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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  SHOP SMALL, ADVENTURE BIG

On a warm June 
morning, the 

difference between a 
frustrating outdoor trip 
and a memorable one 
often comes down to a 
simple choice: where 

you buy your gear.

Locally owned outdoor out-
fitters are quietly powering the 
summer recreation economy. 
These shops do more than sell 
equipment; they offer exper-
tise, community connections 
and a gateway into regional 
tourism.

Unlike big-box retailers, local 
outfitters tailor their inventory 
to the specific terrain and con-
ditions of the region. Whether 
it’s advising on river-safe kayaks 
or recommending breathable 
hiking layers for humid sum-
mers, staff at local outfitters are 
often experienced outdoors-
people who know the land-
scape firsthand.

That insight matters. Out-
door recreation continues to 
surge nationwide, with Recre-
ation.gov reporting growing de-
mand for camping, hiking and 
gear rentals across thousands 
of public sites. But many new-
comers lack the experience to 
confidently get started. That’s 
where local shops shine.

You don’t need to buy every-
thing. Often you just need a few 
key supplies. 

Local outfitters also act as in-
formal tourism hubs. Ask about 
a trail and you might leave with 

a hand-drawn map. Ask about 
kayaking and you might hear 
about a quiet stretch of river 
tourists rarely find. This hy-
per-local knowledge encourag-
es visitors to explore beyond 
seasonally crowded 
destinations.

Economically, the impact 
adds up. Money spent at locally 

owned businesses tends to cir-
culate within the region, sup-
porting jobs and services in the 
community.

For beginners, the advice is 
simple: start small and build re-
lationships. Rent gear before 
buying. Ask questions. Let local 
experts guide your first outings.

In the outdoors, the best gear 

isn’t always what you buy. It’s 
what you learn.

Many outfitters also host 
workshops, guided trips and 
beginner-friendly classes that 
lower the barrier to entry for 
outdoor recreation. These ex-
periences not only build skills 
but also foster confidence and 
a sense of belonging in 

unfamiliar environments. In an 
era where online shopping is 
common, these in-person con-
nections are increasingly valu-
able. They remind us that 
outdoor recreation is not just 
about gear, but about people, 
places and shared knowledge 
passed from one adventurer to 
the next.

Why Local Outfitters Matter
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  SHELTER

Walk into any 
outdoor store and 

you’ll face a wall of 
tents — lightweight, 

family-sized, 
ultralight, budget-
friendly. Choosing  
the right one can  

feel overwhelming, 
especially for first-

time campers.

The good news: most sum-
mer campers don’t need any-
thing extreme. The key is 
matching your tent to how 
and where you plan to camp.

The best tent isn’t the most 
expensive or the lightest. It’s 
the one that fits your style of 
adventure.

For casual campers heading 
to established campgrounds, 
comfort matters more than 
weight. A larger tent with 
room to stand, store gear and 
move around can make the 
experience far more enjoy-
able. Many public camp-
grounds are easily accessible 
by car, meaning you don’t 
need to worry about carrying 
your gear long distances.

For hikers or backpackers, 
weight becomes critical. 
Lightweight tents are designed 
to pack small and carry easily, 
but they often sacrifice interi-
or space and durability. If 
you’re hiking into remote ar-
eas, that tradeoff is worth it.

Weather resistance is anoth-
er factor. Even in summer, 

storms can roll in quickly. 
Look for tents with a full rain-
fly and solid ventilation to 
handle both rain and 
humidity.

Don’t overlook setup. After 
a long day outdoors, wrestling 
with complicated poles can be 
frustrating. Many newer tents 
are designed for quick assem-
bly, making them ideal for 

beginners.
Budget matters, too. While 

premium tents offer durability 
and lighter materials, many 
affordable options perform 
well for occasional campers. 
Renting gear from local outfit-
ters can be a smart way to test 
before committing.

Finally, think about capacity 
realistically. A “four-person” 

tent typically fits four people 
tightly, with little room for 
gear. Many campers size up 
for comfort.

