, 

masks in busy outdoor settings. People may feel more inclined to wear masks on busy sections of 

trails, beaches, and climbing walls, but there is no requirement for it. The only mask wearing 

requirement is inside facilities, such as bathrooms and offices. The same goes for social 

distancing policies, although VanLanduyt did let us know that park rangers will still remind 

people to socially distance if an area gets too busy. Thirdly, camping is a lot more popular than it 

used to be, so it might be harder for visitors to reserve campsites on weekends and holidays 

during the summer and fall because of how busy it is. This is a big change to previous years, as 

typical occupancy in the fall season is 40% to 60%. As mentioned earlier, camping in 2020 saw a 

6% increase compared to 2019. Finally, pinch points and towers were closed, but that change is 

minimal, considering that the state park system offers hundreds of miles of trails.  

Other than those changes, people were still recreating as before, but with some 

precautions with wearing masks and socially distancing.  

“People were still enjoying the trails, picnicking, going to the beach, grilling, camping. 

They were still rock climbing, that kind of thing. Doing boat rentals. People were still 

canoeing, kayaking, fishing… I think if anything people were getting out to be out.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 
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As VanLanduyt puts it, people turned to the outdoors during the pandemic for a variety of 

different reasons. While some people recreated out of boredom, others did so for the health 

benefits. As seen in the 2005 Pretty et al. study, people will experience some sort of mood or 

health benefit from being outside. While the greatest self improvements occurred with exercise 

in nature, just experience itself is enough sometimes - this is a well known and highly studied 

research topic. Since the pandemic encourages self isolation and physical/social distancing, state 

parks have been able to serve as an oasis away from boredom. People seeking this oasis may be 

looking to improve their health and wellness, as stated by VanLanduyt.  

“...We did definitely see a lot more people that were recreating for the first time that 

were looking to improve their health and wellness, and find some respite and support for 

mental and emotional and social health outside this year.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

Whether it was for boredom or health, it’s clear that recreation at state parks peaked in 2020. 

Whether or not this pattern continues after the pandemic is unknown, but the DNR has done a 

good job so far of maintaining recreational opportunities in 2020.  

Another issue at hand is how recreation and conservation are balanced out, especially 

during the pandemic. As stated before, VanLanduyt claims that the two are balanced out. Maybe 

twenty or thirty years ago conservation efforts might have been the primary concern, but as the 

parks have become more popular, recreation management has become just as important.  

“I think we’ve also seen a shift from a sole focus on the natural resource to a blended 

focus on customer experience and managing the natural resource… People utilize the 

land for their own high quality experiences. So how do we accommodate both of those, 
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while maintaining the state’s natural and beautiful resources? So I think definitely it’s 

changed. It’s continuing to change and evolve.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

The answer to VanLanduyt’s question about accommodating the dual conservation-recreation 

aspect was partially mentioned earlier: Focus on conservation during the off season, and then 

recreation during the busy season. Even then, neither conservation or recreation are ignored 

during any time of the year, regardless of the season or how busy it is. Furthermore, the DNR is 

always looking to remain relevant. Part of this includes their 5 year strategic plan, in which they 

look at different ways recreation and conservation can be taken one step further. All of this 

information is just a smaller part of the DNR’s master plan.  

Reflecting back on increased attendance and greater recreation opportunities, 

VanLanduyt is interested in how the DNR can make Wisconsin’s state parks a normal part of 

everybody’s lives in the state.  

“We’re looking to figure out how we can make that stay, and how we can make natural 

resources and the state park system be a passion for people for the rest of their lives, not 

just during the pandemic” 

“Again, it’s really about pairing the management of that protection of that natural 

resource with providing high quality outdoor recreation. Those two things come 

together.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

It’s almost as if a pandemic is what it took for Wisconsinites and other residents of nearby states 

to realize the full potential of the Wisconsin State Park System. Whether or not this realization 

will live on past the pandemic is up to time, but the DNR is prepared either way.  
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Future Research 

There were obviously a wide range of different limitations that could be addressed in 

future research projects. First, we had bad timing with this project. Our observational findings at 

the five parks would’ve been more meaningful when it was busier - unfortunately, we didn’t start 

this project until mid-September, which was towards the end of the busy season. Even then, most 

of our visits took place in October when the parks were nearly empty. Although we were able to 

make a few visits on (slightly) busy weekends to Devil’s Lake State Park, our findings would 

have meant more if we had started visiting parks at the peak of the busy season in the summer. If 

some version of this project were to be redone, it would be ideal if it were in the summer of 2021 

when the COVID-19 pandemic is likely still going on, and the park system is flooded with 

visitors again. 

