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SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

Recreational boating—which includes fishing from a boat—is one of the largest outdoor activities
in Minnesota.  It is ranked second only to walking as an outdoor pursuit among Minnesota adults.
Most of Minnesota boating is motorized, but an important segment of the boating market is human-
powered.  Currently, one-in-five registered boats in Minnesota is a canoe or kayak, and canoes and
kayaks have maintained their share of all boats during the sizable increase in boat numbers over the
last 25 years.  The number of registered canoes and kayaks reached 172,442 in 2004.  Paddlers of
canoes and kayaks are a common sight on Minnesota lakes and streams.

To gain a better understanding of canoeing and kayaking in Minnesota, the DNR conducted this
study, which has two major goals.  One goal is to provide a general understanding of the nature
and direction of canoeing/kayaking in Minnesota, and the second goal is to provide information to
help guide Minnesota’s Canoe and Boating Route (CBR) Program.  A primary target market of the
CBR Program is canoers and kayakers.  The CBR Program was established by the Minnesota
Legislature in 1963.  To date, 26 rivers, totaling 3400 river miles, have been designated as part of
the CBR Program.

Boat registration and boating-use trends are examined as part of this first goal.  For both goals,
Minnesota canoe and kayak owners are queried in a statewide survey about many aspects of their
paddling activity, including reasons for canoeing/kayaking, barriers to river paddling, opinions on
potential paddling-related management actions, evaluations of the importance and performance of
river facilities and services for paddlers, and boating-safety issues.  Survey respondents were
owners of Minnesota-registered canoes and kayaks.  The survey did not cover canoers/kayakers
who rent craft from outfitters.

NATURE AND DIRECTION OF CANOEING/KAYAKING IN MINNESOTA

Status and trends in registrations and use of canoes/kayaks

Overall boat registrations have increased substantially (about 50%) over the last 25 years.  Since
1980, canoes and kayaks have maintained their share (20%) of all boat registrations.  The mix
between canoes and kayaks, however, is changing rapidly.  Since 2000, canoe registrations have
been stable, while kayak registrations have doubled.  It should be noted that these boat-registration
trends do not capture trends in non-motorized craft nine feet in length or less, which are not re-
quired to be registered in Minnesota.  Trends in the number of these smaller non-motorized craft
are not available.

The majority of canoeing/kayaking occurs on lakes, with a smaller portion on rivers and streams.
Rivers and streams—though used less than lakes—have a positive image for canoers and kayakers.
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In spite of boat registration increases, a series of boating studies found that overall boating use is
stable, with no increase or decrease since the 1980s.  The typical boat, it appears, is being used less
over time.  In these boating studies, canoeing and kayaking is a small portion of use and cannot be
tracked separately from overall boating use.  As a result, the direction of canoeing/kayaking use in
Minnesota is not well known.  There are some indications, however, that canoeing/kayaking use is
more or less stable, much like boating overall.   These indications are from data on perceived per-
craft use rates, and from boating indicators in two areas in the state that are largely devoted to non-
motorized boating use: Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW), and Federal-man-
aged area of the lower St. Croix River.

Experience canoeing/kayaking

Canoe and kayak owners have a good deal of experience in their activity, and this is especially true
of canoers.  Canoe owners have a median of 30 years of experience in Minnesota.  Kayak owners
have less experience, probably due to the fact that kayaks have only recently become popular.

Reasons for canoeing/kayaking

Primary reasons involve enjoying nature and escaping a hectic lifestyle (especially the reason
“experience silence and quiet”).  Paddling also shows itself to be a social activity; being with
family and friends is an important reason for participating.

Kayakers have two major differences from canoers: kayakers are far more interested in exercise/
feeling healthier and far less interested in catching/harvesting game and fish.  For kayakers, this
exercise/feeling healthier reason is a top-ranked motivation for participation, while catching/
harvesting game and fish is a bottom-ranked motivation.  For canoers, both of these motivations are
medium-ranked.

Water-surface zoning to enhance canoeing/kayaking

Canoers and kayakers were asked how much they agreed/disagreed with four statements concern-
ing water-surface zoning that restricts motorized boating.  The overall results indicate that paddlers
are largely ambivalent about each water-surface zoning option.  However, the overall results mask
a strong difference that depends on whether the paddler has a motorized boat in the household.
For those paddlers who do not have a motorboat at home, each zoning statement is agreed to far
more than if the paddler is in a motorized boating household.  Having a motorboat in the household
makes motorized restrictions less attractive to paddlers.  Overall, nearly 60 percent (57%) of
paddlers have a motorboat at home.

Boating safety

Canoers and kayakers were asked about selected boating-safety topics, including formal boating-
safety training, use of life vests, and type of beverages that they take on an outing.

In terms of safety training, canoe/kayak owners are typical of most boaters.  About one-quarter
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have completed a formal safety course.  Kayak owners are more likely to have completed such as
course than canoe owners (32% versus 22%, respectively).

The large majority of paddlers (86%) wear life vests, well above the typical portion wearing a life
(40%-50%) found in the regional boating studies.  The typical boat in the regional studies is in a
motorboat, which probably provides a greater sense of water safety than a canoe or kayak.  As a
general rule, the larger the boat, the less likely the boater will be wearing a life vest.

The percent of paddlers with alcoholic beverages on board is on the low side compared with the
typical boater in the regional studies, while the percent without beverages of any kind is on the
high side.  The lack of beverages of any kind may be due to the shorter length of time paddlers are
on the water, and to the active nature of the paddling activity that makes managing beverages more
cumbersome in the canoe or kayak.

Characteristics of canoe and kayak owners

Several  characteristics of canoe and kayak owners were collected in the survey, including: experi-
ence with canoeing/kayaking, prevalence of having a motorboat in the household, ownership of
shoreland residences, use of MN DNR website, radio listening habits, and demographics (age,
gender, race, ethnicity, education, income, and household size).

MINNESOTA’S CANOE AND BOATING ROUTE (CBR) PROGRAM

Awareness of CBR river program

A large majority of canoers and kayakers have little if any awareness of the CBR Program.  Thus,
when communicating with most paddlers about
river-related topics, referencing the CBR Program
is probably not very useful at present.

Use of CBR rivers

Although largely unaware of the “CBR Program,”
some two-thirds of owners report using a CBR
river sometime in the past.  Around one-third
report have camped from a canoe/kayak on a CBR
river sometime in the past.

In the last 12 months, about one-third report using
a CBR river and just over 10 percent report camp-
ing from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river.
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Interest in more CBR use and barriers to more use

About one-third (35%) of canoers/kayakers used a CBR river in the last 12 months.  Most (68%),
however, would like to use CBR rivers more often, indicating that river use is generally viewed in
a positive light.

For those who have an interest in using CBR rivers more, the major barrier to more river use is a
lack of time; time constraints are a universal barrier to more participation in of just about any
outdoor pursuit.  This lack-of-time barrier is followed by the more specific barriers of arranging
shuttling, lack of prior knowledge of water levels, and expectations that motorized watercraft will
interfere with the enjoyment of their outing.

Interest in more camping from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers and barriers to more camping

While just 12 percent of canoers/kayakers camped from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river in the last
12 months, nearly half (49%) would like to do this type of camping more often.

For those who have an interest in camping more, the leading barriers are related to the availability
of campsites: guarantee of a site, too few campsites, and campsites too full.  These same “availabil-
ity of campsite” items are leading barriers to sea-kayaker use of water-accessible campsites along
the North Shore of Lake Superior.

Importance and performance of CBR facilities/services for an enjoyable outing

Canoers and kayakers who have used CBR rivers in the past were asked about the importance and
quality of various facilities and services offered on CBR rivers.  The most important items for an
enjoyable outing are CBR accesses and river maps.  These are followed by river-level reporting
and MN DNR website info.  Other items (such as campsites, rest areas and obstacle removal) are
of lesser importance overall.

For those who judge a facility or service “very” or “moderately” important for their enjoyment,
satisfaction is higher for some facilities/services than others.  Accesses and maps—which have the
highest importance ratings—have the highest satisfaction levels (60%-70% “very satisfied” or
“satisfied” responses).  Of the facilities/services evaluated, accesses and maps are the main suc-
cesses, and efforts should be made to ensure their continued success.  For the next two most
important facilities/services (river-level reporting and MNDNR website info) satisfaction levels are
lower, with about 50 percent “satisfied” or “very satisfied”.  These are candidates for additional
attention.

