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Description of Park Board 
 
 
The Jennings County Park Board was created in 1967 in 
anticipation of the transfer of the Muscatatuck State 
Park back to the citizens of Jennings. The park was 
deeded back to Jennings in 1968.The ordinance creating 
the Board was rewritten in 1993 and was supplied in the 
Appendix of last master plan. 
 
The Muscatatuck was the only property under direct 
management of the Board until 2007 when Eco Lake 
Park was given to the County and the Department.   
 
The Park Board partners annually with many agencies. 
They have provided office space for a regional Experi-
ence Works, Inc administrator. They have had lease 
agreements in prior years with Jennings County Tour-
ism Department, as well as the ñFriends of the Muscata-
tuck River Societyò water quality educator. There is 
some discussion to reformulate the partnership with the 
Tourism Department, which would open the park Visi-
tor Center back to a county-wide Visitor Center. 
 
Twice over the past twenty years, the Park Board struck 
out to partner with the local municipal recreation de-
partment (North Vernon Parks and Recreation), trying 
to create one local department with increased staffing, 
budget, etc. This partnership was never formalized, 
although supported by both organization directors. 
 
JCPR has partnered with the small town of Vernon on 
significant projects. An IDNR Urban Forestry Grant as 
well as a State Historical Marker Grant were both gar-
nered with the assistance of JCPR. Both groups are 
working together along with the municipality to fulfill 
community wide trail opportunities and have applied 
for the second phase Next Level Trails Grant. 
 
JCPR is subsidized by the county general budget. The 
Parks Department also has a non-reverting fund for 
funds generated from their properties. Camping and 
building rental are the two main income generators. 
 
 

 
Description of Department Staff 

 
 
Jennings County Parks and Recreation Department has 
three full time employees. There is no funding for part-
time labor. JCPR is an arm of the county government 
and works within their framework.  
 
JCPR had partnered with the Experience Works pro-
gram and the National Able Network, providing work-
ers in the field and sometimes in the office, yet this op-
portunity has not been a consistent partner of late. 
 
JCPR utilizes a camp host to increase campground se-
curity and assist in permit collection. 
 
 

Overview of the  
Park Board/Department 

 
A more in-depth history of the department can be found 
in the past master plans. This overview will primarily 
discuss items in the last planning cycle.  
 
At the beginning of last planning cycle a cloud based 
RMS (reservation management system) had just been 
instituted (2014). This has proven to be a much needed 
technological upgrade, although significant computer 
skills are necessary for staff. 
 
The main focus out of last cycle planning was geared 
towards playgrounds and creating camping at Eco Lake 
Park (ELP).  
 
Although the department had hoped to get camping 
open at ELP, it was always understood that a significant 
grant and/or county council assistance would be needed. 
The ñLoweôs Community Partnership Grantò was ap-
plied for (twice), yet the grant was not competitive. 
Most available grants tend to not grade this upgrade 
well. This will be discussed later. 
 
The department was successful in most other objectives.  
After receiving a $30,000 grant for raising $60,000 in a 
challenge grant, JCPR used these funds, submitted, and 
was awarded a $70,000 matching grant for purchase of 
playground equipment. This essentially was buy one 
unit for Muscatatuck and get a free unit for Eco Lake 
Park. JCPR installed both units saving the county instal-
lation costs. 
 
JCPR was then awarded funds for a spray-grounds, with 
accompanying grants for shade structures and benches. 
JCPR had to fund installation of  the spray-grounds, but 
did shade installation in-house. 
 
Two larger pieces of equipment were itemized in the 
cycle. JCPR bought and funded a new truck in 2018, 
and a new mower in 2019. 
 
Road work had been itemized on the Muscatatuck 
Parkôs main road, as had bridge work. Since the main 
park road is a county road that sees significant commut-
er traffic, the maintenance is done by the County High-
way Dept. Both issues were taken care of. The road at 
ELP also had some work completed ($10,000 stone, 
plus grade work). 
 
Upgrades to the barn structure had been itemized. With 
the department installing playgrounds this upgrade did 
not materialize due to time constraints and the use of 
the barn as storage. It was also superseded somewhat in 
importance due to removal of the older Director's resi-
dence, which had also been used as storage. This will 
clean up the Muscatatuck Parkôs front/east entrance.  
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Organizational Chart of Staff Relative to Park Board. 
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Definition of Planning Area: 
 
Jennings County Parks and Recreation Department is 
a county-wide department. This study will overview 
elements throughout the county, yet will focus on a 
few county owned properties. Historically, the de-
partment has concentrated on the Muscatatuck Park. 
They acquired the Eco Lake Park property in Decem-
ber 2007. This property has seen some improvements 
(via three grants), yet with minimal increased funding 
to the department. 
 
Jennings County has a wealth of outdoor recreational 
opportunities at the State and National level. These 
areas will be covered in the county inventory.  
 
JCPR, Vernon, and North Vernon have all come to-
gether to formulate a Community-Wide Trails Plan. 
A few additions and modifications will be discussed 
later. A significant INDOT grant (1.2 million) funded 
the long desired ñGum Streetò trail along an aban-
doned railway (B&O). Bids were let in 2015, with 
construction completed in 2017. The trail was subse-
quentially named the Muscatatuck Trail, and is huge-
ly popular. 
 
The trails committee has been working aggressively 
on other potential trails and connector. An upgraded 
Trails Master Plan will be presented within this plan. 
 
Jennings County is set in the rolling hills of southern 
Indiana. Nice hardwood forests dress the multiple 
stream and river ravines. Winding rivers and streams 
have sculpted limestone bluffs to create many inter-
esting and significant geological features. Many of 
these features may warrant increased promotion. 
 