A second issue with our project that could’ve been better addressed is that our survey was 

distributed to a limited range of park visitors. As indicated in Appendix A, the majority of our 

survey takers were by younger people, most of whom were likely college students. Other than 

college students, we also had a good chunk of what we would assume are faculty of the 

UW-Madison Geography Department. Additionally, we also had extended family and friends 

take it. The problem here is that all of these people likely share similar values that we do, 

especially in regards to the Wisconsin State Park System and COVID-19 precautions. Besides 

that, most of these people are either from or reside near Madison, WI or the northeastern part of 

the state. While there were people who took our survey that certainly didn’t seem to care about 

taking precautions at state parks, we still feel like our data wasn't truly representative of 

Wisconsin’s population. Future researchers may consider distributing their survey to a wider 
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variety of Wisconsinites, as it’s important to have a stratified random sample that’s equally 

distributed geographically and demographically.  

While our interview with Melissa VanLanduyt went smoothly, it might be beneficial for 

future researchers to interview more DNR officials. VanLanduyt was clearly an expert on how 

the DNR has responded to the pandemic, but we think that if we had interviewed multiple people 

from the DNR and possibly other DNR related organizations, we would’ve discovered much 

more. VanLanduyt’s explanations were more broad in a sense, as she took into account the entire 

park system. Individual park superintendents could have contributed park-specific details. With 

this sort of information, future researchers could illustrate how places like Hoffman Hills State 

Recreation Area (a small park unit with low visitation) operate differently than places like 

Devil’s Lake State Park (a large park unit with high visitation) during the pandemic.  

Perhaps our biggest challenge that future researchers could do better is with time and 

budget. By the time we started this project in mid-September, we essentially had just under three 

months to complete it. Time constraints limited our focuses and data collection opportunities. 

Originally we had entertained the idea to compare the Wisconsin State Park System’s COVID 

operations to the National Park System’s. A project at that scale would’ve required multiple 

months to complete and a higher budget, as you’d have to take into account travel costs.  
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Conclusion 

The DNR’s Parks and Recreation Division is responsible for running the Wisconsin State 

Park System, which consists of 66 park units. The primary goal of our research question was to 

discover how the COVID-19 Pandemic affected operations and visitor experiences. A secondary 

area of study that we also uncovered was how the DNR has managed to balance the dual and 

competing mandates to conserve the natural resources and provide recreational opportunities. 

Finally, we also addressed why the Wisconsin State Park System has seen record attendance 

numbers in 2020, and the motivations behind why visitors are coming.  

Through our three research methods (Survey with park visitors, VanLanduyt Interview, 

and Observational visits), our results indicate that the Wisconsin State Park System has had to 

make some serious changes to their operations, but that nearly everybody (park visitors and DNR 

officials) have been able to adapt. The temporary closure of 38 state parks in April of 2020 

allowed the DNR’s Parks & Recreation Division to reevaluate their operations. After reopening, 

we found that the majority of people were willing to comply with social distancing rules and 

mask wearing in appropriate settings, as evident in our observational visits and survey. A 75% 

carrying capacity at busier state parks, such as Devil’s Lake, allows the DNR to ensure that there 

is adequate social distancing. Furthermore, pinch points and observational areas have been 

mostly closed off, while the majority of non-essential facilities have remained closed to the 

public since reopening in May. Two State Natural Areas, Parfrey’s Glen and Pewit’s Nest, 

remain closed due to concerns with social distancing and conservation.  

It should be noted that these new operational changes and policies were not easy to 

implement or enforce. Our interview with Melissa VanLanduyt, the DNR’s Recreation 

Partnerships Sections Chief, leads us to believe that the dual and competing mandates of 
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conservation efforts and recreational opportunities aren’t necessarily at odds with each other, but 

that the DNR still prioritizes both of them without alienating the other. Environmental 

conservation efforts of the natural resources is still highly important, but so is providing visitors 

with a high quality experience for every visit at every park unit. Environmental vandalism and 

littering did increase in 2020 during the pandemic, but not a substantial amount (VanLanduyt 

Interview, 13 November 2020, Appendix B). Some conservation efforts that are typically 

completed in the spring and fall had to be pushed back to next year, but will still be completed. 

The DNR essentially had to choose what to focus on during 2020, and addressing the pandemic 

and all of its complications is what they decided on. Our survey indicates that people are still 

able to participate in their typical recreational activities, such as hiking and camping, with 

limited changes.  