The lowest satisfaction rates are for camping related items (30% to 40% “satisfied” or “very
satisfied”), and include the number and maintenance of campsites.  These low satisfaction rates are
a clear indication that campers do not believe the program is working well for their interests.  As
noted above, these camping items are of medium importance to CBR canoers/kayakers overall,
which is consistent with the fact that many CBR canoers/kayakers are not campers on CBR rivers.
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Two other medium-importance facilities/services to CBR paddlers are portages and obstacle
removal.  The former has a medium satisfaction rate, and the latter has a low satisfaction rate;
both—and especially obstacle removal—would warrant receiving additional resources to boost
satisfaction rates.  The remaining two facilities/services (rest areas and informational signage) are of
the lowest importance, and each has a medium satisfaction rate.

Potential management actions on CBR rivers

Canoers and kayakers who have used CBR rivers in the past were asked about their views on 13
possible management actions on CBR rivers.

In summary, CBR river users support management actions that provide them with additional
opportunities or information (e.g., more access or camping), and oppose actions that would restrict
their behavior (e.g., prohibit wood fires).  And they want the setting for paddling to be as natural as
possible, with little interference from other recreation activities that would modify the “naturalness”
of the setting (e.g., off-road vehicles).

High priority CBR river topics for canoers/kayakers

Several topics are identified—through the survey results—to be of high priority to river canoers/
kayakers.  The topics cover boating facilities, services, and issues.  A topic becomes high priority if
it meets one or more of these conditions: (i) the topic has high importance to the enjoyment of river
use, (ii) the topic represents a high-ranking barrier to more river use, or (iii) the topic is a
management option that receives large support.  Putting effort into these high-priority topics would
appear—from the survey results—to make sense to canoers/kayakers.

●  Accesses along CBR rivers:  Along with maps, access is ranked at the top in terms of importance
to canoers/kayakers, and has one of the highest satisfaction rates, which makes it a leading
program success at present.  Efforts to ensure this continues to be a success would make sense to
canoers/kayakers.

●  Maps of CBR rivers:  Along with access, maps are ranked at the top in terms of importance to
canoers/kayakers, and have one of the highest satisfaction rates, which makes them a leading
program success at present.  Efforts to ensure this continues to be a success would make sense to
canoers/kayakers.

●  River-level reporting:  When asked about the importance of various facilities/services that make a
CBR outing enjoyable, canoers/kayakers rank river-level reporting as number three, after river
accesses and river maps.  For those who think river-level reporting is important to their outing,
satisfaction with the current river-level reporting is not particularly high.  There is a lot of room
for improvement in this relatively important information service, and efforts to improve it would
make sense to canoers/kayakers.

●  Shuttling back upstream after a CBR river outing:  As a barrier to more CBR river use, arranging
a shuttle back upstream after a river trip is ranked number two, after lack of time (a universal
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barrier).  It is ranked ahead of river-level reporting.  Shuttling is an inherent problem of river
paddling and is something users need to plan for.  Maps and accesses (two topics above) are
critical to canoers/kayakers who need to plan how to shuttle their craft back upstream after a
river trip.  And the MN DNR website (a topic below) could conceivably offer valuable advice
on how to find services that provide shuttle arrangements.

●  Camping from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river:  Providing more campsites is strongly supported
by canoers/kayakers.  The major barriers to more camping relate to the availability of campsites:
guarantee of a site, too few campsites, and campsites too full.  These same “availability of
campsite” items are leading barriers to sea-kayaker use of water-accessible campsites along the
North Shore of Lake Superior.

Camping-related items (number and maintenance of campsites) received the lowest satisfaction
marks of any of the facilities/services evaluated in the survey by canoers/kayakers.  To make
camping more than a marginal performer among CBR river facilities/services, it appears, would
require a fair amount of additional effort.

●  Conflicts with motorboats on CBR rivers:  A high-ranked barrier to more CBR river use (equal
to not knowing water levels prior to the trip) is the expectation that motorized watercraft will
interfere with the enjoyment of the outing.  This barrier could be addressed with water-surface
zoning, access planning (e.g., providing carry-in accesses only), and with information on river
reaches that are known to be largely free of motorized craft.

●  MN DNR website information on CBR rivers:  When asked about the importance of various
facilities/services that make a CBR outing enjoyable, canoers/kayakers rank the MN DNR
website information as number four, after river accesses, maps, and river-level reporting.  For
those who think website information is important to their outing, satisfaction with the current
website information is not particularly high (only about half are satisfied).  There is a lot of room
for improvement in this relatively important information-access service, and efforts to improve it
would make sense to canoers/kayakers.

The MN DNR website is a good location for information on many of the preceding high-priority
topics: river accesses, river maps, and river-level conditions.  It could also be place to provide
information on rivers with little motorboat traffic (i.e., where to avoid conflicts with motorboats),
and to set expectations about campsite maintenance standards.  The website could conceivably
offer valuable advice on how to find services that provide shuttle arrangements and where to
look for near-river campgrounds that accept reservations.
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INTRODUCTION

Recreational boating—which includes fishing from a boat—is one of the largest
outdoor activities in Minnesota.  It is ranked second only to walking as an
outdoor pursuit among Minnesota adults (Reference 1).  Most of Minnesota
boating is motorized, but an important segment of the boating market is human-
powered.  Currently, one-in-five registered boats in Minnesota is a canoe or
kayak, and canoes and kayaks have maintained their share of all boats during the
sizable increase in boat numbers over the last 25 years.  The number of registered
canoes and kayaks reached 172,442 in 2004.  Paddlers of canoes and kayaks are a
common sight on Minnesota lakes and streams.

To gain a better understanding of canoeing and kayaking in Minnesota, the DNR
conducted this study, which has two major goals.  One goal is to provide a
general understanding of the nature and direction of canoeing/kayaking in
Minnesota.  Boat registration and boating-use trends are examined as part of this
first goal.  In addition, canoe and kayak owners are queried in a survey about their
reasons for canoeing/kayaking and opinions on general lake and river
management actions that might enhance their paddling activity.  They are also
asked in the survey about various boating-safety concerns.  The survey—as
noted—covered owners of Minnesota-registered canoes and kayaks; it did not
cover canoers/kayakers who rent craft from outfitters.

The second goal is to provide information to help guide Minnesota’s Canoe and
Boating Route (CBR) Program, which was established by the Minnesota
Legislature in 1963.  To date, 26 rivers, totaling 3400 river miles, have been
designated as part of the Program.  The CBR Program facilitates boating on
designated Minnesota rivers by mapping, signing and developing river-use
facilities, such as accesses, campsites portages, and rest areas.  A primary target
market of the CBR Program is canoers and kayakers.  As part of the survey
mentioned above, canoers/kayakers were asked about their awareness of the
Program, their use of CBR rivers, and about the barriers that limit their use of
CBR rivers.  In addition, they were asked to evaluate the importance and quality
of CBR facilities and services, and to provide their opinions on potential
management direction for the rivers.

The report is presented—after a brief discussion of the canoer/kayaker survey
methodology—as follows:
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Nature and direction of canoeing/kayaking in Minnesota
Status and trends in registrations and use of canoes/kayaks
Experience canoeing/kayaking
Reasons for canoeing/kayaking
Water-surface zoning to enhance canoeing/kayaking
Boating safety
Characteristics of canoe and kayak owners

Minnesota’s Canoe and Boating Route (CBR) Program
Awareness of CBR river program
Use of CBR rivers
Interest in more CBR use and barriers to more use
Interest in more camping from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers and barriers to

more camping
Importance and performance of CBR facilities/services for an enjoyable outing
Potential management actions on CBR rivers
High priority CBR river topics for canoers/kayakers

METHODOLOGY

For the survey, a sample was taken of registered canoe and kayak owners in
Minnesota in September of 2004 (Reference 2).  The sample size is designed to
provide regional results for canoers and kayakers combined, and statewide results
for canoers and kayakers separately (Table 1).  The regions are the four DNR

Region Canoe Kayak Total Canoe Kayak Total

Northwest 165 60 225 13,164 1,566 14,730
Northeast 165 60 225 25,613 3,347 28,960
Southwest 165 60 225 8,621 1,295 9,916
Souteast 165 60 225 9,936 1,507 11,443
Central-outside metro 165 60 225 15,850 1,735 17,585
Metro area (7 county) 275 125 400 59,370 11,639 71,009

Total 1,100 425 1,525 132,554 21,089 153,643

 ---- Sample sizes for survey ----  -- 2004 "Pleasure" registrations from MN --

Sample sizes and total registrations for canoe/kayak survey
(September 2004)

Table 1
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regions, with the seven-county metro
region broken out of the Central Region,
and the Southern Region divided into its
two former parts (Figure 1).  The metro
region is allocated more surveys than other
regions, because it has so many of
Minnesota’s canoes and kayaks.  Only
Minnesotans are included in the survey,
and only “pleasure” (non-business, non-
government) registrations are included.

Within each region and craft type,
registration records were sorted by zip code
and last name of the owner, and every nth

record was selected to get the requisite
sample.  Selecting the sample in this
fashion assures a geographically representative sample and reduces the odds that a
single owner will be selected more than once for the survey.

