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Spotlight On Recreation: An Interview with Jessica Savage, FPR’s 
New Recreation Coordinator 
 
Outdoor recreation is a time-honored tradition in the state of Vermont. 
Among Vermonters, at least 74% of us are participating in some form of 
outdoor recreation each year. Nationally, participation in outdoor 
recreation continues to climb as well, with nearly 50% of Americans ages 6 
and older participating in some form of outdoor recreation in 2012. For 
those living on the east coast, Vermont is a premier destination for outdoor 
rec. enthusiasts. That is evidenced by the impact outdoor recreation has 
on Vermont's economy, with a full 12% of our gross state product directly 
tied to outdoor recreation on an annual basis.  
 
This is wonderful news! Whether running, paddling, skiing or hunting, 
outdoor recreation is healthy for our bodies and minds, supports our 
economy and is one of the best ways for people of all walks of life to build a connection to the natural 
world. While we have 52 wonderful state parks to serve the recreation needs of residents and visitors 
alike, there is a new trend emerging in Vermont: dispersed recreation. People are increasingly 
recreating off the beaten path, and rather than limiting themselves to parks, they are branching out 
into backcountry skiing, mountain biking, trail running, climbing and many other activities that take 
them away from developed campgrounds and into the surrounding wildlands. Given the importance of 
recreation to the culture and economic health of Vermont, the Department of Forests, Parks & 
Recreation recently created a new position designed to focus solely on recreation. That role has 
recently been filled by Jessica Savage, who has over a decade of experience working in recreation 
management. 
 
According to Ms. Savage, "my two main goals are to increase public access to state lands, and to 
strengthen our partnerships with related organizations who are working to support outdoor recreation 
in Vermont. What we're really talking about is dispersed recreation, so really increasing attention to 
hiking, mountain biking, that type of non-state park recreation that is happening in the backcountry." 
When asked how, during the course of the 18-month limited service position, she aimed to 
accomplish the goals above, Jessica explained, "One of the major goals for me is to make sure that 
we're gathering data that is useful and that helps us make good decisions. I'm working with our 
regional staff so that we are gathering the right kind of information, so that we can be making 
proactive, really coordinated decisions." 
 
"I'm also working closely with recreation management groups like the Green Mountain Club (GMC), 
the Vermont Mountain Biking Association (VMBA), the Climbing Resource Access Group (CRAG), 
the Vermont Association of Snow Travelers (VAST), any group that is advocating for recreation or 
access to recreation in Vermont," Savage continued. "I'm re-examining a lot of our cooperative 
agreements with these groups, and adding new ones. We tend to see that with these cooperative 
agreements in place, the public will benefit from better recreation management when these groups 
are involved. They know their sport, and when they share their knowledge, the people benefit. For 
example, a member of CRAG recently wrote a climbing guide and many of the sites were on state 
land. Some of them we knew about, and some of them we didn't. That kind of insight helps us to be 
proactive, and it helps me to do a better job and get ahead of those trends so that we're really 
managing well and increasing access in response to increasing interest from segments of the public." 
 
I asked Jessica to talk a little about trends that she is seeing in Vermont. "We're seeing a lot of 
backcountry skiing use," she responded. "The equipment has changed a lot in recent years, and so 
it's more accessible to backcountry ski. It raises all kinds of issues, as you would imagine; safety 
rescue, cutting, land ownership, access issues, they all come up. Climbing, mountain biking, for sure 



these are increasing. Adventure racing like the Tough Mudder, the Zombie Run, these are another 
huge one. We've seen a huge increase in the amount of people looking to be punished, and paying to 
do it. So what I see in general, when I look at all of these trends together, is a real increase in 
dispersed recreation use. People are showing up in their car with their own equipment and just 
heading out. It's just really what people are into in Vermont, that's what they come here to do." 
 
What does that mean, I ask here, for recreation's footprint? Are there concerns from an ecological 
perspective about the move from concentrated use on a small area to activities that are more 
dispersed? "We definitely consider the impacts," Jessica responds. "If you're going to start adding 
more people, and more infrastructure into the landscape, you have to make sure that it's really well-
built, that it is sustainable over the long-term. On the other hand, there are some existing spots out 
there that are being loved to death. If you have a trail that is seeing 20,000 people hiking it a year, 
and you offer these people a sustainably-built trail somewhere else, what we're doing as I see it is 
lessening impacts in those really high-use areas. If we have better and more diverse recreation 
offerings, we're providing a relief valve. We're dispersing people across the landscape, and giving 
those overused spaces some opportunity at recovery." 
 
Finally, I ask Ms. Savage if there is anything that she wants our readers to know. "Thank your local 
landowner," she replies nearly immediately. And thank the legislature and the ANR for thinking ahead 
and helping to solidify landowner liability protection. So much of the public recreation that happens is 
happening on private land, and without those protections we wouldn't see that trend continuing. It is 
so important to get that message out, to the people who live here now and the people who may come 
in the future. Continue that tradition of sharing the land, because state lands are the tiniest piece of 
where recreation is occurring. Recreation is happening everywhere, and that is thanks to all of the 
landowners who continue to allow access to their lands." 
 
If you are interested in learning more about volunteering to manage a recreation resource, get in 
touch with a local chapter for whatever use you have an interest in. If you have an idea for a project, 
or if you have a place that you would love to see improved, you can contact Jessica at 
jessica.savage@state.vt.us. 
 