Total acreage of the county is 245,120 acres or ap-
proximately 376.6 square miles. The county is divid-
ed into 12 townships. North Vernon is centrally locat-
ed in the center of the county with Vernon (the coun-
ty seat) one mile south. 
 
Jennings County is conveniently centered equidistant 
to Indianapolis, Louisville, and Cincinnati (roughly 
65 miles from each.). Major interstates do not enter 
the county, but US Highway 50, and State roads # 3 
and #7 supply good access in and out of the commu-
nity. During this last planning cycle the state built a 
significant by-pass around the city (US 750). This has 
increased transportation efficiency, and has helped 
keep larger commercial traffic out of the small city. 

Overview of the Departmentôs Management 
 
JCPR is a small department. Three individuals take care of 
two parks totaling 344 acres, mowing roughly 75 acres. 
JCPR had partnered with the County Tourism Department 
from 1998 to 2009, until it was administratively dissolved. 
These two agencies shared an office assistant that was pro-
vided and funded by the Experience Works Program. 
JCPR has had this office assistant position filled intermit-
tently since 2009.  
 
JCPR utilizes a camp host to help check in campers after 
hours. The camp host has limited other duties like cleaning 
and stocking the bath house. 
 
The Director stays in the office as much as possible when 
the office assistant is off or the position is unfilled. Oten 
the office must be closed for the Director to assist the 
crew, consult with contractors, work with the Auditor, etc. 
 
Each of the three employees work weekends during the 
busy season (mid April to mid October) with an alternating 
rotation. Weekend hours are usually split in to am/pm 
shifts. 
 
JCPR does not directly program events or programs. They 
do partner with multiple agencies to run various races 
(running, color, obstacle/mud, mountain biking) and at 
times day camps. Music and Beer festivals have been tried, 
but have not stayed steady. Funding from these events are 
profitable, but varies as the events change. 
 
JCPR makes the majority of their Non-Reverting funding 
(funds generated from the facilities) from the 
campgrounds. A heated Community Building generates the 
second most revenue and is rented on average 80 times per 
year. Shelter house rentals generate the third largest in-
come. Miscellaneous income is generated from firewood, 
showers, salvage, etc. Shelters are rentable, but are first 
come first serve when not rented. The Muscatatuck Park 
has many annual events (special events, family reunions, 
etc.) and the shelters are often rented during the day, then 
used by non-paying visitors afterward. 
 
Average five-year Non-reverting funds were approximate-
ly $73,000 and has increased almost $30,000 over the last 
planning cycle. The department is subsidized by an aver-
age budget (five year) of approximately $141,375. The 
departmentôs funding has stayed steady for the most part, 
with all government departments getting an average 3% 
increase per year. During the recession the park saw a larg-
er reduction (11%) than other departments that were de-
creased (5 %). JCPR did not see a substantial increase in 
funding after the second park was acquired. In 2017, the 
council did increase the general budget appropriation for 
the second assistant. The park had had to pay 50% of this 
annual salary, yet the county absorbed this, thus freeing 
approximately 14,000 annually since 2017. 
 
After the recession there was a small group of officials that 
had tried to sell both Park facilities. This group was not 
well supported, nor did they get too far before opposition 
mounted. Ultimately the initiative was not pursued. 
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Jennings County, Indiana 

Source: http://www.jnru.org/pdfs/jc.pdf 



JCPR Master Plan 2020-2024                    11 

 

Section Two: 
 
 

Goals and Objectives 
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Goals and Objectives of the Department 
 
 
The core goals of the Jennings County Parks and Recre-
ation are: 
 
Study and implement industry standards at various lev-
els of operation. Acknowledge errors and find solutions 
to rectify conflicts. 
 
Listen to the publicôs expressed issues, conflicts, and 
desires and find potential actions of resolution. 
 
Communicate with local leaders representing the com-
munities recreational demands.  
 
Work with North Vernon and the Jennings County 
School Corporation to promote and realize the potential 
at the proposed Sand Creek School-park area. 
 
Work with Vernon and North Vernon to update a com-
munity wide trails plan. Specifically, JCPR hopes to 
connect to the historic Tunnel Mill and Crosley SFWA, 
historic Vernon, Rock Rest Falls and the Calli State 
Nature Preserve, as well as North Vernon Parks 
 
Promote a healthy lifestyle through increased marketing 
of our parks and specifically our trail system. 
 
Protect the historical and natural aspects of both the 
Muscatatuck Park and Eco Lake Park. 
 
Maintain the grounds of both parks with increased sen-
sitivity to aesthetics as well as safety. 
 
Use our parks unique features to offer creative and en-
joyable recreation at the lowest cost possible to all our 
citizens.  
 
Increase revenue by increased usage of our amenities 
and/or expansion of the product. 
 
. 
 
 

Goals and Objectives of the Park Board 
 
 
The following are core goals of the Jennings County 
Park Board: 
 
Communicate with local elected officials to solidify 
funding and increase the knowledge of the Parksô worth 
and utility. 
 
Manage the Parks with fiscal responsibility, creativity, 
foresight, with increased knowledge of industry stand-
ards, models, and trends.   
 
Collaborate with NVPR to increase the importance and 
impact of Parks and Recreation in our community. 
 
Limit the negative activity (vandalism) that the parks 
are sometimes subjected too. 
 
Make the Park and Recreation facilities safer in general 
and more inclusive to all. 
 
Increase the revenue generating capacity of the parks 
without inflating the prices and limiting usage to the 
underserved in our community. 
 
 

WPA/CCC Shelter at Muscatatuck Park 
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Mission Statement of  
Jennings County Parks and Recreation 

 
 
 
 

Our Mission is to: 
 

ñProvide adequate and  
diversified recreational  
opportunity to meet the 
needs of the citizens of our 
community, while protect-
ing and promoting our  
significant natural and 
historic resources.ò 

 
 

JCPR has successfully administered and studied six 
consecutive cycles of recreational planning. Grants 
have been pursued and implemented in a wide and com-
munity oriented manner. Creative proposals have been 
presented. Some have been adopted and others only 
debated. Creative programming has been witnessed  
through partnerships with interested groups and individ-
uals. Tax payer money has been stretched to maximize 
utility. 
 