After three mailings in the
Fall of 2004, the survey
achieved an overall return
rate of 66 percent (Table 2).
The return rate is high
enough to allay concerns
about any material effects of
non-response bias.

To ensure that the survey
results are representative of
the Minnesota distribution of
canoes/kayaks, the survey
returns are weighted by the
combination of craft type
(canoe, kayak) and region
(six regions).  This sample
weighting ensures that any disportionate representations in the survey returns by
craft type or region are removed before the survey results are presented.

Figure 1

Northwest

Northeast

Southwest Southeast

Central--
outside metro 
Metro area
(7 county)

Survey Regions

Number returned Return rate

Overall 944 66%

By craft type
   Canoe 698 67%
   Kayak 246 63%

By region of owner (see map)
   Northwest 153 72%
   Northeast 132 65%
   Southwest 149 71%
   Southeast 134 64%
   Central (outside metro) 135 63%
   Metro (seven county area) 241 63%

Canoe/kayak survey returns
(final as of 1/12/05)

Table 2
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NATURE AND DIRECTION OF CANOEING/KAYAKING IN MINNESOTA

Status and trend in registrations and use of canoes/kayaks

Overall boat registrations have increased substantially (about 50%) over the last
25 years (Figure 2).  In the 1980s, boat registrations were growing much faster
than the Minnesota population (Reference 3).  Following the 1980s, boat
registration growth slowed to a rate comparable to the rate of population growth.

Canoe and kayak registrations have largely followed the same path as total boat
registrations (Figure 2).  Since 1980, canoes and kayaks have maintained their
share (20%) of all boat registrations (Table 3).  The mix between canoes and
kayaks, however, is changing rapidly.  Since 2000, canoe registrations have been
stable, while kayak registrations have doubled.  Kayaks now comprise 13 percent
of all canoe/kayak registrations, up from 7 percent just four years earlier. It should
be noted that these boat-registration trends do not capture trends in non-
motorized craft nine feet in length or less, which are not required to be registered
in Minnesota.  Trends in the number of these smaller non-motorized craft are not
available.

Figure 2

Trend indicies: Minnesota boat registrations and population
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Although canoes and kayaks comprise 20 percent of all boat registrations, they
comprise a smaller portion of all boating use (7%)(see Table 4).  As a craft, canoes
and kayaks are used less frequently than motorboats.  It is common in boating
households to have a motorboat owned in conjunction with a canoe or kayak,
and to have the canoe/kayak relegated to a secondary boating-use role.

As shown in Table 4, the majority of canoeing/kayaking occurs on lakes, with a
smaller portion on rivers and streams.  The distribution of use by type of water
resource comes from the canoer/kayaker survey, which is discussed below (see
Table 6 for survey results on this topic).

Year
Total boats 
registered

Canoes 
registered

Kayaks 
registered

Canoes/kayaks as a 
percent of total 

registrations

1980 580,394 110,160 (no data) 19%

1990 714,802 139,489 2,507 20%

2000 812,247 149,838 11,619 20%

2004 853,573 149,552 22,890 20%

Minnesota boat registration trends
(includes craft registered in MN for all purposes by Minnesotans and nonresidents)

Table 3

Type of boating Boater-days per year (000's) Relative size

All recreational boating by MNs 29,617 100
   Motorboating 27,111 92
   Non-motorized boating 2,505 8
      Canoeing/kayaking 2,123 7
           on lakes 1,553 5
           on rivers and streams 570 2

Estimates of recreational boating by adult Minnesotans in MN and 
elsewhere

Note: The canoe/kayak survey provides the breakdown by resource type (lakes, rivers and streams); 
all other data from MN DNR, 2004 Outdoor Recreation Participation Survey of Minnesotans.

Table 4
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Consistent with this use pattern, the large majority of boating found in
Minnesota’s regional boating studies is motorized (Table 5)(Reference 4).  The
only regional study with an elevated portion of non-motorized boating is the
Twin Cities metro study, where 13 percent of all boating was non-motorized
(canoeing, kayak, sailing, etc.).  The higher non-motorized boating in the Twin
Cities is probably due to restrictive water-surface zoning on some city lakes,
where the zoning limits motorized boating and facilitates non-motorized boating.
As a result of this Twin Cities pattern, canoers and kayakers were questioned in
the study survey about options to use water-surface zoning to enhance their
activity.  More is said on the survey results later, but one short observation is made
here.  The fact that canoes and kayaks are frequently owned in conjunction with
motorboats in a household makes any type of motorized boating restrictions less
attractive, since they would limit the use of the household’s motorized craft.

Regional study
Percent of in-use 

watercraft nonmotorized

Twin Cities Metro Region, 1996 13%
North Central Region, 1998 4%
Central Region, 2001 2%
Lake Superior, MN portion, 2002 6%
Mississippi River, Pool 4 to 9, 2003 2%

Prevalence of non-motorized watercraft in Minnesota 
regional boating studies

Table 5

Lake Superior

Regional Boating
Studies

Twin Cities

North Central
Region

Central
Region

Mississippi
River



16 Minnesota Canoe and Kayak Study

In terms of resources used, canoes and kayaks are paddled mainly on lakes in
Minnesota (73% of use), and less frequently on rivers and streams (27% of
use)(see Table 6).  This pattern of use is similar for both canoes and kayaks, and is
similar across the regions.  The Southeast Region is somewhat different (with a
higher portion of river/stream use), but a majority of the use still occurs on lakes.

Most Minnesota canoers and kayakers do use rivers, although—as shown
above—less frequently than lakes.  When asked what resources they mainly use, a
large portion of canoers/kayakers indicate lakes (43%), a similarly large portion
indicate both lakes and rivers (42%), while a much smaller portion indicate rivers
(14%)(see Table 6).  The Southeast Region stands out once again as being more
river oriented.

Although used less than lakes, rivers have a positive image for canoers and
kayakers.  The large majority agrees that rivers are good places to paddle and are
as enjoyable as lakes (Table 7).   They do not prefer rivers over lakes, however;
they are ambivalent in their river versus lake preference.

Much of canoeing/kayaking (as well as the bulk of all types of outdoor recreation)
occurs near home (Table 6).  Nearly 60 percent (57%) of all canoeing/kayaking
occurs within an hours drive of home, and over 90 percent occurs in Minnesota.
Metro canoers/kayakers tend to travel further, which is consistent with their
general outdoor recreation travel behavior.  When canoe/kayak owners paddle,
they overwhelming use their own craft, which is not surprising.

Although boat registrations have increased, overall boating use appears stable,
with no increase or decrease since the 1980s.  The typical boat, it appears, is being
used less over time.  The conclusion about stable boat numbers since the 1980s
come from a series of studies that cover a range of boating conditions in
Minnesota (see Appendix A for the detailed data from these studies).  Two large,
very intensely used boating resources are covered by the studies (Lake
Minnetonka located in the western part of the Twin Cities metropolitan area, and
the Lower St. Croix River located in the eastern part of the Twin Cities).  Other
Twin Cities boating lakes are covered in a separate regional boating study.  More
rural, less intensely used lakes are covered by two regional boating studies: one in
Central and one in North Central Minnesota.  The more rural lake regions are used
three of five times less intensely than typical Twin Cities’ lakes.



17MN Department of Natural Resources

It
em

O
ve

ra
ll

C
an

oe
s

K
ay

ak
s

N
or

th
w

es
t

N
or

th
ea

st
S

ou
th

w
es

t
S

ou
th

ea
st

C
en

tr
al

M
et

ro

N
um

be
r 

of
 c

ra
ft

15
3,

64
3

   
 

13
2,

55
4

   
 

21
,0

89
   

   
14

,7
30

   
   

28
,9

60
   

   
9,

91
6

   
   

  
11

,4
43

   
   

17
,5

85
   

   
71

,0
09

   
   