As far as attendance goes, the 15% overall increase can be attributed to the pandemic. 

Our survey shows that most people wanted to get outside due to COVID related motivations. 

Whether it was spending time with friends and family, to experience nature, or to find an answer 

to boredom, people were looking for a return to the outdoors. Our visits to state parks with 

license plate collections show that the majority of visitors are in-state, as we expected (see 

figures 10 & 15). However, there were also a high numer of Illinois visitors at Devil’s Lake State 

Park. VanLanduyt reported that earlier in the pandemic when Illinois had a strict lockdown, 

Illinoisans came flooding to Wisconsin’s state parks. This would indicate that increased 

attendance may partially be fueled by people willing to travel further distances from out of state.  

In relation to the DNR’s mission statement, we’ve found that it still holds true. The 

COVID-19 Pandemic could possibly be the Wisconsin State Park System’s greatest dilemma in 

its 125 year history. Even with all of the implications of the pandemic, the DNR has still been 
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able to “...Protect and enhance our natural resources… To provide a healthy, sustainable 

environment… To ensure the rights of all people… To work with people… And in this 

partnership consider the future and generations to follow.” While 2020 has certainly been a 

different year for everyone, our results show that the state parks have achieved their mission 

statement during the pandemic. In the words of Melissa VanLanduyt,  

“... We love the fact that we can be the place that people can find what they’re looking 

for during a pandemic… Our hope is that people just fall in love with that (conservation 

and recreation), and they continue to recreate well into the future.” 

(VanLanduyt Interview, 13 November 2020) 

The state parks are here to stay and have been able to serve as grounds for a return to the 

outdoors. We hope that in the future this increased interest in recreation and conservation 

remains relevant across the state of Wisconsin in a post-pandemic world.  
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Appendix A 

Survey Questions  

1. Have you visited any Wisconsin State Parks, State Recreation Areas, or State Forests, 

since the COVID-19 pandemic began? 

This was an entry question. It was created to ensure that all survey takers had visited a park unit 

since the pandemic began. Those who responded with “no” had their survey deleted. So, all 88 

survey takers responded with yes.  

2. How often do you visit state parks in a typical year? 
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3. What time of day do you typically visit state parks? (Select up to 3) 

 
4. Please click on the state parks you have visited since the pandemic began. You have up to 

5 selections, but you don't have to use all of them. If you've visited more than 5, select the 

5 you've visited the most, or the 5 most recent.  (Map included) 

Note: Not all park/recreation area/forest units are shown on the map, so please estimate 

their locations. You are selecting points on a map, not necessarily the parks themselves. 

Don't worry about clicking on a park's exact location.  

Photo Source: DNR 
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5. Of the following 5 parks, which have you visited during the pandemic? (Select up to 5) 

This question was created to direct the survey to other questions. The results of this question are 

not significant.  

6. Why did you visit a state park during the pandemic? (Select multiple) 

7. Do you currently own a state park admission sticker for your vehicle? Have you done so 

in the past? 

8. What age range do you fall under? 
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9. Can you estimate the percentage of people you saw wearing a mask at the following 

parks? 

10. Which of the following activities have you participated in at State Parks during the 

pandemic? 
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11. Do you think state parks should enforce their carrying capacities? (As in, turn people 

away when they're too busy) 

12. How successful of a job do you feel like the DNR has been at implementing social 

distancing policies at (insert name of park)? 
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13. Do you believe that visitors at (insert name of park) are taking adequate precautions to 

limit the spread of COVID-19? 
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14. What is the likelihood you might contract Covid-19 while visiting a state park? 

15. What adjustments have you had to make to your camping techniques and experiences? 

16. What adjustments have you had to make to your hiking techniques and experiences? 

17. Can you describe how the pandemic has (or hasn't) affected your outdoor recreational 

activities at state parks? (Open ended) 

Significant answers were included on pages 27-31. 
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Appendix B 

This interview took place on the morning of November 13, 2020 via Zoom with Melissa 

VanLanduyt, the DNR’s Recreation Partnerships Sections Chief. We recorded the interview with 

our phones, and then uploaded the files onto onlinetonegenerator.com. There’s a function on that 

website called “Time Stretcher,” which allows users to slow down the speed of an audio file up 

to half speed. Using the slowed down audio, we transcribed the interview by hand on our 

laptops. The interview is not transcribed perfectly; certain parts were typed out differently to 

make VanLanduyt’s statements make the most sense. Even with this slight editing, all of her 

general ideas are still intact.  

