State parks must meet growing demands
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Guest View/By Robert L. Meinen

Recently there has been some concern in the communities near Castle Rocks State Park that development of a rustic bunkhouse in the park could negatively impact local businesses. It is our intention to do quite the opposite, and I believe our track record supports that.

As more and more individuals flock to rural Idaho communities for recreational pursuits, i.e. to visit state and national parks and places of cultural and historic significance, we are presented with the opportunity to work together and proactively meet the new challenges created by those changes. By establishing partnerships, we can accommodate growing demand and diversify the activities for visitors, while positively impacting local economies.

State park facilities serve customers in our gateway communities, residents across Idaho, and their guests — both nationally and internationally. Our facilities attract tourists and are engines for local economies. Communities like Almo have grown from one business a decade ago to ten, in large part due to the popularity of the parks in their area. But to strengthen the appeal of state parks, the Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation (IDPR) must continue to be proactive and provide the programs and facilities needed and desired by the next generation of state park guests.

Current recreational trends indicate that both demographics and preferences of park visitors are changing. Park visitors want to play hard, but then retreat to comfort — to include a bed, shower, and privacy. Sheltered, overnight accommodations currently in state parks such as yurts, cabins, and lodges are becoming increasingly popular, as are upscale RV campgrounds. As we’ve observed system-wide, these are the types of facilities that help state parks remain relevant to the present and emerging generations of visitors. Castle Rocks State Park is one place where we have the opportunity to provide facilities to meet growing needs.

A historic ranch, Castle Rocks State Park is set against scenic granite spires. In its heyday, the ranch had a two-story barn. To complement the history and local architecture, the recently approved master plan includes a bunkhouse and a covered pavilion in the style of local architecture, with the look and feel of an 1880s barn/bunkhouse. The proposed development remains in the front country with the ranch house, corrals and picnic area. Scenic views have been carefully considered during the design of the facility. The placement, height and design of this structure will be reminiscent of the original ranch facilities and will blend into the natural setting. IDPR anticipates that the small, right-sized, facility will be well utilized and will draw even more visitors to the area.

	


I believe we can construct and operate this needed overnight facility and do so in partnership with local businesses, not in competition with them. This is clearly demonstrated in many of the western national parks where a motel at the gate coexists well with the lodge in the park’s interior. Often times they serve entirely different markets. A motel room or cabin in-town provides a different experience and as such appeals to a different customer than a rustic room in a park bunkhouse. What may be perceived as competition for a private lodging facility is in fact an increasing market for restaurants, stores, gas stations, gift shops, amusement sites, and yes, more lodging.

There is a need for amenity and facility diversification within our parks to ensure that we are able to attract and provide for new visitors. That is also essential for local communities that depend on our visitors. It is our mission and duty as an agency to be proactive and plan for appropriate conservation-education facilities and activities that will enhance the public’s use and enjoyment of the system, while at the same time finding new ways to bring economic vitality to the rural communities nearest our parks.

Almo is the closest community to City of Rocks and Castle Rocks, but it is not the only community to benefit from the tourism economy. The towns of Oakley, Elba, Conner Creek, Albion, and even Burley benefit from the traffic headed to the parks. If we fail to maintain our attraction and relevance to visitors, regional economies suffer.

Teamwork, collaboration and partnerships are keys to our collective success. When those living in rural areas work with those in urban areas, and when business, non-profits and government work together, we can ensure that Idaho is a great place to live, work and play for many years to come.

Robert L. Meinen is director of Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation.