JCPR is proud of their accomplishments: the parks are 
cleaner, more attractive, and provide more opportunity. 
Income has increased to a significant fruition of its ca-
pacity. JCPR has acquired new park lands at no cost to 
the taxpayer.  
 
JCPR is excited to embark on a new planning cycle. 
Although the department has seen significant gains in 
overall ñwellnessò, there is still room for improvement. 
ñWellnessò of the community and department will be 
analyzed again. As changes occur so do our needs. 
The challenges of tomorrow are at our doorstep. There 
is enormous potential just beyond our reach. Jennings 
County Parks and Recreation intends to step up and 
lead the community into another period of enrichment 
and fulfillment. 

Goals and Objectives of the Master Plan 
 
The main objective of this study is to analyze current 
recreational issues in Jennings County and provide a 
basis for action. Some specific items to be completed 
with this plan are: 
 
Revisit our Mission Statements for the department, 
and each individual park. 
 
Define areas that are in need of improvement. Study 
alternatives for improvement, compare costs, and 
then define specific actions (in some cases limita-
tions) to upgrade these areas. 
 
Classify, protect, and preserve significant recreation-
al, educational, historical, cultural, and natural re-
sources. 
 
Preserve and protect open space. 
 
Cooperate with public and private groups and indi-
viduals in developing recreational resource relation-
ships (partnerships). Create a network of communica-
tion and planning amongst the area professionals. 
 
Survey the local public to better facilitate their needs 
and desires. 
 
Study possibilities of acquiring additional park land. 
Trail and greenway corridors are considered a high 
priority. 
 
Communicate, advertise, and promote unique recrea-
tional opportunity with the hope of increased under-
standing leading to specific action in the community. 
 
Become more comprehensive and insightful in ap-
proach and methodology of supplying recreation. 
 
Study and utilize funding sources to the best ad-
vantage of our residents. 
 
Improve the quality of life in Jennings County.   
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Our Mission is to: 
 

ñProvide adequate and diversified recreational  
opportunity to meet the needs of  

the citizens of our community, while protecting and  
promoting our significant natural and historic resourcesò 

 
 
 

Mission Statements are great generalizations of our overall goals, desires, and responsibilities. No one recreational 
department will be the same as the next as no community is like another. Jennings Countyôs assets and issues are 
unique. Although this is generally true, JCPR is committed to study other recreation providers, evaluate, then reevalu-
ate. JCPR is open to criticism. JCPR is open to change. The public response to our initiative is very welcome. Increas-
ingly we see a polarity of views, needs, desires, expectations. This is the age of polarity, for better or worse.  
 
Within the last planning cycle there was a small push to sell both Park facilities. This position was extreme, but had 
support in some circles. Others realize how our recreational amenities do not measure up to state and national stand-
ards. This polarity creates a great challenge. It is one of the core goals, of the department through this master plan, to 
collect enough information to be able to educate the citizens and point our community in the most advantageous direc-
tion possible. We believe that information, study, comparison, debate, evaluation, then revaluation are always needed. 
We believe that standards adopted across the country have been tested and refined to a great degree. Even though our 
issues are unique and challenges are great, we must look at our models. We must constantly reevaluate. This is our 
responsibility and our professional imperative. With all this in mind, we try to create mission operatives for our dis-
tinct facilities. No one park can deliver all recreational needs and wants. This is why our recreational model has 
evolved to where it is today. Conflicting issues need to be separated. Like needs can often be merged. We except our 
mission as flexible and open minded, but we support the work of our peers in creating a framework for our unique 
community: 
 
 

Mission of the Muscatatuck Park: (presented in discussion format) 
 

 
Muscatatuck Park is a county park. It is the communityôs park.  It has developed many elements of the ñCommunity 
Parkò classification. It originated as (Indianaôs fourth State Park) and has been striving to be managed as a ñDistrict 
Parkò, specifically a ñHistoric District Parkò. The park has natural and historic elements that are unique to southern 
Indiana. These elements need to be protected and promoted. Camping, mountain biking, and hiking are seeing a sig-
nificant regional draw Although the campgrounds is not full to capacity most weekends, the demand is significant and 
increasing. The Park would be hard pressed to find alternative use that would generate an equal return, without in-
creased investment and significant consequences. Through the years we have seen that the ñCommunityò element 
works with and sometimes against this ñDistrict Parkò, usage scenario. In general, though, low intensity community 
programming and usage is a complement to the park and public in general. We do caution that combining Model clas-
sifications can cause conflicts. Aspects of ñsports complexes ñ are not deemed appropriate for the ñDistrict Parkò clas-
sification. This applies to the ñCommunity Parkò and ñNeighborhood Parkò classifications, as well. Officials would be 
well served to study the recreational model presented in ñPark, Recreation, Open Space, Greenway Guidelinesò. This 
information and model is the gold standard of the industry. Its adherence produces viable results in many successful 
communities. 
 
 
Paraphrased: The Mission (or Mission operative) of the Muscatatuck Park is to be managed as a Historic District Park. 
ñCommunity Parkò elements can and should be incorporated into the facility, yet kept in balance as to not infringe 
upon the natural, historic, and tourism related elements of the park. 
 
The Mission of Eco Lake Park would be much the same as Muscatatuck. Fulfilling the agreement of the donors in 
producing an open public facility that promotes fishing, camping, and natural resource protection is the main focus of 
this facility. 
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Section Three: 
 
 

Features of Jennings County 
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Natural Features and Landscape 
 
 
Jennings County is blessed with rolling hills and wind-
ing streams and rivers. The natural landscape possesses 
a striking beauty that should be considered an asset for 
recreation as well as quality of life. 
 