W
at

er
 r

es
ou

rc
e 

cr
af

t u
se

d 
on

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f 

da
ys

 o
n 

a 
la

ke
73

%
73

%
75

%
67

%
79

%
76

%
57

%
65

%
77

%
P

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
da

ys
 o

n 
a 

ri
ve

r 
or

 s
tr

ea
m

27
%

27
%

25
%

33
%

21
%

24
%

43
%

35
%

23
%

T
ot

al
 p

er
ce

nt
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%

W
at

er
 r

es
ou

rc
e 

ow
ne

r 
m

ai
nl

y 
ca

no
es

/k
ay

ak
s 

on
P

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
ow

ne
rs

 w
ho

 m
ai

nl
y 

us
e 

la
ke

s
43

%
42

%
51

%
42

%
49

%
46

%
27

%
35

%
46

%
P

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
ow

ne
rs

 w
ho

 m
ai

nl
y 

us
e 

ri
ve

rs
14

%
14

%
13

%
17

%
15

%
11

%
23

%
22

%
10

%
P

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
ow

ne
rs

 w
ho

 u
se

 b
ot

h 
la

ke
s 

an
d 

ri
ve

rs
42

%
43

%
37

%
41

%
36

%
43

%
49

%
43

%
44

%
T

ot
al

 p
er

ce
nt

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

10
0%

G
eo

gr
ap

hy
 o

f 
u

se
P

er
ce

nt
 o

f 
cr

af
t-

da
ys

 w
it

hi
n 

on
e-

ho
ur

 d
ri

ve
 o

f 
ho

m
e

57
%

55
%

66
%

79
%

59
%

61
%

56
%

60
%

47
%

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f 

ow
ne

r-
da

ys
 in

 M
in

ne
so

ta
92

%
92

%
91

%
95

%
93

%
95

%
87

%
89

%
91

%

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f 

tim
e 

ow
ne

r 
us

es
 th

es
e 

ca
no

es
/k

ay
ak

s:
C

an
oe

/k
ay

ak
 o

w
ne

d 
by

 y
ou

 o
r 

ho
us

eh
ol

d
93

%
93

%
94

%
90

%
93

%
91

%
92

%
94

%
93

%
C

an
oe

/k
ay

ak
 o

w
ne

d 
by

 f
ri

en
d 

or
 r

el
at

iv
e

4%
4%

3%
6%

4%
5%

4%
3%

3%
C

an
oe

/k
ay

ak
 o

w
ne

d 
by

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

n 
to

 w
hi

ch
 y

ou
 b

el
on

g
0%

0%
1%

0%
1%

0%
0%

0%
1%

C
an

oe
/k

ay
ak

 r
en

te
d 

fr
om

 a
n 

ou
tf

it
te

r 
or

 b
us

in
es

s
3%

3%
2%

3%
2%

3%
4%

2%
3%

T
ot

al
 p

er
ce

nt
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%
10

0%

C
an

oe
/k

ay
ak

 u
se

 s
ta

ti
st

ic
s

(a
ll

 "
da

y"
 f

ig
ur

es
 a

re
 "

bo
at

-d
ay

s"
)

 -
--

--
 T

yp
e 

of
 c

ra
ft

 -
--

--
 -

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

- 
R

eg
io

n 
of

 c
ra

ft
 o

w
ne

r 
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
--

--
-

Ta
bl

e 
6



18 Minnesota Canoe and Kayak Study

Ta
bl

e 
7

M
ea

n 
ag

re
e/

S
tr

on
gl

y
M

il
dl

y
N

eu
tr

al
M

il
dl

y
St

ro
ng

ly
D

on
't

di
sa

gr
ee

 v
al

ue
*

di
sa

gr
ee

 (
=

1)
di

sa
gr

ee
 (

=
2)

(=
3)

ag
re

e 
(=

4)
ag

re
e 

(=
5)

K
no

w
T

ot
al

S
ta

te
m

en
t

(s
ca

le
 1

 to
 5

)
(p

er
ce

nt
)

(p
er

ce
nt

)
(p

er
ce

nt
)

(p
er

ce
nt

)
(p

er
ce

nt
)

(p
er

ce
nt

)
(p

er
ce

nt
)

●
R

iv
er

s 
in

 M
in

ne
so

ta
 a

re
 g

oo
d 

pl
ac

es
 

to
 c

an
oe

 a
nd

 k
a y

ak
.

4.
3

1%
1%

15
%

30
%

45
%

8%
10

0%

●
R

iv
er

s 
ar

e 
as

 e
nj

oy
ab

le
 a

s 
la

ke
s 

fo
r 

ca
no

ei
n g

/k
ay

ak
in

g 
in

 M
in

ne
so

ta
.

4.
2

3%
6%

12
%

23
%

48
%

8%
10

0%

●
I 

pr
ef

er
 r

iv
er

s 
ov

er
 la

ke
s 

fo
r 

ca
no

ei
n g

/k
ay

ak
in

g.
3.

1
11

%
17

%
36

%
17

%
14

%
5%

10
0%

* 
E

xc
lu

de
s 

"d
on

't 
kn

ow
" 

re
sp

on
se

s.

Im
ag

e 
of

 r
iv

er
s 

as
 p

la
ce

s 
to

 c
an

oe
/k

ay
ak

 in
 M

in
ne

so
ta

(c
an

oe
rs

/k
ay

ak
er

s 
re

sp
on

se
s 

to
 th

e 
in

di
ca

te
d 

st
at

em
en

ts
)



19MN Department of Natural Resources

In these boating studies, canoeing and kayaking is a small portion of use and
cannot be tracked separately from overall boating use.  As a result, the direction of
canoeing/kayaking use in Minnesota is not well known.  There are some
indications, however, that canoeing/kayaking use is more or less stable, much like
boating overall.   These indications are from survey data on perceived per-craft
use rates, and from boating-use indicators in two areas in the state that are largely
devoted to non-motorized boating: Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness
(BWCAW), and Federal-managed area of the lower St. Croix River.

In terms of perceived per-craft use rates, the indication from the canoer/kayaker
survey is that craft are being used less (on balance) than they were five years ago
(Table 8).  Owner’s reports of decreasing use outweigh reports of increasing use.
Such decreases in craft-use over time diminish the effect of increasing registrations
on boating use.  A similar downward trend in per-craft use rates is believed to
have occurred for boat types overall, and to be the main reason why increasing
boat registrations have not translated into increasing boating use since the 1980s
in the boating studies cited above.

The two areas that are largely devoted to non-motorized boating come from far
different recreation settings.  The Federal-managed reach of the lower St. Croix
River is within the Twin Cities metropolitan area and the Boundary Waters Canoe
Area Wilderness (BWCAW) is a formal wilderness on the Canadian border in
northeastern Minnesota.  For the former area, boating numbers and craft type were
monitored through aerial observation from 1983 to 1999 (see Appendix A for the
detailed data from the St. Croix River studies).  The aerial observations covered
the entire lower St. Croix from its mouth to Stillwater (State-managed reach) and
upstream from Stillwater to St. Croix Falls (Federal-managed reach).  For the
entire reach, as well as for the State- and Federal-managed reaches, overall boat
numbers were stable over the 1983-1999 period.  In the Federal-managed reach,
which is shallower and less conductive to motorized boating than the State-
managed reach, about half of all boats were consistently reported as canoes over
the 1983-1999 period.  Thus, there was no upward nor downward indication of
canoeing on the Federal-managed reach over the period.  The indication is stable
canoeing use.

For the BWCAW the indicator of boating trends is yearly May-September
overnight group quota permits since 1982, when standard reporting of these
permit data began (Reference 5).  The BWCAW is a formal wilderness, and
quotas are established to limit use and maintain a wilderness experience for
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visitors.  Group quotas are managed through the permit system.  The large
majority of the BWCAW annual use (in terms of recreational visitor days) is
connected to these May-September overnight permits.  Permits specify the means
of travel of the group (paddle, motorboat, hike).

Total overnight group permits, as well as paddle permits, at first decreased in the
early 1980s, then rose to the late 1980s, after which they stayed relatively constant
for about 10 years until the latter part of the 1990s (Figure 3).  Permits numbers
then fell and have remained stable over the last few years (the permit data for 1999
to 2004 are from a new permit system and are considered preliminary at this time;
some revisions may be made in the near future).  The relatively constant period
from the late 1980s through the latter part of the 1990s occurred during the
sizable drop (27% decrease) between 1993 and 1994 in the number of May-
September overnight quota permits.  At present, just over half (54%) of the
available May-September overnight permit quota is used.

Since 1994 when the current May-September overnight quotas were
implemented, total and paddle permits have decreased some 13-14 percent.  Over
a longer period, extending back 15 to 20 years, permits have neither shown
neither a net increase nor net decrease.  They have been more or less stable.

Figure 3

Trends in May-to-September overnight group permits in the 
BWCAW by means of travel*
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To recapitulate, the general indication for canoeing/kayaking (which is consistent
with boating overall), is stable use since the 1980s, in spite of increasing craft
registration numbers.  It appears that the typical craft (whether canoe, kayak or
other boat type) is being used less over time.  Decreasing craft use rates over time
may indicate that leisure time is in shorter supply than income in Minnesota.
Buying a boat requires income, while using it requires leisure time.

Experience canoeing and kayaking

Canoe and kayak owners have a good deal of experience in their activity, and this
is especially true of canoers.  Canoe owners have a median of 30 years of
experience in Minnesota (Table
9).  Kayak owners have less
experience, probably due to the
fact that kayaks have only
recently become popular.
Kayak owners have a median of
15 years experience in the
activity, 10 of which years in
Minnesota.