*Everything in bold is our questions* 

(Brief introduction of ourselves, our majors, & the basics of our study) 

1. Can you give us a brief rundown of your role and responsibilities as a DNR official? 

(Position title, time at the DNR, etc.) 

“I am the Recreation Partnership Section Chief for the Wisconsin State Parks system. Basically, 

what I do is I work with all of our external partners doing public relations, communications, 

project management, and many others. So I basically work with all of the partnership groups that 

work with the state parks system. I also do my job statewide.” 

2. How has increased attendance complicated the mission statement? 

“Increased attendance really hasn’t, but it was more so in the spring in minor ways, and what I 

mean by that is we had really high attendance in March and April where we don’t typically. This 

time is the time of year when we see migrating birds, a lot of water and frost coming out of the 

ground and things like that. We did see a lot more traffic on our landscape during that time 

which was a little harder to manage. At times we did have trails closed, some of our look-out 

points closed, and things like that to protect the natural resources. However, I wouldn’t say it 

was insurmountable by any means, but it was definitely something that we had to take note of, 

pay attention to, and adjust our operations to accommodate. This was strictly because of the 

sheer number of people that make an impact on the landscape any time of year, but in spring 
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when our natural resources are a little more fragile, we did notice that, and we did have to make 

some operational changes to accommodate that.” 

3. Have more visitors made environmental conservation efforts more difficult? 

“Yes and no, I think we have the same amount of increased vandalism and litter that we do 

associated with the population increase. So that’s something we see year-in and year-out no 

matter what time of year it is. I think we saw a little bit more of that this year, but we also saw a 

lot of people stepping up and volunteering their time to do clean-ups and things like that, so I 

would say, not necessarily. Part of what we did to manage the crowds and be able to not only 

provide a good high quality experience for everyone that was visiting there, but first and 

foremost to provide a safe experience, and then to also protect the natural resources. We did 

reduce our capacity to our properties, so we were operating at about a 75% capacity during the 

pandemic, really since March. So when we reached that capacity we would shut the parks down 

and wouldn’t allow any additional visitors by vehicle. So, we did that in about 44 parks this 

summer, some of them roughly 20 times closed their properties down. So we did reduce 

capacity; one to just make sure people had a high quality experience and were able to socially 

distance themselves and things like that, but also to be able to maintain our natural resources as 

well.” 

4. Have election year politics made any impacts on park funding? 

“Most of our funding is state-funded, so for the parks program we have very, very little that is 

federally funded, and most of this is through our capitol-development program. That might be 

programs like recreational trails and sport-fish restoration, and land & water conservation. There 

was a bill that was passed that did ensure the longevity of the land and water conservation 

program and we do utilize those funds to match recreation projects on state lands. So, that was 

increased this year, we don’t have all the detail in on that yet, but it does ensure longevity in that 

funding source, so I think that was definitely a good outcome, and we’ll definitely see the fruits 

of that for sure. Right now it’s unknown to us as to what that detail will look like, but all of our 

operating funding is self-contained. So whatever we make on admission passes and camping and 

other things are how we operate. It’s how we pay for our capital development projects like new 

facilities and infrastructure that is usually federally funded. So that’s where that lock-honor land 

and water conservation funding would come in.” 

4b.   How does this compare from the National Parks? 
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“National Parks are different for sure. They’re obviously all federally funded for the most part, 

and grant funded, and donation funded. So the state park system in and in itself, our primary 

operating budget is about 20 million dollars and that’s all completely self funded. So any money, 

just like a regular business, any money that we make goes back into the program for operating. 

That’s different from any other state in the country. We’re the only ones that are completely self 

funded. We do get, like I said that, whether it’s additional state bonded funds, like stewardship or 

grant funding, or federal grants, federal funding - that comes in on our capital development 

program, like I said, which is more for our major facility and infrastructure repairs and 

upgrades.”  

5. Has there been a change in this trend over the past 15/20 years? 

“You know that’s a good question. I think over the last 10 to 15 years we’re certainly seeing our 

demographics change slowly. I think it’s something we’d like to see change faster, but, you 

know, our typical demographic is 40 to 60 year old generally white male. So that’s something 

we’ve been working on changing and diversifying the age and cultural and ethnic backgrounds 

of our visitors. So, we’ve definitely seen that. We’ve also seen recreation change. You know, we 

didn’t have that like three years ago. Fat tire biking, mountain biking are really big recreation 

opportunities. Cliff diving, mountain climbing, you know, cliff climbing, all that kind of stuff are 

brand new. The types of camping… 10, 15, 20 years ago was really minimal electrical sites for 

