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Addressing Population Loss Through Quality of Life



Purpose:
To Address Population Loss

Vision:
We envision a West Virginia where all 

our communities are vibrant and thriving

Mission:
Empower West Virginia's communities 

and partners to advance the state's economy and 
enhance quality of life through outdoor recreation



FUNDAMENTAL CHALLENGE FOR WEST 
VIRGINIA’S FUTURE

61% of WVU students leave the state upon graduation
WV has the highest ”brain drain” in the country

Aging Population

Outbound Migration

Population Loss

Job Openings

WV has the oldest population in the country

WV has seen a 12% population decline over 73 years
WV has the second lowest labor force participation in the county

There are currently 29,000 job opening in the state

“Talent is replacing the tax incentives as the most important 
factor in economic development decisions” 

President & CEO of the Florida Chamber of Commerce- to Congress



Why Is This a Viable 
Strategy? 



TALENT ATTRACTION & RETENTION
Recreation Counties Attract New Residents and Higher Incomes
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TALENT ATTRACTION & RETENTION



TALENT ATTRACTION & RETENTION

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/14/style/bouldering.html
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/viewer.html?pdfurl=https%3A%2F%2Fgardner.utah.edu%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2018-Outdoor-Partners-Report-FINAL.pdf&clen=206244&chunk=true


THE OUTDOOR OPPORTUNITY



OUTDOOR RECREATION IS BIG BUSINESS 
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https://outdoorindustry.org/advocacy



WV Outdoor Economy Generates

$1.7 Billion in WV
20,000 WV Jobs
2.8% of all employees in the 
state

2022 WV OUTDOOR ECONOMY

*Still have a long way to go: 2012-2022 WV Ranks 49th in the Country for OE's Contribution to the GDP



Without 
Trails You 
Have No 
Outdoor 
Economy



Economic 
Development

Public Health 
& Wellness

Education & 
Workforce 

Training

Conservation 
& 

Stewardship

OUR APPROACH
Infrastructure Activation Promotion



The Smith OEDC’s 
Work in the Outdoor 
Economy

Communications & Story Telling 

Workforce & Talent Pipeline

Data Analysis & Research 

Grants & Funding 

Talent Attraction 
and Retention 

Ascend 

First Ascent 

Outdoor 
Economy & 
Community 

Development 

Advancing WV’s 
Outdoor Economy 

Organizational 
Development & 

Capacity Building 

Project Development 
& Technical Assistance 

Outdoor 
Infrastructure 
Development 

Project 
Management 

Technical 
Assistance 

Education & 
Trainings 

Supporting Programs   

Core Initiatives



Outdoors Recreation’s Role 
in Health and Wellness 



SPORTS 
PARTICIPATION  6-12 

YEAR OLDS

*Core participation, meaning kids who played certain sports on a regular basis

Sports Participation of Youth, (2022). Aspen Institute’s Sports & Society Program

Most youth sports rates are 
generally declining. 

In 2021 golf, tennis, 
gymnastics, softball, had slight 
increases.

Three of the most popular 
sports basketball, baseball, and 
soccer declined again in 2021



SPORTS 
PARTICIPATION  13-

17 YEAR OLDS

*Core participation, meaning kids who played certain sports on a regular basis

Sports Participation of Youth, (2022). Aspen Institute’s Sports & Society Program

In 2021 several sports saw 
slight increases from 2008.

However, overall 
participation from 13-17 
years old’s is down. 

Income is the key indicator 
of participation in this age 
group



TRADITIONAL SPORTS 
PARTICIPATION



OUTDOOR PARTICIPANT TRENDS



OUTDOOR PARTICIPANT TRENDS
Changes in participant trends

https://outdoorindustry.org/resource/2023



OUTDOOR PARTICIPANT TRENDS
Changes in participant trends

https://outdoorindustry.org/resource/2023



OUTDOOR PARTICIPANT TRENDS



COMMUNITY HEALTH BENEFITS
For every dollar invested in building trails, nearly three 
dollars in medical cost savings may be achieved. 
Wang G, et al. A cost-benefit analysis of physical activity using bike/pedestrian trails. Health Promotion 
Practice: 2005; 6(2): 174-9

Being in nature can:
Reduce stress 
Calms anxiety
Lead to a lower risk of depression

https://news.stanford.edu/2015/06/30/hiking-mental-health-063015/

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. (2014, September). State of Obesity. 2014, from 
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2014/09/the-state-of-obesity.html