There are areas of open space that have recreational 
potential for various reasons. One main area is adjacent 
to Sand Creek School, just north of North Vernon. This 
land is owned by the school corporation. It has been 
proposed and there is general support that a low mainte-
nance field space through a school-park collaborative 
effort could be acheived. More discussion of this sub-
ject will follow in the subsequent chapters. 
 
Additional open space areas will be studied in our in-
ventory.  
 
Jennings County is uniquely and advantageously locat-
ed equidistant between three large population centers: 
Indianapolis, Louisville, and Cincinnati. JCPR has wit-
nessed increased participation from these population 
centers during special events, like the DINO mountain 
bike races, obstacle races, and also bouldering. In-
creased marketing to these centers seems merited for 
various events. 
 
Jennings County is also home to two National Wildlife 
Refuges. Currently there are only three in the entire 
state. Hunting, fishing, and camping (and other outdoor 
related demands) are generated from these properties 
and these properties will continue to drive this demand. 
 
With rolling hills and winding rivers, Jennings County 
has a picturesque landscape. Scenic views are scattered 
through out the county. Many are centrally located and/
or have easy access. Some of these are developed, yet 
there is potential for many visitor access points of sig-
nificant beauty. These vistas and recreational sites will 
be itemized and discussed in our inventory section. 
(Vernon Gym upper and lower, Rock Rest Falls, Tunnel 
Mill, Vernon #3 and #7). 
 
Soils are compatible with most regional plant popula-
tions, but the clay composition can be a hindrance to 
field sod plantings. Aeration and irrigation may be 
needed for top end grass growing usually seen in  a ath-
letic complex. 
 
Jennings has a good mix of upland (oak, maple, etc.) 
and lowland forests (sycamore, cottonwood, etc.) that 
grow in conjunction with the many hills and drainage 
channels winding throughout the county. 
 
 
 

Limestone Geology and 
 Recreational Opportunity 

 
 
Jennings County has exposed stone throughout the county. 
This is most often seen along the Muscatatuck River and 
other tributaries. The majority of the exposed stone is do-
lomite limestone (approximately 325 million years old) 
with examples of other types of limestone present and 
small amounts of shale. The higher bands or rock, which 
are newer, often exhibit dense and varied fossils. 
 
The American Indian word ñMuscatatuckò translates into 
ñland of windings watersò. The Muscatatuck River and 
other tributaries have carved out the interesting and erratic 
river channels, hitting harder stone and then curving in 
various directions, often in near ox-bow connections. 
 
The curving nature of the river and streams in Jennings 
makes for interesting kayak and canoe trips. Unfortunately 
this is mainly seasonal, with summer and fall water levels 
often too low for quality riding. Caving has also been done 
for years, yet is somewhat restricted now due to ñWhiteï 
Nose Syndromeò that effects bats. The rock walls along 
the streams have provided another recreation opportunity 
that is the young but growing activity: rock climbing.  
 
 
 
Rock Climbing 
 
Rock climbing is one of the fastest growing physical activ-
ities in the country. Indoor gyms are popping up all over 
in specific facilities and also in conjunction with recrea-
tional centers to elementary schools. Rock climbing 
evolved out of the mountaineering tradition, but climbing 
is an elementary activity to the human primate, much like 
walking, running, and swimming. Climbing is intrinsically 
interesting as a basic physical activity and is now gaining 
much popularity from the creation of artificial walls. From 
mountaineering evolved 5 basic rock climbing forms:  

¶ Aid Climbing 

¶ Traditional Climbing (crack climbing) 

¶ Sport Climbing (often steep or blank wall 
climbing) 

¶ Bouldering (smaller, condensed difficulty) 

¶ Mixed Rock and Ice (often mostly ice) 
 
Jennings County does not have a great deal of isolated 
ñbouldersò, but the height of most rock walls is of reason-
able bouldering height. Some taller climbs are done more 
safely with a top secured rope (top-roping). 
 
 
The author has been recently approached about the formu-
lation of an Indiana Climbers Coalition. Although the 
abundance of good quality stone is smaller, the state and 
this recreation group would likely benefit from this type of 
group formulation. There is some discussion that 
ñStrawberry Fieldsò which will be part of the NLT ñNext 
Level Trailsò Grant could be purchased via the above coa-
lition. This could further the grant and mediate a potential 
liability issue relative to recreational use on easements. 
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Bouldering is the main from of rock climbing in Jennings. This type of climbing is the most basic form of the sport 
and uses the least amount of technical gear. Rock shoes and chalk were the 1980ôs gear. Prior to that, climbers 
bouldered in whatever tight fitting shoe they could find useful (hiking boots to wrestling shoes). In the mid 1990ôs 
climbers started creating pads for bouldering and the sport exploded. It seems odd that climbing a 10 foot section of 
rock would be that interesting, but due to the difficulty of movement and often tricky problem solving elements, boul-
dering has become a stand alone activity, were it used to be termed ñpractice climbingò. Younger climbers seem spe-
cially attracted to this type of climbing. 
 
Indiana does not have a great deal of rock for outdoor climbing. There are a few sandstone and limestone bluffs scat-
tered around the state. In the late 1980ôs early 1990ôs there was a small population of Indiana climbers that frequented 
the Red River Gorge Area in Kentucky to climb on a regular basis. Red River is now considered a world class climb-
ing destination. Those few climbers were anxious for local rock and then started developing specific climbs, naming 
them, and grading them (relative to difficultly, quality, and dangerousness). 
 
