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Project background
• Two-year joint research project funded by MN Legacy Parks 

and Trails Fund
• Coordinate Among Partners pillar
• Joint powers agreement
• Collaboration was valuable

• Question: Is location-based services (LBS) data useful for 
park and trail research?

• Exploratory project
• 204 parks, 174 trails (3600+ miles)
• Goal: Park- and trail-level use estimates
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What is LBS data?
• StreetLight Data, Inc was our data vendor
• Location-based services data
• Smartphones with opt-in GPS
• Aggregated and anonymized 
• Can’t identify individuals, can look at 

patterns of travel 
• Continuously generated

• No in-field work required
• Spatial and temporal granularity
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What can we measure with LBS?
• Definitions do not agree 100% with annual 

use estimates or visitor survey
• Estimated weekly visits to parks (bike, 

pedestrian, and vehicle)
• Estimated monthly miles of use on trails
• Inferred visitor home locations and 

demographics
• January 2019 – April 2022
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Finding: parks and trails are valuable
• Average of 34 park visits and 57 

miles of trail use per 7-county 
resident

• COVID-19 affected trails more 
than parks

• Use trended upward 2019–2021
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Park Findings
• COVID-19 affected individual parks 

differently
• Behavior change = more use
• Closed amenities = less use

• Most visitors arrive around noon or shortly 
after work (5-7pm)

• Specific to regional parks
• 58% of park visitors arrive by vehicle

• 35% pedestrian, 7% bicycle

Como Conservatory
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Weekly detail
• LBS data can reflect very detailed 

changes to park visitation
• Pinpoint stay-at-home orders
• Day- or week-long events

Stay at home order 
announced

Conservatory 
reopened

Zoo reopened
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Trail Findings
• Trails had a larger “COVID effect” than 

parks
• Bikes make up the majority of use (60%)
• Pedestrians have a larger share:

• during the winter
• in walkable areas

• Many trails are busy at 9am and 5pm
• Integral to transportation and 

recreation

Theodore Wirth
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Finding: Metro region attracts statewide visitors

• 21% of visitors came from a different 
county

• 7.5% of visitors came from out of state
• Adjacent states
• California, Texas, Florida
• All lower 48 states represented

• Data available at park or trail level
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Example: Theodore Wirth



11

Inferred demographics
• Based on inferred home locations and 

2020 US Census data
• Inferred data is different than intercept 

survey data
• Needs to be considered at the park or 

trail level
• Summaries are less meaningful
• Context is critical

• Next steps: share detailed data with 
experts
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Example: Theodore Wirth
• Visitors may not represent the region’s 

population
• Requires expert knowledge

• Who is the “audience” for the park?
• Differs by unit

• Ex) state vs regional parks
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We’ll share
• Project website
• Complete data downloads
• Written documentation
• Interactive visualizations
• Summaries for each park and trail
• Webinar recordings

R
esearch Products
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Thank you!

Raven McKnight

This Project was funded with Legacy Partnership Research Funds 
from the State of Minnesota Parks and Trails Legacy Fund in 
collaboration with the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources, the Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails 
Commission, and the Metropolitan Regional Park Agencies. 

Associate Data Scientist, Research
Metropolitan Council Community Development
raven.mcknight@metc.state.mn.us
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