It’s also worth considering 
the little details that make a 
big difference over a week-
end. Interior pockets help 
keep essentials organized, 
while vestibules provide a dry 
place for muddy shoes and 

gear. 
Good airflow reduces con-

densation on warm nights, 
improving overall comfort. 

Before heading out, practice 
setting up your tent at home. 
A quick trial run can prevent 
frustration at the campsite 
and help ensure your trip 
starts — and ends — on the 
right note.

The Great Tent Debate
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  CLOSE TO HOME, FAR FROM ORDINARY

You don’t need  
a national park to 
find a great hike.

Local trails offer accessible, 
affordable outdoor experienc-
es, often just minutes from 
home. And while they may 
lack the fame of distant desti-
nations, they deliver some-
thing equally valuable: 
consistency.

Local forest preserves and 
park systems provide miles of 
trails for hiking, biking and 
wildlife viewing. In places like 
regional conservation dis-
tricts, visitors can explore di-
verse landscapes while 
supporting conservation ef-
forts that protect these spaces 
for future generations.

The appeal is simple. Local 
trails remove the barriers that 
often prevent people from get-
ting outdoors: travel time, cost 
and planning. A spontaneous 
evening hike becomes possi-
ble. A quick morning walk 
turns into a weekly habit.

For beginners, these trails 
are ideal training grounds. 
You can experiment with gear, 
build endurance and develop 
confidence without commit-
ting to a full-day excursion.

They also play a significant 
role in local tourism. Visitors 
increasingly seek “micro-ad-
ventures” — short, meaningful 
outdoor experiences that don’t 
require extensive travel. Com-
munities that invest in trail 
systems benefit from in-
creased foot traffic to nearby 
businesses, from coffee shops 
to outdoor retailers.

Environmental impact is an-
other advantage. Staying local 
reduces travel emissions while 
encouraging stewardship of 
nearby natural spaces.

Still, even familiar trails  
require preparation. Check 
conditions, bring water and 
respect posted guidelines.  
Many parks are balancing 

increased usage with conser-
vation needs, making respon-
sible recreation more 
important than ever.

If you’re looking to expand 
beyond your usual route, start 
by exploring regional park di-
rectories or state resources. 

The trail you’ve driven past 
a hundred times might be the 

one that changes your routine 
—and your perspective.

Even without traveling far, 
local trails can feel different 
each time you visit. Light 
shifts throughout the day, 
wildlife appears unexpectedly 
and small changes in the land-
scape reveal new details. By 
returning regularly, you can 

experience something new 
each time. By noticing pat-
terns and nuances you might 
miss on a one-time trip, you 
can build a deeper connection 
to familiar places. You might 
even be willing to get outdoors 
more often with a variety of 
new experiences available 
nearby.

Rediscover Local Hiking Trails
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  PADDLE, DON’T POWER

There’s a quiet 
revolution  
happening  

on the water.
As summer recreation 

evolves, more people are trad-
ing speed for stillness — choos-
ing kayaks, canoes and 
paddleboards over motorized 
boats. The shift reflects a 
broader trend toward low-im-
pact, experience-driven out-
door activities.

Non-motorized boating of-
fers a different kind of connec-
tion. Without engine noise, 
paddlers hear the rhythm of 
water, the call of birds, and the 
subtle movement of wind. It’s 
immersive in a way that motor-
ized recreation rarely is.

It’s also accessible. Many 
lakes and rivers across the re-
gion support paddling, and 
rental options have expanded 
significantly. 

For local economies, this 
trend creates new opportuni-
ties. Outfitters offering kayak 
and canoe rentals are seeing 
increased demand, while near-
by businesses, from cafes to 
campgrounds, benefit from 
the influx of visitors.

Safety, however, remains 
critical. Life jackets, weather 
awareness and basic paddling 
skills are essential. Beginners 
should start on calm waters 
and consider guided outings.

Environmentally, non-mo-
torized boating has clear ad-
vantages. It produces no 
emissions, minimizes shore-
line erosion and reduces noise 
pollution — helping preserve 

ecosystems and wildlife 
habitats.