Bouldering problems were first established in Jennings in 1991. Prior to that the cliff line did see some rappelers. 
Climbers are now witnessed most every weekend and often during weekdays. 

Bouldering is often dynamic, explosive, yet also subtle and balance orientated.  

Bouldering often tackles steep terrain using various techniques in powerful and abstract ways. 
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Watershed and Wildlife  
Management in Jennings 

 
 
Jennings County is over 30 percent forested as well 
as 30 percent agricultural. The combination of for-
est and field space are good for maintaining a di-
verse wildlife population. The National and State 
recreational areas are good examples of active 
wildlife management techniques and practices. 
 
The Muscatatuck National Wildlife Refuge is one 
of Indiana's best examples of a reintroduction to a 
natural wetland landscape. Their mission is to 
ñrestore, preserve, and manage a mix of forest, 
wetland, and grassland habitat for fish, wildlife and 
people.ò They claim wildlife management as their 
top priority. The property is recognized as a 
ñContinentally Importantò bird area, due to their 
efforts to maintain significant habitats natural to the 
pre-settler era. 
 
Water manipulation in the form of seasonal wet-
lands, ponds, and marshes, interconnected and in-
terspersed with managed vegetation areas makes 
the refuge the natural home to multiple species, 
including over 280 identified bird species.  
 
The reintroduction of the river otter in 1995 was 
deemed a significant success. The otters were once 
regionally threatened/extinct. The program  has 
been an extremely successful reintroduction with 
otter sightings now all over the county. 
 
MNWR host the ñWings over the Muscatatuckò 
annual festival. This bird watching event is well 
attended. 
 
There is currently a large watershed protection ini-
tiative in the works within the ñCentral Muscata-
tuck Watershedò project. The project plans to pro-
tect 26,000 acres of river bottomland. Mitch Dan-
iels states, ñThis initiative will increase public ac-
cess to hunting, fishing, trapping, hiking, boating, 
and bird watching, and leave a legacy for future 
generations by providing a major conservation des-
tination for tourists.ò  http://in.gov/dnr/
healthyriver/6502.htm ñMuscatatuck Overview 
pdfò 
 
Brush Creek Elementary School outdoor lab has a 
state recognized program and wetland restoration 
area. Ron Mulligan was the designer and was rec-
ognized for his efforts in 1992. 
 
The Muscatatuck Park has worked with local 
SWCD to re-introduce wetlands to the property. 
There is a small linkage of wetland marshes within 
a natural drainage channel. A larger (yet still small) 
1/2 acre pond has been itemized to be created south 
of these two ponds. Loss of recreational trail space 
may deter the department from this long range ob-
jective, although a pond closer to the campground 
would be a positive addition for campers. 

Invasive Species and  
Plant Disease Overview 

 
 
Invertebrates: 
 
 
Emerald Ash Borer was found in Jennings approximately 
five years ago. Significant decline has been witnessed. Pow-
er companies have aggressively removed the trees from most 
power lines.  
 
JCPR properties do not have a large percentage of ash trees, 
but it is still a common tree. Inventorying individuals close 
to infrastructure is merited. Vernon and Muscatatuck Park 
had planted (a few) ash trees in the past, yet will hold off 
from this species till a resistant strain is available. JCPR has 
worked in conjunction with the IDNR to assist monitoring. 
Current EAIDNR EAB web site:  www.in.gov./dnr/
entomolo/5349.htm 
 
Japanese beetles have been witnessed with varying popula-
tions. Recent years have been less detrimental. 
 
 
Plants: 
 
Japanese honey suckle is the most widespread, visible inva-
sive species. Where and when possible this species is re-
moved. 
 
English ivy is also prevalent and visible. JCPR has treated 
this vine along the main road where it is highly visible and 
accessible to treat.  This species is not listed on the IDNR 
web site:     www.in.gov/dnr/6351.htm , yet local IDNR per-
sonnel have suggested that JCPR treat it. 
 
Autumn olive is present on both JCPR properties. In 1991, 
regional biologists planted this species in conjunction with 
two newly developed wetland areas at the Muscatatuck Park. 
Subsequently it was deemed invasive. It is aggressive, hard 
to work with and remove and is not a preferred species. 
 
All varieties of pear have proven invasive. 
 
Aquatic Species: 
 
JCPR will be interested in aquatic management more in the 
coming years. Algae at the Eco Lake Park is a seasonal is-
sue. Plant composition is also an issue. The IDNR has sug-
gested practices in their water survey of this property. 
 
 
Diseases and other issues: 
 
There are many plant and animal diseases that effect various 
populations. ñWhite-Nosed Syndromeò is one of signifi-
cance effecting bats.  
 
Drought, higher than average temperatures, and also pollu-
tion have been blamed for issues effecting many plants. Nor-
way Spruce has seen mortality all over southern Indiana. 
Once elegant and thriving trees have been witnessed in de-
cline and dead in all adjacent counties as well as in Jennings.  
Preliminary research points decline to drought stress, in-
creased temperatures and wetter growing seasons. 
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Man Made Features  
In Jennings 

 
 
Last planning cycle Jennings County was going through 
one of their largest infrastructure re-investment periods. 
The US 50 Highway by-pass (US 750) is now complete. 
This multi-million dollar road upgrade creates a signifi-
cant thoroughfare around the town of North Vernon. 
With the varying topography and winding rivers, the 
location of this road was a significant study taking 
years. The impacts of this road will mostly be positive 
relative to recreation. The road network has been tied to 
many bridges because of the winding nature of the riv-
er. The new bypass creates an alternative route for 
many residents and travelers. The location of these 
roads will not assist pedestrian travel greatly, as it by-
passes town. The extra width of the new roads is a great 
benefit for bikers, as it ten foot brims on both sides. 
 