camping, and now that’s really at high demand. The camping rigs are getting bigger and they 

need more service. So I think overall we’ve had recreation changed. I think we’ve also seen a 

shift from a sole focus on the natural resource to a blended focus on customer experience and 

managing the natural resource. Realizing that people utilize the land for their own high quality 

experiences. So how do we accommodate both of those, while maintaining the state’s natural and 

beautiful resources? So I think definitely it’s changed, it’s continuing to change and evolve. We 

actually do umm every 5 years we do our strategic plan but we also do what's called a 

recreational opportunities analysis, where we look at what are the trends in outdoor recreation 

and that helps to provide information for our master plan. So we’re always looking to remain 

relevant, to be able to protect the natural resources, and provide current and needed and desired 

recreation opportunities to visitors. Definitely it has evolved, it will continue to evolve. With the 

pandemic I think we’ve seen this major influx of return to the outdoors. Our overall visitation 

through November 1st is up 15% this year. We usually see a 2-3% increase just organically, but 
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a 15% increase this year. Despite having no camping for almost 2 months our camping is up 6% 

this year. I don’t know if that’s going to stick around, but we did definitely see a lot more people 

that were recreating for the first time that were looking to improve their health and wellness, and 

find some respite and support for mental and emotional and social health outside this year. So, 

we’re looking to figure out how we can make that stay, and how we can make natural resources 

and the state park system be a passion for people for the rest of their lives, not just during the 

pandemic.” 

6. Do you see differences in visitors’ park behaviors between pre-pandemic and now? 

“You know I will say that certainly we’ve seen the spectrum. We’ve definitely seen people 

congregating in large groups this summer, which we had to address. We kind of gently reminded 

people to not gather in groups and to maintain that social distancing. But I’ll also say even last 

weekend, when it was really nice out, I went to Gibraltar Rock, which is up by Devil’s Lake. I 

would say about half the people, maybe more, on the trail were wearing masks, and every single 

encounter I had where I intercepted someone on the trail, everyone gave people space. People 

stepped off the trail and let other people pass. So I think that there’s definitely more positive 

behavior out there than negative. Like I said, we’ve seen people on their own just bring trash 

bags with them while they’re out hiking, picking up litter, from other people that have left it 

there. We’ve seen people utilizing the outdoors a lot more. It’s not as much of a destination as it 

is more of an everyday occurrence. A month ago I was up at Blue Mound and it was a Monday 

afternoon, and you know, nearing 5 o'clock it was getting dark and there were people up there, 

families just picnicking, and having a campfire, and grilling. It’s become more of a safe place for 

people to go. So I think in that way behaviors have changed. Obviously you’re seeing people that 

are going shorter distances for shorter amounts of time. We less people maybe going 3 4 hours 

somewhere. People still are doing that too, but people are taking those directives - whether it’s 

from the governor’s office or our office to recreate locally and within your own family. People 

are doing that more. We’re seeing that more. And again, I think in the recent uptick in cases, 

we’ve seen even more people in the outdoors wearing masks, where we didn’t see that a lot this 

summer.” 

7. Have there been other changes in park amenities during the pandemic, other than 

shutting off water fountains and limiting restrooms? 
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“There’s been quite a bit. We’ve held a lot of areas closed, so none of our facilities have been 

open with the exception of flush restrooms and vault toilets and open air shelters. That’s it. So 

our enclosed shelters remain closed. Our nature centers were closed. All of our office buildings 

were closed. We recently did open the offices to drive up services only this fall. But other than 

that all of our facilities have been closed. We also closed up pinch points, like tower facilities 

and some observation areas where people couldnt’ adequately social distance, so those have been 

closed. Our playgrounds have been closed. We have a whole outlined cleaning and disinfecting 

protocol that we’ve been using in our restrooms and some of our high touch areas. We’ve also 

implemented other elements like our online sales, so you can purchase your annual admission 

sticker online which we didn’t have before. You did have to purchase it at the property, so we 

have that in place. We also have intentionally touchless check in for campers, so they just check 

in online now through our reservation system and they don’t need to stop at the office. They just 

go directly to the site when they get on property. There’s been quite a few different operational 

changes, some of which will stick going forward. Some won’t. We’ve been cleaning restrooms a 

minimum of twice per day. That will go down as we go through the winter season, obviously, 

with use decreasing. That one will be one that won't stick. It’s typically once per day in the peak 

season, maybe once every other day, so that one will maybe still continue to go back to normal. 

