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For those who live in or visit northern Michigan, the 

spiritual and environmental benefits of protected 

natural lands are crystal clear. 

These are the places where we exercise, relax with our 

families and immerse ourselves in nature. Most of us 

have a favorite natural area or preserve we return to 

time and time again for a break from the hustle and 

bustle. Repeated natural inventories and additional 

studies have also shown that these protected lands 

harbor rare and threatened wildlife, help safeguard 

water quality and provide a host of other ecological 

benefits. 

What’s been less clear, however, is the economic benefit 

these protected areas provide. Plenty of anecdotal 

evidence suggests that protected lands boost housing 

prices, help businesses attract quality talent and inject 

tourism dollars into local businesses.

Now, a thorough study of the Glacial Hills Pathway & 

Natural Area near Bellaire confirms much of what was 

believed to be true regarding certain economic drivers.  

Glacial Hills was established in 2010 after Antrim 

County and Forest Home Township worked with GTRLC 

to acquire 345 acres of private property, a move that 

allowed the consolidation of several fragmented public 

holdings into a contiguous 763-acre publicly-owned 

block. 

This natural area has become a hotspot for a number 

of recreational activities, particularly mountain biking 

and hiking. That’s due in large part to the more than 

30 miles of trails that wind through some of the most 

beautiful rolling hills in the region. Representatives 

from Forest Hills Township, Antrim County, the Village 

of Bellaire, GTRLC, and others serve on a 

steering committee for the property.

Using a grant from Short's Brewing 

Company, the steering committee hired 

Traverse City-based research consulting 

firm Avenue ISR to complete a study of 

Glacial’s users for 12 months beginning in 

February 2016. 

“In a way, this study just confirms what 

we already knew – protected lands are 

good for the economy,” said Jesse Wolff, 

GTRLC’s director of land protection.

Glacial Hills Boosts 
Bellaire Area
STUDY DETAILS ECONOMIC IMPACT 
OF GLACIAL HILLS PATHWAY & 
NATURAL AREA

HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE  
GLACIAL HILLS STUDY 
(See graphic on following page)

• Infrared trackers places at three key points 

of access around the natural area, coupled 

with survey data collected from both daily 

users and event participants, show that 

there were 26,000 visits to Glacial Hills in 

one year. 

• According to surveys conducted with 

trail users, nearly 60 percent of users live 

outside the Bellaire area. These non-local 

visitors spent an average of $71.22 per visit 

in the Bellaire area. The estimated annual 

economic impact from these visitors is $1.4 

million.

• Of participants in one popular mountain 

bike race, 96 percent are likely to 

recommend the area to friends and family, 

and 83 percent are likely to return for an 

overnight visit/vacation in future years.

• With modest growth in use of 10 percent 

per year, the 10-year impact of Glacial Hills 

is estimated to be $25.4 million

A view of Eckhardt High Trail
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GLACIAL HILLS COMMUNITY  
ECONOMIC IMPACT
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763 acres
31 mi. trail

Glacial Hills has become a recreation hotspot for 
both locals and non-locals, helping it become a 
key contributor to the local economy.

PROPERTY SUPPORTED RECREATION ACTIVITIES

DAILY USERS EVENT PARTICIPANTS

• Hiking/Walking
• Mountain Biking
• Snowshoeing
• Trail Running

• Cross-Country Skiing
• Birding
• Hunting
• Fatbiking

Money spent by non-
local users creates 

additional economic 
impact on the local 

economy. 

58%
non-local

users
local users
42%

(~15,000) (~11,000) 94%
non-local

participants

6% local 
participants
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DAILY USER SPENDING

DAILY USER
SPENDING IMPACT

EVENT PARTICIPANT 
SPENDING IMPACT TOTAL ECONOMIC IMPACT

EVENT PARTICIPANT SPENDING
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eat at a restaurant

purchase gas

purchase groceries

visit a retail store

rent rec. equipment

buy rec. equipment

other

90%

75%

65%

64%

20%

19%

12%

per visitor
per day

$71

million annually

$1.4
million annually

$.05
million annually

$1.45+ =
*$71 multiplier is from MSU Economic Impact Calculator - for more information please contact GTRLC for a copy of the full report.

Based on user surveys from an event including 73 
groups (176 non-local individuals)

15,000 $71 1.3

non-local
daily users

per visitor
per day* multiplier

x x 73 $522 1.3

non-local
groups

per 
group multiplier

x x

18.9%14.9%

8.7%

8.7%

14.3%
34.6%

Accommodations

Restaurant Meals

Groceries

Fuel & Auto

Other 

Concessions & 
Other Food

$522
total average 

spending 
per group

$70

$45

$45

$75

$99

$181