When reading the survey results
that follow, it is important to
keep in mind the depth of
experience the respondents
possess when answering the
survey questions.

Reasons for canoeing/kayaking

There are common reasons people participate in canoeing/kayaking, and these are
widely shared by canoers and kayakers, and across the regions of the state (Table
10).  Primary reasons involve enjoying nature and escaping a hectic lifestyle
(especially the reason “experience silence and quiet”).  Paddling also shows itself
to be a social activity; being with family and friends is an important reason for
participating.

Table 9

Years anywhere Years in MN
(median) (median)

All canoe/kayak owners 30 28

By craft type of owner
   Canoe 30 30
   Kayak 15 10

By region of owner
   Northwest 30 28
   Northeast 30 30
   Southwest 25 22
   Southeast 25 25
   Central (outside metro) 25 25
   Metro (seven county area) 30 25

Experience canoeing/kayaking
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Category Reason Overall Canoers Kayakers

Enjoy nature
Enjoy natural scenery 89% 88% 93%
View wildlife 66% 66% 68%
Enjoy smells and sounds of nature 62% 61% 69%

Escape personal, social and physical pressures
Experience silence and quiet 71% 70% 73%
Get away from life’s usual demands 62% 60% 76%
Get away from crowds 54% 52% 64%
Experience fresh clean air 53% 51% 60%
Experience solitude 50% 49% 58%
Rest mentally 43% 42% 51%

Be with family and friends
Spend leisure time with family 65% 66% 54%
Be with members of my group 21% 21% 17%

Feel connected to nature
Experience a feeling of wildness 50% 50% 51%
Feel connected to nature 50% 49% 55%
Experience dark night skies (no artificial lights) 24% 23% 29%

Catch/harvest game or fish
Catch or harvest some game or fish 46% 51% 18%

Exercise and feel healthier
Get/keep physically fit 45% 40% 77%
Feel healthier 40% 37% 58%

Experience adventure and risks
Experience a sense of adventure 40% 39% 46%
Take some risks 18% 17% 24%

Learn and explore
Explore and discover new things and areas 37% 36% 46%
Enjoy different experiences from home 29% 29% 33%
Learn more about nature 28% 27% 31%
Experience a sense of history 17% 17% 18%

Be introspective
Experience spiritual renewal 29% 28% 37%

Teach others
Help others develop their outdoor skills 28% 29% 22%

Achieve and be stimulated
Develop my skills and abilities 24% 21% 41%
Feel exhilarated 19% 17% 28%
Feel more self-confident 15% 13% 21%

Use equipment
Get a chance to use or test my equipment 17% 16% 29%

What are your most important reasons for canoeing and/or kayaking?
(percent indicating reason)

Be creative
Do something creative 10% 10% 11%

Meet new people
Talk to new and varied people 9% 9% 11%

Table 10
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Kayakers have two major differences from canoers: kayakers are far more
interested in exercise/feeling healthier and far less interested in catching/harvesting
game and fish.  For kayakers, this exercise/feeling healthier reason is a top-ranked
motivation for participation, while catching/harvesting game and fish is a bottom-
ranked motivation.  For canoers, both of these motivations are medium-ranked.

In addition to their reasons for participating, canoers/kayakers were asked about
activities—in conjunction with paddling—that are important to the enjoyment of
their outing.   The relative importance of these other activities is widely shared by
canoers and kayakers, and across the regions of the state, with two exceptions:
fishing and hunting—as noted above—are less important to kayakers than
canoers.

The leading other activity is nature observation, followed by fishing and camping
(Table 11).  Activities such as hiking, picnicking and swimming are of lesser
importance, and the majority of paddlers judge them as “not important” to
“slightly important.”

It is notable for all these other activities that none is all that important for large
numbers of canoers/kayakers.  The most important activity has a mean rank just
below “moderately important.”  This probably indicates that paddling is the
primary activity, with other activities being secondary.

Water-surface zoning to enhance canoeing/kayaking

The regional boating study done in the Twin Cities metropolitan area found a
higher portion of non-motorized boating than the other regional studies.  The
higher portion is probably due to restrictive water-surface zoning on some city
lakes, where the zoning limits motorized boating and facilitates non-motorized
boating.  As a result of this Twin Cities pattern, canoers and kayakers were
questioned in the study survey about options to use water-surface zoning to
enhance their activity.

Canoers and kayakers were asked how much they agreed/disagreed with four
statements concerning water-surface zoning that restricts motorized boating (Table
12).  The overall results indicate that paddlers are largely ambivalent about each
water-surface zoning option.  However, the overall results mask a strong
difference that depends on whether the paddler has a motorized boat in the
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household.  For those paddlers who do not have a motorboat at home, each
zoning statement is agreed to far more than if the paddler is in a motorized boating
household.  Having a motorboat in the household makes motorized restrictions
less attractive to paddlers.  Overall, nearly 60 percent (57%) of paddlers have a
motorboat at home (Table 13).  The
percent is lower for kayak owners (50%)
and higher for canoe owners (59%).
Only in the Southeast Region does the
percent fall below half.

The one zoning option that receives the
most support is having areas on lakes/
rivers designed for non-motorized
boating only (Table 12).  A majority of
paddlers (60%) without motorized boats
in household agree with that option, and
few disagree (14%); paddlers with
motorboats in the household are almost
exactly on the fence, with nearly as many
agreeing (38%) as disagreeing (35%).

Boating safety

Canoers and kayakers were asked about selected boating-safety topics, including
formal boating-safety training, use of life vests, and type of beverages that they
take on an outing.

In terms of safety training, canoe/kayak owners are typical of most boaters (Table
14).  About one-quarter have completed a formal safety course.  Kayak owners are
more likely to have completed such as course than canoe owners (32% versus
22%, respectively).

The large majority of paddlers (86%) wear life vests, well above the typical
portion wearing a life (40%-50%) found in the regional boating studies.  The
typical boat in the regional studies is in a motorboat, which probably provides a
greater sense of water safety than a canoe or kayak.  As a general rule, the larger
the boat, the less likely the boater will be wearing a life vest.

Table 13

Households with
motorboats (%)

All canoe/kayak owners 57%

By craft type of owner
   Canoe 59%
   Kayak 50%

By region of owner
   Northwest 68%
   Northeast 64%
   Southwest 52%
   Southeast 42%
   Central (outside metro) 55%
   Metro (seven county area) 55%

Prevalence of motorboats
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The percent of paddlers with alcoholic beverages on board is on the low side
compared with the typical boater in the regional studies, while the percent without
beverages of any kind is on the high side.  The lack of beverages of any kind
may be due to the shorter length of time paddlers are on the water, and to the
active nature of the paddling activity that makes managing beverages more
cumbersome in the canoe or kayak.

Characteristics of canoe/kayak owners

Some of the characteristics of canoe and kayak owners have appeared in other
previous parts of the report, including years of experience with canoeing/
kayaking, and prevalence of having a motorboat in the household (Table 15).
The survey collected other characteristics of the owners as well:

Many have a shoreland residence (permanent or seasonal).
The majority of owners have visited the DNR website.
The largest group listens to public radio, followed by rock and roll.
Most of the owners are male.
Owners are older, with median ages of around 50.
Owners are more white, non-Hispanic than the general Minnesota population,

which was 88 percent white, non-Hispanic in 2000.
Owners have more formal education and higher incomes than the general

Minnesota population.  For the general Minnesota population in 2000, 27
percent held a four-year college degree (BA, BS or higher), and the median
annual household income was about $50,000.