But the online admission pass sales, that will stay. And then the touchless check in system will 

stay as well. There’s other things that we’re continuing to evaluate that are just good customer 

service measures that we’ll pick. We’re hoping in 2021 we see numbers turn around and go the 

other direction, so that we’ll be able to have our facilities open for 2021.”  

8. Has the pandemic led to any strange or unexpected activities that you may have 

seen, (Devil’s Lake specifically)? 

“I don’t think so. Just really high visitation. Devil’s Lake is our closest park that’s like a national 

park. People know of  it from everywhere, so we get a considerate amount of out of state visitors 

as well. Basically, we saw really high visitation - I believe Devil’s Lake closed due to capacity 

about 20 times this summer, and we would still see 100s and 100s and 100s of cars parked 

outside the park, and people would walk as much as a mile or two miles just to get into the park. 

So I would say that was probably the most significant activity. We didn’t see anything new from 

Devil’s Lake. People were still enjoying the trails, picnicking, going to the beach, grilling, 

camping. They were still rock climbing, that kind of thing. Doing boat rentals. People were still 
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canoeing, kayaking, fishing, but not necessarily new activities. I think if anything people were 

just, like I said, they were getting out to be out. It didn’t really matter what they were doing. 

They just wanted to be there.” 

9. With increased numbers, how have conservation efforts and the recreational aspect 

been at odds since the pandemic began? 

“You know, they really haven’t. Like I said, we did have increased visitation, and even so we did 

scale back, like I said to 75%. So we really haven't had a significant issue. I would say, if 

anything, you know, especially this fall, with increased visitation this fall. Fall is usually, and 

springtime, are usually the times when we do a lot of our vegetative management, trail repairs, 

things like that. So if anything we weren't able to get some of it this year just because of the 

increased visitation. So people were there all the time during the week, the weekends. So, when 

we would typically be out doing that work like dropping trees or trimming trees, mowing areas 

that we maybe only mow once or twice a year - some of that work wasn’t able to be done just 

because of the shear number of people out there, and it just wasn’t safe to do it. Nothing that’s 

going to adversely affect the landscape. More of it’s just like ‘we have to think are we going to 

get it done this winter or this spring’. So nothing that would adversely affect the natural 

resources itself. If anything it’s just drawn more attention to that because we do have to be more 

aware of the high use, especially on trails. That’s really the biggest piece, the trail usage because 

we’re just not used to that shear number of people. We’ve continued to monitor it, make 

adjustments as we need to, but we’ve had really no adverse effects on that. Like I said, we had to 

either not do some things and pay more attention to other things.” 

10. How much of the park’s fallen timber is recycled into new or other objects? 

“That’s a good question. I don’t have a specific answer to that. All of our forest management, 

even on park lands, is done by the forestry department. Forest health is a big thing. Usually 

people think “Oh I can’t believe you’re taking down trees, why are you taking down all of these 

trees?” And actually, we need to take down the trees to maintain good quality forests in the state. 

So that’s part of the forest health management that the program does. That part I couldn’t tell 

you, I don’t know how much of it is used in other products. A lot of it is just straight up timber 

sale. It’s used for wood and wood furniture, firewood, and all kinds of things like that. So I don’t 

have a specific answer to that. Forestry management maybe would, but typically what they do is 

they do a request for proposals, and they do a timber sale, and they get a bidder, and they bid on 
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taking the wood down. Essentially, for the cost of them taking it down, they keep it, and they 

utilize it. Sometimes that’s big logging companies if you’re up north, and sometimes it’s smaller 

companies if you’re in the south.” 

11. How did the temporary closure in April affect operations? 

“They were closed because there was significant overcrowding. People weren’t social distancing, 

and we had a lot of occurrences of vandalism and litter and theft. So we really needed to put 

some measures in place, like that capacity closure. We limited some hours at some properties. 

We changed how we did some of our staffing, and so all of things, we need to take a time out, 

and adjust our operations pretty significantly to deal with the number of people coming into our 

properties. That time frame allowed us to do that, but we also noticed that people were still 

coming and still going in even when the properties were closed. We wanted to first and foremost, 

figure out the safest way that people could still come back to the properties. We really did do a 

lot to change our operations during that time that those 38 were closed, and to evaluate what we 

needed to do, again, to promote that social distancing, limit that crowd, and so we did that. Then 

we were able to reopen, and things have been good. We definitely still see the litter, some of the 

vandalism. That’s pretty normal. It’s not necessarily above normal - it’s right on par with the 

number of visitors that we have. It’s worked. The capacity closures have worked. Limiting some 

hours. Bringing in camping a little bit later. We’ve been able to kind of manage it. I will say, 

probably the biggest detriment is that people are exhausted. Our staff are exhausted just because 

of the high visitation and kind of maintaining all of those safety protocols in place. Other than 

that, it worked. It gave us a chance to regroup on our operations and make some pretty 

significant changes.” 