It is the general trend that development has been in this 
area north of town. It is assumed that this trend will 
continue and increase due to development along this 
new corridor. Future upgrades to the park system will 
want to be located accordingly. 
 
State highways #3 and #7, which join and are the same 
road in town, are the main road (s) leading north and 
south. This road is was recently resurfaced and wid-
ened. Impacts to recreation are considered minimal, but 
upgrades to sidewalks on both sides of this road are 
considered significant upgrades. Aesthetics of the town 
have increased with this upgrade as well as increase 
ease of alternative transportation. It is worthy to note 
that a short increase of this sidewalk (one-quarter mile) 
could connect North Vernon to the Muscatatuck Park 
via a walking corridor. A ñnarrowsò area could be an 
impediment to this, but less than one-half mile could 
connect Vernon to North Vernon. Pedestrian travel is 
witnessed often (nearly daily) along this corridor even 
without sidewalks.  
 
North Vernon was the recipient of a 16 Million Dollar 
Stellar grant (one of two Indiana communities to re-
ceive this inaugural grant). This grant funded a smaller 
block park in the downtown area. Fountains, benches, 
and decorative elements were added to this area to en-
liven the downtown area. Impacts were not negative, 
but this park was considered controversial as it elimi-
nated parking space.  
 
The Stellar grant also provided the matching funds for 
the INDOT ñGum Streetò greenway section of the com-
munity wide trails project. This upgrade supplies a 
paved trail connecting Muscatatuck Park to the small 
NVPR mini-park. This has been a hugely popular up-
grade to for bike/pedestrian access. 
 
North Vernon has just recently added their second com-
munity Park, Tripton Park. This upgrade capitalized on 
the acquisition of the abandoned golf course. JCPR had 
actively petitioned the city move forward with this pro-
ject. Funding for this and a significant upgrade to the 
pool at their other facility were taken care of through  
bonds (3 million for Tripton Park and 3.6 million for 
pool upgrades). 
 

There is one larger reservoir in the county, Brush Creek 
Reservoir. This property had been managed along with 
a buffer area in the form of a State Wildlife Area. The 
majority of this area has been taken over by the military 
and is named Muscatatuck Urban Training Center. A 
smaller area is still managed for wildlife and issues 
hunting permits. 
 
This reservoir had also accommodated a campground. 
Brush Creek Campground. This property has largely 
been incorporated into the Urban Training Center and is 
no longer open to the public. 
 
There is one larger reservoir for the north part of the 
county that is being studied. The possibility of a larger 
reservoirs with varying levels of water acreage has been 
studied for at least 20 years. North Vernon will always 
be looking at alternative (or supplemental) water 
source. The Zenas project would accommodate that for 
future generations as well a creating significant water 
related recreational opportunity.  
 
Another smaller potential lies in the currently aban-
doned North Vernon Quarry was owned by Hanson 
Aggregate, yet was purchased by the city. This lime-
stone quarry is being used as a water storage area. Ma-
jor water recreation in the form of larger boats would 
not be facilitated in this area, but fishing, swimming, 
hiking, picnicking, etc. could most likely be developed 
as supplemental along the banks and fringe of this prop-
erty. Recreational upgrades here will most likely be 
looked into in the NVPR next master plan cycle. 
 
The general layout of the community defines to a large 
degree Jennings recreational amenities. North Vernon 
Schools are centrally located with elementary schools 
out side of town roughly 5 to 7 miles in four directions. 
Jennings students are bused a further distance than any 
other county in Indiana. The peripheral schools do sup-
ply needed recreation to many rural residents, but prox-
imity may still be a limiting factory to many on a day to 
day basis.   
 
Railroad corridors are still used in the community, but 
there is significant potential for adopting abandoned 
railways for greenways. 
 
One main issue discussed repeatedly in the North 
Vernon Master plan, as well as the Jennings County 
Comprehensive Master Plan is the lack of thoughtful 
planning relative to zoning. Jennings and North Vernon 
have significantly ñpiece mealò residential, commercial, 
industrial areas. These two works point out examples 
where the result is less than desirable (mobile homes 
placed in residential neighborhoods, etc.). They also 
made the point that this can and should be deterred in 
the future, with more thoughtful and stringent design, 
landscape and other construction standards.  
 
JCPR would need to continue to maintain Vernon/
Vinegar Mill trail regardless if awarded the NLT Grant. 
Gaining easement is needed, if not outright purchase. 
Increase usage on this section would likely assist in 
maintenance as it is often overgrown in eastern section. 
Increased partnership with Vernon may also be needed 
as their staffing is low and often volunteered. Annual 
trail days could assist and be incorporated into existing 
volunteer days (ex. United Way day of Caring). 
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Historical Jennings 
 
 
Jennings County takes significant pride in their 
history. The county was an early Indiana town and 
played a part in the early history of the State.  
 
Vernon is listed on the National Register of Histori-
cal Places in its entirety. This placement is primari-
ly for its early settler architecture and its unique 
charter, which makes it the smallest county seat in 
Indiana. This town naturally has a State Historical 
marker for the same reasons. 
 
Jennings is home to  seven State Historical Mark-
ers: 

¶ Vernon Historical District 

¶ Muscatatuck Park 

¶ Jonathan Jennings 

¶ Morganôs Raiders 

¶ Kellar Grist Mill 

¶ Hannah Milhous Nixon 

¶ Grouse-line Treaty 
 
 
Jennings Countyôs Historical Museum is located in 
Vernon, and they have many artifacts. Muscatatuck 
Park has an interpretive Visitor Center with a com-
prehensive overview of the local history along with 
many historical photos. 
 
The Jennings County Historical Society created a 
significant spring festival ñSassafras Daysô. This 
festival celebrates early pioneer history and specifi-
cally does a mock Civil War battle to commemo-
rate the Morganôs Raiderôs event of 1863. The 
reenactment is done in partnership with JCPR and 
is held at the Muscatatuck Park. Other programs 
are not pursued, currently. 
 