Household sizes are typical of the general Minnesota household, which aver-
aged 2.6 people in 2000.
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Characteristic Overall Canoes Kayaks Northwest Northeast Southwest Southeast Central Metro

Experience canoeing/kayaking
     Median years anywhere 30 30 15 30 30 25 25 25 30
     Median years in MN 28 30 10 28 30 22 25 25 25

Motorboat in household?
     Percent "yes" 57% 59% 50% 68% 64% 52% 42% 55% 55%

Percent of canoe/kayak owners who have a . . .
     . . . permanent or second home on a lake or river 45% 45% 44% 57% 49% 37% 25% 46% 44%
     . . . permanent home on a lake or river 23% 23% 23% 47% 36% 24% 13% 33% 12%
     . . . second (vacation) home on a lake or river 27% 27% 26% 18% 20% 19% 16% 19% 36%

Have you ever visited the  Minnesota DNR 
website  (www.dnr.state.mn.us)?
     Percent "yes" 56% 55% 61% 50% 48% 48% 49% 61% 62%

Percent who primarily listen to this type of radio 
station:
     public radio 26% 26% 28% 25% 23% 20% 27% 25% 29%
     rock & roll 16% 14% 23% 19% 16% 20% 12% 21% 13%
     easy listening/lite 13% 13% 12% 15% 19% 14% 21% 8% 10%
     country 13% 14% 6% 28% 17% 17% 14% 14% 6%
     talk 12% 13% 11% 6% 12% 14% 12% 14% 14%
     religious radio 7% 7% 4% 2% 3% 4% 2% 4% 11%
     classical 5% 5% 6% 2% 5% 2% 5% 0% 7%
     sports 2% 2% 1% 1% 3% 1% 1% 3% 3%
     jazz 1% 0% 4% 0% 0% 1% 1% 3% 1%
     other (please specify) 5% 5% 5% 1% 3% 7% 4% 9% 5%

Gender of canoe/kayak owner (%)
     Male 78% 80% 68% 79% 78% 84% 81% 78% 78%
     Female 22% 20% 32% 21% 22% 16% 19% 22% 22%

How old are you? (%)
     34 or younger 5% 4% 12% 7% 5% 11% 6% 5% 5%
     35 to 44 17% 16% 24% 16% 13% 18% 21% 26% 17%
     45 to 54 36% 35% 40% 34% 39% 23% 32% 37% 37%
     55 to 64 26% 28% 18% 26% 24% 25% 24% 23% 28%
     65 or older 15% 17% 6% 17% 20% 23% 17% 9% 13%

     Median age 52 53 48 52 53 53 50 50 52

Race/ethnicity (%)
     White/non-Hispanic 98% 98% 97% 98% 96% 99% 99% 99% 97%
     Non-white and/or Hispanic 2% 2% 3% 2% 4% 1% 1% 1% 3%

What is the highest level of education you have 
completed? (%)
     Some high school 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1%
     Graduated from high school or GED 10% 10% 5% 10% 8% 17% 16% 15% 7%
     Some vocational or technical school 5% 5% 3% 7% 5% 5% 6% 5% 4%
     Graduated from vocational or technical school 11% 11% 10% 12% 13% 13% 10% 13% 9%
     Some college or AA college degree 20% 19% 22% 20% 26% 20% 15% 15% 19%
     BA, BS college degree 22% 22% 26% 18% 14% 13% 24% 25% 27%
     Some postgraduate study or postgraduate degree 31% 31% 32% 31% 32% 31% 29% 26% 32%

 ---- Type of craft ----  ----------------------------- Region of craft owner ----------------------------

Characteristics of canoe/kayak owners

Including you, how many adults, teens, and 
children live in your household?
     Total people  (mean number) 2.7 2.7 2.7 2.5 2.7 2.5 2.9 2.7 2.7
     Adults (mean number) 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.1 1.9 2.1 2.0 1.9
     Teens  (mean number) 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.4 0.4
     Children  (mean number) 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.4

Please indicate below your total household income 
before taxes last year. (%)
     Under $30,000 9% 9% 6% 14% 16% 9% 5% 8% 5%
     $30,000 - $39,999 7% 7% 6% 8% 10% 14% 12% 4% 5%
     $40,000 - $49,999 11% 12% 7% 14% 19% 12% 8% 17% 6%
     $50,000 - $59,999 11% 11% 9% 17% 6% 23% 11% 16% 8%
     $60,000 - $74,999 18% 18% 16% 25% 13% 19% 21% 18% 17%
     $75,000 - $99,999 18% 18% 16% 12% 16% 15% 26% 17% 20%
     Over $100,000 27% 25% 40% 10% 20% 8% 18% 20% 38%

Table 15
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MINNESOTA’S CANOE AND BOATING ROUTE PROGRAM

One of the major purposes of this study is to provide information to help guide
Minnesota’s Canoe and Boating Route (CBR) Program.  The CBR Program
facilitates boating on designated Minnesota rivers by mapping, signing and
developing river-use facilities, such as accesses, campsites, portages, and rest areas
(see Figure 4 for CBR rivers).  A primary target market of the CBR Program is
canoers and kayakers.

The CBR Program was established by the Minnesota Legislature in 1963.
Legislation was passed in 1972 requiring registration of canoes and kayaks.
Registration fees are paid into a dedicated account for acquisition, development,
and operation of recreation sites.  In 1978, the Legislature authorized land
acquisition for recreation sites.  To date, 26 rivers, total 3400 river miles, have
been designated as part of the CBR Program.
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Awareness of CBR river Program

A large majority of canoers and kayakers have little if any awareness of the CBR
Program (Table 16).  Over 70 percent of canoers and kayaks have either “never
heard of the Program before” or “didn’t know very much” about it.  Awareness is
low for both canoers and kayakers and across the regions.

Thus, when communicating with most paddlers about river-related topics,
referencing the CBR Program is probably not very useful at present.

Use of CBR rivers

Although paddlers may not be aware of the “CBR Program,” some two-thirds of
owners report using a CBR river sometime in the past (Table 17).  Around one-
third report have camped from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river sometime in the
past.

In the last 12 months, about one-third report using a CBR river and just over 10
percent report camping from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river.  Recent (last 12
months) CBR river use rates tend to be higher for kayakers.  Of the regions, the
Central Region has the highest use rates.

Around one-in-six CBR use days is associated with camping (see “users and
nonusers” data).  A typical user canoes/kayaks 4.7 days per year, while a typical
camper camps 2.6 nights per year (see “user” data).
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Overall Canoes Kayaks Northwest Northeast Southwest Southeast Central Metro
"Response" (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent)

"Yes" 68% 66% 76% 70% 58% 71% 72% 76% 68%
"No" 10% 11% 7% 8% 17% 6% 11% 5% 10%

"Not sure/ 
don't know"

22% 23% 17% 22% 25% 24% 17% 19% 22%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

 ----- Type of craft -----  ------------------------------ Region of craft owner -----------------------------

Would you like to canoe/kayak (or canoe/kayak more often) on Minnesota’s Canoe and Boating Route rivers? 

Table 18

Interest in more CBR river use and barriers to more use

About one-third (35%) of canoers/kayakers used a CBR river in the last 12
months.  Most (68%), however, would like to use CBR rivers more often,
indicating that river use is generally viewed in a positive light (Table 18).  Those
that do not want to use the CBR rivers more, or are not sure, tend to be mainly
lake users with little if any CBR river experience.

For those who have an interest in using CBR rivers more, the major barrier to
more river use is a lack of time; time constraints are a universal barrier to more
participation in of just about any outdoor pursuit (Table 19).  This lack-of-time
barrier is followed by the more specific barriers of arranging shuttling, lack of
prior knowledge of water levels, and expectations that motorized watercraft will
interfere with the enjoyment of their outing.  Next most important is intervening
opportunities and lack of knowledge about CBR river canoeing/kayaking.  No
other barrier is indicated by over one-quarter of these canoers/kayakers.

It is important to note that many of the items offered as potential barriers are
indicated by few people.

The prevalence of these barriers is widely shared by canoers and kayakers, and
across the regions.
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Potential barrier
Percent agreeing "potential" 

is a barrier
● I don’t have enough time to canoe/kayak as much as I would like on 

CBR rivers
82%

● it is too hard to arrange a shuttle back upstream to the launch site after a 
canoe/kayak trip on CBR rivers

40%

● prior to a canoe/kayak outing, I don’t know what kind of water levels 
and river conditions I’ll encounter on CBR rivers

34%

● I expect motorized watercraft will interfere with the enjoyment of my 
canoeing/kayaking on CBR rivers

34%

● there are good places to canoe/kayak closer to home than CBR rivers 32%
● I don’t know enough about canoeing/kayaking on CBR rivers 31%

● I can’t find others to go canoeing/kayaking with me on CBR rivers 24%

● there are too many outdoor pests, such as mosquitos, on CBR rivers 18%
● the water quality is poor on CBR rivers 18%
● suitable canoe/kayak camping sites that are accessible only by water are 

lacking on CBR rivers
17%

● the CBR river shorelines are too developed 17%
● I expect I will encounter too many other people on CBR rivers 15%
● a good way to get on the water is lacking for CBR rivers 10%

● it is too difficult to load my canoe/kayak on my vehicle for a trip to a 
CBR river

9%

● I already canoe/kayak enough on CBR rivers 9%
● I only like to canoe/kayak on lakes, and not on rivers like the CBR 

rivers
9%

● there are too many dams on CBR rivers 9%
● I lack the skills needed to canoe/kayak on CBR rivers 6%
● the fishing is poor on CBR rivers 6%
● weather is too unpredictable for canoe/kayak trips on CBR rivers 4%
● I don’t like canoeing/kayaking on the flowing water of CBR rivers 3%
● it’s too remote on CBR rivers (not enough other people around) 3%
● it’s too dangerous to canoe/kayak on CBR rivers 2%
● it’s too expensive to canoe/kayak on CBR rivers 1%

Barriers to canoeing/kayaking more on CBR rivers

(percent of respondents, who would like to use CBR rivers more, agreeing that the item is a barrier to more 
use)

Table 19
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Interest in more camping from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers and barriers to more
camping

While just 12 percent of canoers/kayakers camped from a canoe/kayak on a CBR
river in the last 12 months, nearly half (49%) would like to do this type of
camping more often (Table 20).  Those that do not want to camp more, or are not
sure, tend to be mainly lake users with little if any CBR river-camping experience.
In addition, many who do not want to camp more simply do not like camping of
this or any type, and many do not know enough about this type of camping to
indicate an interest in doing it more.