12. When would you say Devil’s Lake was the most busy this year? 

“I can probably bring that up while we’re talking. I would say typically you’re right. It’s 

probably more likely July or August for sure. And that’s typically when the peak is for all of our 

properties. It’s generally in that July or August timeframe.” 

13.  Would you say that some of these visitation patterns might’ve continued into the 

early spring and fall this year? 

“Absolutely. I mean on some weekends we were seeing 50 and 60 % increases over last year 

during this fall, and for the first time in history we had every weekend through October 31st was 

100% reserved camping, which we’ve never seen. Our camping rates in fall are anywhere from 
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40 to 60% occupancy, so for every weekend it was full this fall. We typically see a total of about, 

like I said, we’re up 15%. We typically see about 17 million visitors and we’re already at about 

19.5 million visitors. And that was as of November 1. We had this really beautiful weekend in 

November last week. That’s going to drive it up. Again, I think people are utilizing the outdoors 

because of the high COVID rates - they have nowhere else to go. So i think we’re gonna see that 

true through the end of the year, and probably through next year. We’re also seeing our camping 

reservations are booked out eleven months in advance and our reservation rates are really high 

for next year as well already. Well over what they would normally be around this time.” 

14. Have you seen a trend in visitors from in state versus out of state this year? 

“For sure. This spring when they had all the parks closed in Illinois and they had a really strict 

lockdown in Illinois early on in the pandemic. We saw a very, very high number of people 

coming from Illinois. Very high number of people from just out of state in general. Less so from 

Minnesota, more so from Illinois definitely. We tried to, and I think we were for the most part 

pretty on par on where Minnesota was at. I think people were generally doing a better job of 

staying home. Illinois for sure. We saw a definite increase this spring and throughout the 

summer, but it was really high when their parks were closed in the spring.” 

15. Have you seen a lot of people coming from outside of the midwest? 

“Sure. Not maybe as much as we have in the past, but definitely. Especially when kids were out 

of school and people were working from home. I think that’s definitely contributed to the higher 

visitation especially this spring more so than this fall. More schools were in session this fall. We 

definitely saw people still travelling 3 4 5 6 hours. Which if they’re self contained and if they can 

get there and minimize their contacts early in the season, I think people felt that was fine. I did 

definitely take a complaint from someone who didn’t realize one of our parks was closed. It had 

a capacity closure and they drove 4 hours from Madison for a day trip, and they were very upset 

when they got here. Part of the problem is that you shouldn’t have been driving 4 hours for a day 

trip. We did definitely see people,especially for camping, maybe less so for day use, but 

definitely for camping. People were still honoring their reservations early on. When we first 

opened camping we were having a few more cancellations from people not wanting to travel, but 

in general it really wasn’t stopping campers specifically. They were still going.  
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I think people generally see outdoor recreation kind of quote on quote listed as a safer activity 

option. I think that if people were more self contained and made limited stops, they definitely 

thought it was safe to travel and safe to camp and be outdoors. We have maintained to recreate 

within your family, within your own communities, since the very beginning of the pandemic. We 

certainly can’t control everyone’s behavior, but we still advocate for people to recreate within 

their own communities.” 

16. Have you seen any strange or unexpected activities in any of the state parks because 

of coronavirus? 

“I mean, I guess the biggest thing that we’ve seen is that people were stealing hand sanitizer. We 

have typically in our vault toilets, we have the commercial, large, like soap dispenser type things 

with hand sanitizer in it and people were stealing them off the wall. Other than that, no. From our 

perspective, we have to wear masks in all of our facilities. We wear masks when we’re 

interacting with the public. We obviously take our personal protective equipment. We have a 

whole specific set for when we’re cleaning facilities. We did put up the plexiglass shields at the 

drive up windows. We have our own precautions. I don’t think we’ve seen anything extreme 

from our visitors other than the fact of the hand sanitizer.  

Stealing that, and toilet paper! We had to keep track of all of our inventory, and how long we 

thought we could maintain services with what inventory we had. And that was all over the place 

when people were stealing it. There were times when we actually had to shut some bathrooms 

down because we didn’t have hand sanitizer. We didn’t have toilet paper because people were 

stealing it at high rates. So that’s definitely calmed down which is good. It happens very 

sporadically now but at the beginning of the pandemic and spring that was a high concern.” 