The experience is also adapt-
able. A solo paddle offers soli-
tude, while group outings 
create shared memories. Fami-
lies, couples and individuals 
can all find a pace that suits 
them.

As outdoor recreation con-
tinues to grow, activities that 
balance accessibility, sustain-
ability and enjoyment are gain-
ing traction. Non-motorized 
boating checks all three boxes.

In a culture that often priori-
tizes speed, paddling offers 
something different: presence.

Getting started doesn’t re-
quire a major investment. Ma-
ny beginners can rent 
equipment for a few hours and 
learn basic techniques quickly. 
Local waterways often have 
designated launch points, 
making access straightforward 
even for first-timers. With a bit 

of practice, paddlers develop 
rhythm, balance and efficien-
cy, turning what first feels un-
familiar into an intuitive, 
rewarding activity. That low 
barrier to entry is a key reason 
more people are discovering — 
and sticking with — non-mo-
torized boating.

Non-Motorized Boating
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  FROM GROUND TO GRANITE

Rock climbing might 
look intimidating, 

but getting started is 
more accessible than 

most people think.

Across the country, climb-
ing has grown rapidly, fueled 
by indoor gyms and outdoor 
destinations that welcome be-
ginners. While iconic loca-
tions draw experienced 
climbers, many regional areas 
offer approachable routes for 
newcomers.

These accessible environ-
ments allow beginners to 
learn fundamentals without 
extreme exposure.

The first step is education. 
Most new climbers begin at 
indoor gyms, where they can 
learn techniques, safety proto-
cols and equipment use in a 
controlled setting. From 
there, guided outdoor experi-
ences help bridge the gap.

Gear can be a barrier — but 
doesn’t have to be. Many out-
fitters and climbing gyms of-
fer rentals, making it possible 
to try the sport before 
investing.

Safety is non-negotiable. 
Proper instruction, reliable 
equipment and understanding 
basic systems, such as belay-
ing, are essential. Beginners 
should always climb with ex-
perienced partners or certi-
fied guides.

Climbing is as much mental 
as physical. It requires prob-
lem-solving, focus and trust.

From lodging to dining, 
climbing benefits surrounding 

communities. Destinations at-
tract visitors who often stay 
longer and spend more 
locally. 

For those hesitant to try, 
start small. Indoor gyms, be-
ginner classes and guided 

outings provide a low-risk en-
try point.

Progress in climbing comes 
quickly with consistency. Even 
a few sessions can improve 
strength, technique and confi-
dence on the wall. Many gyms 

offer routes of varying diffi-
culty, allowing beginners to 
advance at their own pace 
without pressure. As skills de-
velop, climbers often find a 
strong sense of community, 
with experienced participants 

offering tips and encourage-
ment. That supportive envi-
ronment helps newcomers 
stay motivated and makes 
climbing not just a sport, but 
a social and personal 
challenge.

Get Started with Rock Climbing
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  STAY LOCAL

You don’t have to 
travel far to feel better.

More people are discovering 
that nearby parks, trails and 
open spaces offer something 
increasingly valuable: a direct, 
reliable way to improve both 
personal health and environ-
mental well-being.

The physical benefits are 
straightforward. Regular time 
outdoors — whether it’s walk-
ing, biking, or paddling — sup-
ports cardiovascular health, 
improves sleep and boosts 
overall fitness. But what’s often 
overlooked is how much easier 
it is to maintain those habits 
when nature is close by. A 
20-minute walk after dinner or 
a quick morning loop on a lo-
cal trail is far more sustainable 
than occasional, large-scale 
outings.

Mental health gains are just 
as significant. Studies consis-
tently show that time in green 
space reduces stress, lowers 
anxiety and improves mood. 
Even brief exposure to natural 
environments can help reset 
attention and reduce mental fa-
tigue. In a world where many 
people feel constantly over-
stimulated, nearby nature pro-
vides a rare opportunity to 
slow down without requiring 
major time or financial 
investment.