For paddlers who have an interest in camping more, the leading barriers are
related to the availability of campsites: guarantee of a site, too few campsites, and
campsites too full (Table 21).  These same “availability of campsite” items are
leading barriers to sea-kayaker use of water-accessible campsites along the North
Shore of Lake Superior (Reference 6).

Another leading barrier is lack of knowledge about this type of camping.  Note
that “having enough time” was not offered as a potential camping barrier.   If it
had, it would probably be a leading barrier.

Table 20

Overall Canoes Kayaks Northwest Northeast Southwest Southeast Central Metro
"Response" (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent) (percent)

"Yes" 49% 48% 54% 56% 45% 52% 52% 55% 46%
"No" 25% 24% 27% 17% 21% 20% 22% 22% 29%

"Not sure/ 
don't know" 27% 28% 19% 27% 33% 27% 26% 23% 25%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Would you like to camp from a canoe/kayak (or camp more often from a canoe/kayak) on Minnesota’s Canoe 
and Boating Route rivers? 

 ----- Type of craft -----  ------------------------------ Region of craft owner -----------------------------
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Table 21

It is important to note that many of the items offered as potential barriers are
indicated by few people.

The prevalence of these barriers is widely shared by canoers and kayakers, and
across the regions.

Potential barrier
Percent agreeing 

"potential" is a barrier
● there is no way to guarantee (such as through a reservation) that a CBR 

water-accessible campsite will be available for my use
31%

● I don’t know enough about camping from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers 26%
● CBR water-accessible campgrounds are too few in number 25%

● there are too many outdoor pests, such as mosquitos, at CBR water-
accessible campgrounds

15%

● existing CBR water-accessible campgrounds are too full 14%
● the canoe/kayak campgrounds on CBR rivers are not remote enough 

(that is, there is too much human development around)
13%

● I already camp enough from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers 8%
● I don’t want to take the risk of getting stranded by bad weather when 

canoe/kayak camping on CBR rivers
6%

● the facilities at canoe/kayak campgrounds on CBR rivers are too rustic 
(that is, pit toilets and no running water)

5%

● I don’t feel safe in the canoe/kayak campgrounds on CBR rivers 3%
● I don’t like camping from a canoe/kayak 2%
● I don’t like camping of any kind 1%
● the canoe/kayak campgrounds on CBR rivers are too remote (not 

enough other people around)
1%

Barriers to camping from a canoe/kayak on CBR rivers

(percent of respondents, who would like to camp on CBR rivers more, agreeing that the item is a 
barrier to more camping)
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Importance and performance of CBR facilities/services for an enjoyable outing

Canoers and kayakers who have used CBR rivers in the past were asked about the
importance and quality of various facilities and services offered on CBR rivers.
The comparison of importance and quality ratings provides customer evaluations
on the current status of facilities/services and offers guidance on allocation of
additional resources to facilities/services to meet customer needs.  As a general
rule, facilities/services that are of high importance and high quality to customers
are the programs current successes, and efforts should be made to ensure their
continued success.  Facilities/services that are of high importance and lower
quality to customers are priority candidates for additional resources to boost
quality.  Facilities/services of low importance should only receive additional
resources once higher importance items are adequately addressed.

The most important items for an enjoyable outing are CBR accesses and river
maps (Figure 5).  These are followed by river-level reporting and MN DNR
website information.  Other items (such as campsites, rest areas and obstacle
removal) are of lesser importance overall.  The ranking of these items is widely
shared by canoers and kayakers, and across the regions.

For CBR paddlers who judge a facility or service “very” or “moderately”
important for their enjoyment, satisfaction is higher for some facilities/services
than others.  Accesses and maps have the highest satisfaction levels, and have
60%-70% “very satisfied” or “satisfied” responses (Figure 6).  Of the facilities/
services evaluated, these are the main successes.  Although these are the main
successes, it should be noted that the satisfaction levels are not particularly high,
indicating that there is a fair amount of room for improvement.  Minnesota State
Park visitors, for example, give much higher satisfaction rates (commonly over
90% “very satisfied” or “satisfied”) to their key items for an enjoyable park visit
(Reference 7).

For the next two most important facilities/services (river-level reporting and
MNDNR website information), satisfaction levels are lower, with about 50 percent
“satisfied” or “very satisfied”.  These are candidates for additional attention.

The lowest satisfaction rates are for camping related items (30% to 40% “satisfied”
or “very satisfied”), and include the number and maintenance of campsites.  These
low satisfaction rates are a clear indication that campers do not believe the
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Figure 5

Figure 6

Importance of item in making CBR canoe/kayak outing enjoyable

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Informational signage along CBR rivers

Rest areas on CBR rivers

Obstacle removal on CBR rivers (e.g., fallen trees)

Maintenance of campsites on CBR rivers

Number of campsites on CBR rivers

Portages along CBR rivers

MN DNR website information on CBR rivers

River-level reporting for CBR rivers (water levels and canoeability)

Maps of CBR rivers

Canoe/kayak accesses along CBR rivers

Percent of owners who have used CBR rivers

Very important Moderately important

Satisfaction with item judged "moderately" or "very" important for 
making CBR canoe/kayak outing enjoyable

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Informational signage along CBR rivers

Rest areas on CBR rivers

Obstacle removal on CBR rivers (e.g., fallen trees)

Maintenance of campsites on CBR rivers

Number of campsites on CBR rivers

Portages along CBR rivers

MN DNR website information on CBR rivers

River-level reporting for CBR rivers (water levels and canoeability)

Maps of CBR rivers

Canoe/kayak accesses along CBR rivers

Percent of owners who have used CBR rivers and
judged item "moderately" or "very" important

Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied
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program is working well for their interests.  As noted above, these camping items
are of medium importance to CBR canoers/kayakers overall, which is consistent
with the fact that many CBR canoers/kayakers are not campers on CBR rivers.

Two other medium-importance facilities/services to CBR paddlers are portages
and obstacle removal.  The former has a medium satisfaction rate, and the latter
has a low satisfaction rate; both—and especially obstacle removal—would warrant
receiving additional resources to boost satisfaction rates.  The remaining two
facilities/services (rest areas and informational signage) are of the lowest
importance, and each has a medium satisfaction rate.

Potential management actions on CBR rivers

Canoers and kayakers who have used CBR rivers in the past were asked about
their views on possible management actions on CBR rivers.  The responses they
gave are widely shared by canoers and kayakers, and across the regions.

CBR river users strongly support keeping the river corridors as undeveloped as
possible (Table 22).  Additionally, they strongly support providing more access
(and access parking), and camping and hiking opportunities along the river.  They
also strongly support keeping off-road vehicles away from the rivers.

Users are more ambivalent about a number of actions, including providing
distance markers, providing more information on nature and wildlife, providing
more rest areas, and providing more enforcement-officer patrols.  For the first
three of these items, users definitely lean toward support, but not as strongly as
with the top-supported actions.

Users strongly oppose some actions, including restrictions on the number of river
users, prohibiting wood fires at campsites, and prohibiting camping.
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In summary, CBR river users support management actions that provide them with
additional opportunities or information (e.g., more access or camping), and
oppose actions that would restrict their behavior (e.g., prohibit wood fires).  And
they want the setting for paddling to be as natural as possible, with little
interference from other recreation activities that would modify the “naturalness” of
the setting (e.g., off-road vehicles).

High priority CBR river topics for canoers/kayakers

Several topics are identified—through the survey results—to be of high priority to
river canoers/kayakers.  The topics cover boating facilities, services, and issues.  A
topic becomes high priority if it meets one or more of these conditions: (i) the
topic has high importance to the enjoyment of river use, (ii) the topic represents a
high-ranking barrier to more river use, or (iii) the topic is a management option
that receives large support.  Putting effort into these high-priority topics would
appear—from the survey results—to make sense to canoers/kayakers.

● Topic: Accesses along CBR rivers
Along with maps, access is ranked at the top in terms of importance to canoers/
kayakers, and has one of the highest satisfaction rates, which makes it a leading
program success at present.  Efforts to ensure this continues to be a success would
make sense to canoers/kayakers.  Providing more river access is a highly
supported management option.  Accesses and maps are critical to canoers/kayakers
who need to shuttle their craft back upstream after a river trip.  The difficulty of
arranging a shuttle is the second-ranked barrier to more river use after lack of time
(a universal barrier).