16b. Why were the restrooms closed at the end of October? 

“Those are seasonal closures. All of our flush facilities we shut down when the water starts to 

freeze, and the temperatures get cold. So all of our flush facilities usually shut down sometime 

between September and the end of October. We also keep pretty limited vault toilets open, 

usually only in high use areas. So that’s less related to the pandemic and more our typical 

seasonal operations. We still do maintain at least one vault toilet per property, so there will be 

that when you’re there. It just depends on where it’s at. Like I said, we do have normal typical 

seasonal closures. To give you perspective, there are times in July and August where the 

visitation is at Devil’s Lake as high 5 to 6 hundred thousand, maybe higher, for the month. And 
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in November, December, the typical attendance there drops down to maybe 20,000. We don’t 

necessarily want to keep all of those facilities open as well and just keep cleaning them when we 

got such low visitation in the fall. That’s just seasonal operations.” 

17. Why is Pewit’s nest closed? Is that a temporary thing, or is that more in the long 

run for some serious conservation efforts? 

“No that’s closed strictly because of the pandemic. Pewit’s nest and Palfrey’s Glen are two that 

are still closed that were part of that original 38 that were closed. A big reason why is those 

properties are much much smaller. There’s one trail in, one trail out, and it’s very difficult to 

socially distance. We’re continuing to monitor our visitation and if we feel like people can 

adequately social distance on those properties then we’ll be able to reopen it. There is certainly a 

part of it, especially at Parfrey’s Glen. That trail is a very sensitive trail. It was washed out in 

2008 and rebuilt after that (from a flood), so it does really follow the landscape. You kind of get 

into a dead end when you get into the glen, and you can’t go any further on trail. So that’s 

definitely a consideration for keeping it closed, is it how it affects the natural resource and the 

considerable amount of crowds. The primary reason is because you really can’t adequately social 

distance, and we know that, especially Parfrey’s Glen, that’s a really really popular property, and 

it just can’t handle the crowds like some of the other ones are, and people need to be able to 

disperse. So those two remain closed. We’re hoping that we can still open those this year, and 

maybe they’ll have to be closed again in the spring, but we’re hoping they’ll be able to open in 

the winter. Rock Island is actually still closed. That’s due to the high lake levels. We can’t dock 

any boats there, so that one’s closed until we can restructure our dock there.” 

 Clarifications 

18. When you say that all of the camping was booked through October 31, was that just 

for Devil’s Lake, or the whole system? 

“The whole system on the weekends from September through October 31 was 100% reserved. 

During the week there was still some opportunity, but we’ve never seen it with that high of 

occupancy on the weekends during the fall season. Every campsite was booked in the whole 

system through October 31 on the weekends.” 

19. When the state parks were closed in April, was that a decision that the DNR made, 

or the Governor’s office? 
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“It was collective. We definitely had discussions with the governor. Anything that we do related 

to the pandemic is a collective decision between the Governor’s office, the Department of 

Health, the Department of Natural Resources, and the Department of Administration. These are 

not made specifically by us in the parks program. We make recommendations based on our 

expertise. Those are then filtered out through our secretary’s office, and then they have those 

discussions with the Governor’s office and DHS and DOA. It’s definitely a collective agency 

decision.” 

20. Anything to add? 

No, I don’t think so. You know, the only thing I would add - and I think it’s more to the geology 

portion, which is, we’ve got really unique landscapes in Wisconsin, which I’m sure you guys 

know from your studies. It’s interesting to be able to go from Door County to Wyalusing and see 

the changes, and the landscape, and the natural resources. Again, from Milwaukee to Superior to 

Duluth, and up in there. We’ve got such a diverse natural landscape across the state. No two are 

managed the same. Again, it’s really about pairing the management of that protection of that 

natural resource with providing high quality outdoor recreation. Those two things come together. 

I think that’s about it. It’s been a very interesting year. We’ve been rolling with it and we’re 

definitely, we love the fact that we can be the place that people can find what they’re looking for 

during a pandemic. And so, I think our hope is that we hope that people just fall in love with that, 

and that they continue to recreate well into the future. Hopefully this interest in natural resources 

and outdoor recreation continues to climb.  
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Appendix C 

The following is a table of 2020 attendance through October 31st, 2020. It was accessed through 

a public records request on the DNR’s website (DNR, 2020). 2020 data has yet to be posted on 

their website. Data from previous years is public information.  
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