There’s also a social dimen-
sion. Local parks and trails 
create shared spaces where 
people connect, informally 
but meaningfully. Everyone 
can benefit from environ-
ments that encourage move-
ment and interaction without 

pressure or cost.
Choosing to recreate locally 

also has a measurable environ-
mental impact. Shorter travel 
distances mean fewer emis-
sions. A quick bike ride to a 
trailhead or a walk to a neigh-
borhood park reduces reliance 
on cars, cutting down on fuel 
use and air pollution. Multiply 
that behavior across a commu-
nity and the effect becomes 
substantial.

Local recreation also builds 
environmental awareness. 
When people spend time in 
nearby natural spaces, they’re 
more likely to notice changes, 
such as erosion on a trail, litter 
in a creek or shifts in plant and 
animal life. That awareness of-
ten leads to stewardship. Peo-
ple protect what they regularly 
experience.

Communities benefit, too. 
Increased use of local green 

spaces can support funding, 
maintenance and conservation 
efforts. When residents value 
these areas, they’re more likely 
to advocate for their protection 
and improvement.

Increased use, however, 
must come with responsibility. 
Staying on marked trails, prop-
erly disposing of waste and re-
specting wildlife are essential 
practices. The goal is not just to 
enjoy these spaces but to 

ensure they remain healthy 
and accessible.

Health—both personal and 
environmental—is built through 
consistency, not intensity. And 
the easiest way to be consistent 
is to start where you are.

The most powerful connec-
tion to nature isn’t the one you 
plan months in advance. It’s 
the one you return to, again 
and again, just a few minutes 
from your front door.

Recreating Close to Home
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SUMMER RECREATION GUIDE  |  LEAVE IT BETTER

Public lands are seeing re-
cord use, and with that comes 
increased pressure on ecosys-
tems, infrastructure and wild-
life. Managing that impact 
requires a collective effort 
from visitors.

The concept is simple: enjoy 
nature without damaging it.

That starts with prepara-
tion. Planning trips in advance 
helps visitors understand site 
conditions, regulations and 
limits, reducing overcrowding 
and environmental strain.

Basic practices make a big 
difference. Stay on marked 
trails. Pack out trash. Respect 
wildlife. Avoid disturbing nat-
ural features.

A trend emerging out of 
Sweden lets hikers prioritize 
both personal health and envi-
ronmental cleanliness. “Plog-
ging” combines jogging or 
walking with picking up litter. 
Combining “jogging” and 
plocka upp (Swedish for “pick 
up”), plogging offers an envi-
ronmentally responsible 
workout. Participants typically 
carry bags and wear gloves to 
collect trash while exercising.

Campers should use desig-
nated sites and follow fire 
guidelines. Even small ac-
tions, such as properly extin-
guishing a campfire, can 
prevent significant damage.

Local park systems are in-
vesting in improvements to 
handle increased visitation, 

from upgraded facilities to ex-
panded staffing. But infra-
structure alone isn’t enough.

Visitors play a direct role in 
preserving these spaces.

Responsible recreation also 
supports tourism sustainabili-
ty. Destinations that maintain 
their natural appeal are more 
likely to attract repeat visitors 
and long-term economic 
benefits.

For newcomers, the learn-
ing curve is real, but manage-
able. Many organizations offer 
guidelines and educational re-
sources to help people get 
started.

The goal isn’t perfection. It’s 
awareness.

The future of outdoor recre-
ation depends not just on ac-
cess, but on how we use it.

Small choices add up over 
time. Choosing reusable water 
bottles, minimizing single-use 
packaging and cleaning gear 
between trips can all reduce 
environmental impact. Even 
sharing knowledge with 
friends or family helps rein-
force responsible habits. 
When more people adopt 
these practices, the cumula-
tive effect can be significant. 
Protecting outdoor spaces isn’t 
limited to large initiatives — 
it’s built on everyday decisions 
that, collectively, help ensure 
these places remain accessi-
ble, healthy and enjoyable for 
future visitors.

Responsible Recreation
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As more people head outdoors, one 
principle is becoming increasingly 

important: responsibility.