● Topic: Maps of CBR rivers
Along with access, maps are ranked at the top in terms of importance to canoers/
kayakers, and have one of the highest satisfaction rates, which makes them a
leading program success at present.  Efforts to ensure this continues to be a
success would make sense to canoers/kayakers.  Maps and accesses are critical to
canoers/kayakers who need to shuttle their craft back upstream after a river trip.
The difficulty of arranging a shuttle is the second-ranked barrier to more river use
after lack of time (a universal barrier).
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● Topic: River-level reporting
When asked about the importance of various facilities/services that make a CBR
outing enjoyable, canoers/kayakers rank river-level reporting as number three,
after river accesses and river maps.  For those who think river-level reporting is
important to their outing, satisfaction with the current river-level reporting is not
particularly high (only half are satisfied).  Furthermore, one of the leading barriers
to more CBR river use is not knowing the water level and river conditions prior to
the outing.  This barrier is ranked number three, after lack of time (a universal
barrier) and difficulty of arranging a shuttle back up stream after the outing.

There is a lot of room for improvement in this relatively important information
service, and efforts to improve it would make sense to canoers/kayakers.

● Topic: Shuttling back upstream after a CBR river outing
As a barrier to more CBR river use, arranging a shuttle back upstream after a river
trip is ranked number two, after lack of time (a universal barrier).  It is ranked
ahead of river-level reporting.  Shuttling is an inherent problem of river paddling
and is something users need to plan for.  Providing assistance with shuttle
planning is an aspect of other topics here.  Maps and accesses (two topics above)
are critical to canoers/kayakers who need to plan how to shuttle their craft back
upstream after a river trip.  And the DNR website (a topic below) could
conceivably offer valuable advice on how to find services that provide shuttle
arrangements.

● Topic: Camping from a canoe/kayak on a CBR river
Although few (12%) camped along a CBR river in the last 12 months, about half
of canoers/kayakers would like to camp more often on CBR rivers.  The major
barriers to more camping relate to the availability of campsites: guarantee of a site,
too few campsites, and campsites too full.  These same “availability of campsite”
items are leading barriers to sea-kayaker use of water-accessible campsites along
the North Shore of Lake Superior.  Providing more campsites is strongly
supported by canoers/kayakers, although simply providing more may not be
sufficient to overcome the barrier of a guarantee of a site.

Consistent with this “availability” theme, canoers/kayakers who think camping is
important gave low satisfaction marks to the number of campsites along CBR
rivers.  They also gave low marks to the maintenance of these campsites, which
raises the question of how maintenance expectations could be better managed.
Camping items, overall, receive the lowest satisfaction marks of any of the
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facilities/services evaluated in the survey by canoers/kayakers.  To make camping
more than a marginal performer among CBR river facilities/services, it appears,
would require a fair amount of additional effort.

● Topic: Conflicts with motorboats on CBR rivers
A high-ranked barrier to more CBR river use (equal to not knowing water levels
prior to the trip) is the expectation that motorized watercraft will interfere with the
enjoyment of the outing.  This barrier could be addressed with water-surface
zoning, access planning (e.g., providing carry-in accesses only), and with
information on river reaches that are known to be largely free of motorized craft.
As shown in the survey, water-surface zoning that restricts motorized boating is
not always supported strongly by canoers/kayakers, especially by those who have
motorboats in the household.

● Topic: MN DNR website information on CBR rivers
When asked about the importance of various facilities/services that make a CBR
outing enjoyable, canoers/kayakers rank the MN DNR website information as
number four, after river accesses, maps, and river-level reporting.  For those who
think website information is important to their outing, satisfaction with the current
river-level reporting is not particularly high (only about half are satisfied).  There
is a lot of room for improvement in this relatively important information-access
service, and efforts to improve it would make sense to canoers/kayakers.

The MN DNR website is a good location for information on many of the
preceding high-priority topics: river accesses, river maps, and river-level
conditions.  It could also be place to provide information on rivers with little
motorboat traffic (i.e., where to avoid conflicts with motorboats), and to set
expectations about campsite maintenance standards.  The website could
conceivably offer valuable advice on how to find services that provide shuttle
arrangements and where to look for near-river campgrounds that accept
reservations.

The MN DNR website is familiar to the majority of canoers/kayakers.  Over half
(56%) indicate they have used the website in the past, and website use should
only be expected to increase in the future.
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General boating trends

Five recreational boating studies have been conducted from the 1980s into recent
years.  All five lead to the same conclusion regarding trends: the number of boats
on the water has neither increased nor decreased significantly (changes are
assessed statistically at the .05 level).  In the studies, boats are counted from
aircraft on summer weekend/holiday afternoons.

The studies cover a range of boating conditions in Minnesota.  Two large, very
intensely used boating resources are covered by the studies (Lake Minnetonka
located in the western part of the Twin Cities metropolitan area—Figure A-1, and
the Lower St. Croix River located in the eastern part of the Twin Cities—Figure
A-2).  Other Twin Cities boating lakes are covered in a separate regional boating
study (Figure A-3).  More rural, less intensely used lakes are covered by two
regional boating studies: one in Central and one in North Central Minnesota
(Figure A-3).  The more rural lake regions are used three to five times less
intensely than typical Twin Cities’ lakes.
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Figure A-1

Lake Minnetonka Weekend/Holiday Afternoon Aerial Boat Counts*
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Figure A-3

Trends in boating intensities on summer week-
end/holiday afternoons
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Lower St. Croix River canoeing trend on the federal-managed reach

Boating numbers and craft type were monitored through aerial observation from
1983 to 1999.  The aerial observations covered the entire lower St. Croix from its
mouth to Stillwater (State-managed reach) and upstream from Stillwater to St.
Croix Falls (Federal-managed reach).  For the entire reach, overall boat numbers
were stable over the 1983-1999 period for the time period used to establish trends
(weekend/holiday summer afternoons) (see Figure A-2).  The portion of boating
use in the State- and Federal-managed reaches has remained nearly the same since
1983 (Figure A-4).  In the Federal-managed reach, which is shallower and less
conductive to motorized boating than the State-managed reach, about half of all
boats were consistently reported as canoes over the 1983-1999 period (Figure A-
5).  Thus, there was no upward nor downward indication of canoeing on the
Federal-managed reach over the period.  The indication is stable canoeing use.
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Lower St. Croix River distribution of watercraft between the Federal 
and State Areas of the River
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Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW)

For the BWCAW—a lake-based wilderness area on the Canadian border in
northeastern Minnesota—the indicator of boating trends is yearly May-September
overnight group quota permits since 1982, when standard reporting of these
permit data began.  The BWCAW is a formal wilderness, and quotas are
established to limit use and maintain a wilderness experience for visitors.  Group
quotas are managed through the permit system.  The large majority of the
BWCAW annual use (in terms of recreational visitor days) is connected to these
May-September overnight permits.  Permits specify the means of travel of the
group (paddle, motorboat, hike).

Total overnight group permits, as well as paddle permits, at first decreased in the
early 1980s, then rose to the late 1980s, after which they stayed relatively constant
for about 10 years until the latter part of the 1990s (Figure A-6).  Permits numbers
then fell and have remained stable over the last few years (the permit data for 1999
to 2004 are from a new permit system and are considered preliminary at this time;
some revisions may be made in the near future).  The relatively constant period
from the late 1980s through the latter part of the 1990s occurred during the
sizable drop (27% decrease) between 1993 and 1994 in the number of May-
September overnight quota permits.  At present, just over half (54%) of the
available May-September overnight permit quota is used.

Since 1994 when the current May-September overnight quotas were
implemented, total and paddle permits have decreased some 13-14 percent.  Over
a longer period, extending back 15 to 20 years, permits have neither shown
neither a net increase nor net decrease.  They have been more or less stable.
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Figure A-6

Trends in May-to-September overnight group permits in the 
BWCAW by means of travel*
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References for boating trend information

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources:
1997.  Boating in the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area: Current Status (1996)

and Trends Since 1984.
1999.  Boating in North Central Minnesota: Status in 1998 and Trends Since

1985.
2001.  Boating Trends on Lake Minnetonka, 1984 to 2000.  Boating studies

are done in cooperation with the Lake Minnetonka Conservation District.
2002.  Boating in Central Minnesota: Status in 2001 and Trends Since 1987.

Minnesota-Wisconsin Boundary Area Commission:
Recreational boating studies (ever two years from 1983 to 1999) of the Lower

St. Croix National Scenic Riverway.

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Superior National Forest:
Historical May-September overnight permit data for the Boundary Waters
Canoe Area Wilderness, 1982 to 2004.