Vernon and Jennings have significant 
ñUnderground Railroadò history.  The publication, 
ñSoutheast Indiana Trails to Freedomò is a good 
resource on this topic. www.in.gov/dnr/
historic/2798.htm : is best general source. 
 
North Vernon has several smaller districts on the 
National Register of Historic Places. The Down-
town, State Street, and Walnut Street districts en-
compass multiple homes, and the Carnegie Library 
and Annandale are listed separately. Historic Walk-
ing/Driving Tour brochures for both Vernon and 
North Vernon are available at the JCPR/
Muscatatuck Park visitor center. 
 
North Vernon has had a significant history from the 
rail road era. Although once considered one of the 
busiest railroads for smaller towns in Indiana, no 
museum or artifacts are readily available to inter-
pret this rich history, except for a caboose on dis-
play in the downtown area. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Cultural Jennings 
 
 
Ethnically, Jennings County is a (97%) white/Caucasian  
community with over half of the community living in a 
rural setting. Relative to recreation we do not miss in 
the stereotypical hunter-fisher person being a norm. 
 
Historically, Jennings residents embody this stereotype 
with little deviation. As the county is a good place for 
this type of recreation there seems to be a good percent-
age of the population that do hunt and fish. 
Classically urban pursuits like paved trail biking/
walking, ñArt in the parksò, spray grounds, etc, are less 
desired. This trend is changing, yet very slowly. Jen-
nings County has one of the worst retentions of higher 
educational populations in Indiana (87 th of 92 counties 
with a bachelors' degree or more). College bound youth 
tend not to come back to Jennings and live. Exposure to 
national trends are smaller and adopted slower.  
 
With that in mind, hunting, and fishing opportunities are 
and should be a priority in Jennings. Camping is often 
related to these activities and is witnessed to be pre-
formed often in conjunction with each other.  
 
The rural recreational trends do appear to be changing 
slowly though. Mountain Biking, Mud Races, Color 
Races, are well attended. Often these events pull from 
the Region, but local participation is significant and 
enjoyment levels seem to support more and varied rec-
reational opportunities. 
 
The Park Theater in North Vernon is a well attended 
venue for plays, musical performances, and weekend 
movies. Local and regional bands play often. The local 
ñplayersò club performs plays through out the year here. 
This facility shows Sunday matinees, at a reduced price. 
 
Muscatatuck Park has hosted various musical events 
over the years, but they have not gained sustainability. 
Medium sized Bluegrass festivals were well attended, 
but faded away as the main volunteers burnt out. Events 
created from a department program director could help 
sustain these functions.  Tripton parkôs new amphithea-
ter will be a nice asset for the city and their preliminary 
new master plan recommends additional programing 
 
NVPR has a couple musical events in the summer. One 
is always associated with their July fourth celebration. 
 
Art or other cultural events relative to parks are held, 
yet not often. JCPR has hosted picture contests and also 
picture exhibits. JCPR will host an Arts in the park 
event in 2020. 
 
JCPR partnered with a local business to create the 
ñFermentation Celebration: Beer and Wine Festival.ò 
The event was quite popular, yet extreme heat (timing 
of event) and a changing of the organizerôs business 
lead to this being dropped.   
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Economic and Social Factors 
 
 
Jennings County population has seen slight decreases in population the last two planning cycles. Over 10 years this 
equals about 1000 individuals. Population distribution is in the table below (Table One) as is general income infor-
mation compared to the State and to North Vernon. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
North Vernon population has seen decreases of (-3.8%) over the last 10 years. The county is experiencing nearly the 
same decline (-3.2 %).  This is a national trend for rural communities, yet could be a large issue in the future for Jen-
nings. This is happening while the state population increased roughly 3.2%. Age distribution is an important recrea-
tional statistic. Most communities are planning for the increase in the baby boomer generation aging over 65. Jennings 
and North Vernon both saw increases in older population and decreases in youth population. Although this is im-
portant Jennings County and North Vernon have over 23% of the population under 18. Programming and supplying 
recreational amenities to this population distribution will remain important.  
 
 
Jennings Countyôs minority distribution is essentially negligible. Gender distributions (female pop.= 49.9 %) are neg-
ligible as well. Jennings (and more so North Vernon) has a significant population in groups homes, once housed in the 
State Hospital. 
 
Jennings Counties retention of educated adults is one of the worst in the state (87 th). Relative to recreation, income 
and education data suggest that trendy and more expensive recreational amenities would be less attainable in Jennings. 
This does not suggest that recreational diversity is less desired, although to a degree this may be true due to lack of 
varied experience. Poverty in children below 18 years old is high, but slightly improving. 
  
Economically, Jennings County was hit hard by the recent recession. From 2005 to 2010, Jennings saw a 72 percent 
decrease in building permits. The property tax caps have decreased local government funding, significantly. Delin-
quency property tax in the county exacerbated this issue even more. The issue of delinquent property tax along with 
foreclosure data will be discussed in more detail in ñCSL. Critical Areaò, at the end of this chapter. 
 
Jennings County annual unemployment rate (3.4 % ) is slightly higher than the state average. Jennings is a net export-
er of workers. The impact on local recreation may be that less time is available for commuters to recreate. 
 
Jennings County Population is 27,611, and is not increasing.  On the next page we will discuss population stability. 