STUDIES SHOW THE BENEFITS OF 
BEING OUTSIDE IN NATURE

There is no replacement for the peaceful 
elements of nature

Smell, sight, and sound of nature changes our 
brains and improves health

The more time spent in nature the more benefits

Nature can reduce stress and  improve mental 
health

Just think if we can combine the mental health 
benefits of being outside with the benefits of 
exercise



COMMUNITY HEALTH BENEFITS



COMMUNITY HEALTH BENEFITS



WHY WV?: VALUABLE, RARE, & HARD TO 
IMITATE

3 OF THE MOST POPULAR CLIMBING 
AREAS IN THE MID-ATLANTIC REGION

GREATEST DENSITY OF 
RIVERS/WHITEWATER IN THE U.S



Asset Mapping: Valuable, Rare, Hard to Imitate

ANCHORED IN THE OUTDOORS



Building Buy-In & 
Partnerships Through Proof 

In Concept



Morgantown Trail 
Opportunities

Trail Within 1-Mile of Every Resident
Key Elements:

Over 100 miles of trail within 30-minute drive
14+ different locations
Shared-use and bike-specific
Active Transportation Network

Connectivity to homes, schools, and businesses
Multiple Land Owners

Partners: City of Morgantown, WVU Davis 
College, WVU OEDC, Mon County 
Schools, WVU Innovation Corp, MAMBA, 
IMBA



Mountaineer Bike Yard @ Mylan Park
No other facility like it in the 

eastern U.S.
All Weather/Hard Surfaced
BMX Track
UCI Competition Pump Track
Jump & Flow Track
Skills Trail

EDA Travel, Tourism and 
Outdoor Recreation- $5.7m
Partners: Mylan Park Foundation, 

WVU OEDC, Action Sports Design, 
Visit Mountaineer Country, EDA



New River Gorge Area
Build on the recent National Park 

Designation
Diversify opportunities
4 Locations- All near town
CDS Funding for Phases I & II- 

$1.5m
Town, County, City/Land Trust 

Property Owners
Partners: NRGRDA, FTC, City of Oak 

Hill, Town of Fayetteville, Region IV Planning and 
Development Council, Fayette County, NPS, WV 
Land Trust



Greenbrier Valley
• They had an idea of what they wanted

Hubcap- bike park in WSS
5,000 acers of State Forest

Fish Hatchery and Lewisburg
Would the location allow for & create 
accessibility?

• Organizational Capacity
GVORBA
Create non-profit status

• Got to work
Realistic - Moving dirt in 3 years or less
Grants- Planning & $2.6m HUD earmark

Partners: WV DNR, WV Forestry, US Fish & 
Wildlife, City of Lewisburg, City of White Sulphur 
Springs, Local Businesses



Elkins Area- EAST
Brought Community Together
Property Identification

Was it enough property?
Do we/could we get landowner 
permission?
Would the location allow for & create 
accessibility?

Organizational Capacity
Consistency in meetings

Working Group
Informing

Now moving to formalization
Got to work

Realistic - Moving dirt in 3 years or less
Grants- Planning



Two Phase Project: In Town & Mon National 
Forest

In-Town
ARC POWER Planning Grant
4 Locations
Move dirt quickly
2 phases funded

Mon National Forest
IMBA- TAG
12,000+ acers of MNF
Elkins and Parsons
Longer process



Activation
The People Part of the Equation



ACTIVATION

Community Lifestyle: Live, Work, & Play
Think of an iconic destination, or trail community
Can you describe the feeling or vibe of that place?
That vibe that you feel is their culture
Translates to a brand and image

*None of these impacts happen if your community is not involved
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ACTIVATION

Community Lifestyle: Live, Work, & Play
Actively build that culture by creating 
awareness, excitement, and opportunities.

Programming
Events
Branding & Promotion 

This results in momentum for the community
Activation adds people to the equation
An active vibrant community is the ROI
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ACTIVATION
Program Strategy
Create opportunities for engagement:

Develop full progression of 
programming

Skills clinics
Group rides – Especially Beginner!
Events & races

Diversify opportunities:
Youth & family programming
Partner with other organizations
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ACTIVATION
Connect the Experience
Think of surrounding amenities & assets that turn 
a community into a destination:

Spectrum of accommodations
Mainstreet/Downtown Experience
Amenities:

Restaurants
Shops
Outdoor Retail & Bike Shops

Music, Arts & Culture, Tech 
Connectivity
Other outdoor activities
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Programming For the Future
Active Southern WV
Girls on the Run
Little Bellas
NICA

National
West Virginia 



Thank You!

Questions?
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