What? North Vernon Jennings County Indiana 

Population   6,712 27,611  6,691,878 

Per Capita Income (2013) $ 23,558 22,901 $ 27,305 

Median Household Income $ 42,200 $ 48,342 $ 52,182 

Median Value Owner owned 
home 

$ 78,400 $ 89,700  $ 130,200 

%  Public below poverty line 19.8 % 12.8 % 13.1 % 

% Population under age 5 8.2% 6.0 % 6.3 % 

% Population under age 18 22.9 % 23.0 % 23.4 % 

% Population over 65 16.8 % 16.4 % 15.8 % 

% Population white 97 % 97.2 % 85.1 % 

%  Population with  
High school education 

81.6 % 85.4 % 88.3 % 

% Population with Bachelors 
degree or higher 

12.6 % 10.7% 25.3 % 

TABLE ONE (1) 

Information provided by www.census.gov and www.stats.indiana.edu (most data: 2013-2017) 
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Population Growth and Stability 
 
 
Most economies use a model that suggests that growth is 
something that must always be striven towards. The next 
few generations on the planet will be confronted with a 
newer model, one that stresses sustainability over growth. 
Infinite growth is not possible in a finite system. While 
technology can modify this basic law, there is growing 
concern on major fronts. With climate change, pollution, 
poverty, and crumbling infrastructure in many areas be-
coming more acknowledged and prevalent, sustainability 
will be an increasingly important topic on multiple levels. 
 
There is a large trend in population decline in rural Indi-
ana. From 2011 to 2012, fifty-four of ninth-two counties 
shed population. Although Jennings County population 
increased from 2000 to 2009, basically all those increases 
were lost between 2010 to 2019. This happened at the 
same time the state saw increases in population (3.2%). 
When comparing urban growth to rural growth, urban 
growth is 5 times faster. 
 
There are numerous factors that lead to population growth 
and stability. Economic diversity is one key factor to ur-
ban growth. People will follow jobs. Jennings County has 
a large (24.7%) percentage of manufacturing jobs. Con-
struction, warehousing, education, and retail supply rough-
ly 42 percent of local jobs. 15 other categories make up 
the remaining percentage of jobs. 
 
Jennings had lost a total of 23 (-5.4%) worker establish-
ments over the past 2 cycles . Jennings had also lost over 
1000 jobs (-12.7%). Between 2000 to 2010. 
 
One Economic Development spokesperson says that ñthe 
first step is to keep people from leaving the county, start-
ing with young people.ò Jennings County is retaining less 
than the state average people aged 24 to 44.  
 
Jennings also has a problem retaining educated workers. 
Jennings County is 87th of 92 counties relative to percent-
age (10.7%) of workers with a bachelors degree or higher. 
Jennings County has the lowest percentage of Graduate or 
higher workers 2.6%. Of roughly 3221 counties in the 
USA, only 97 counties have a less educated workforce 
(last cycle). 
 
It is beyond the scope of this plan to address much of the 
information provided above. Obviously the issues are 
complex and a comprehensive approach will be needed to 
move forward progressively.  

 
Sources: census/quick facts, in.stasts.edu, cdc.gov 
 
Some main components of growing economies/
communities are: 

¶ Diverse work establishments 

¶ Educated work force 

¶ Efficient Access routes (interstate and high-
ways) 

¶ Affordable housing 

¶ Quality of life: 

¶ School 

¶ Parks 

¶ Entertainment 

Jennings Countyôs Comprehensive Master Plan 
looked at much of this information and made many 
recommendations for local leaders. Zoning issues in 
the form of code enforcement and implementing in-
creased design standards were heavily stressed. 
 
Instead of creating new developments, existing areas 
should be reclaimed. Retention of farm land whenever 
possible was recommended.  
 
Protecting and marketing historic and natural re-
sources to a higher level was also stressed. 
 
The Jennings County Comprehensive Master Plan 
could have been more publicized and more debated. 
Increased communication on all fronts will be needed 
to stabilize the local economy. 
 
 
Additional statistics are overviewed in the EDC re-
port: www.hoosierdata.in.gov/highlights 
 
 
The 2017  Community Needs Assessment looked into  
various needs the local community had in regards to 
stabilizing population. Three of five categories dealt 
with quality of life elements:  

¶ #1 Workforce & Jobs 
¶ #2 Education 
¶ #3 Health & Wellness 
¶ #4 Recreation & Entertainment 
¶ #5 Beautification 

 
 
Jennings County Parks and Recreation does not ac-
tively use ñsliding fee scalesò, ñfree access daysò , or  
ñpark prescriptionsò. JCPR fees and amenities are 
very basic without little differentiation. The parks are 
open with no gate fees and shelters are first come first 
serve, unless specifically rented. Primitive camping is 
reasonably priced and significantly lower than state 
facilities. 
 
JCPR does note that shelters that are rented on week-
ends tend to get used later in the day or evening by a 
second or third party. This enables poorer segments of 
the community to use the facilities free.  
 
The Jennings County Commissioner's have voiced 
concerns about increasing revenue. They did not spe-
cifically request gate fees as likely this would be lost 
on enforcement. It is only recently that any leaders 
have taken any significant quality of life issues to 
heart, that being the city. A few county councilors 
have noted need, yet have not found the political will 
to create action.  
 
Both county parks were nearly sold in the recession, 
and had restrictive covenants not been in place, likely 
one or both would have changed hands. 
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ñParks and Recreation as an 
economic engine in local 
communities; strong parks 
and recreation programs  
encourage users to spend 
their recreation dollars close 
to home, and not just in 
parks, but in local  

businesses, restaurants, etc.ò 
 

ISORP 2015 
Unclean property at CSL 

Abandoned pool near playground at CSL 

CSL lake from dam area 

ñ New businesses  
gravitate toward  
communities that  
offer strong quality 
of life, health, and  
wellness for their 
work force.ò 

 
ISORP 2015 

ñNew residents attracted to 
a community bring new 

tax revenues;  
residents leaving take their 
tax money with them. 
Hoosiers indicate where 
they prefer to live by mov-

ing there.ò 
 

ISORP 2015 


