
        ural econom ies are changing across A m erica. 
T he role of extractive industries like logging and 
m ining has dim inished considerably and is being 
replaced in part by a nature-based econom y. 
A nd an increasing num ber of rural com m unities 
are confirm ing that protecting w ilderness is 
good for the environm ent and their econom y.  

   T he benefits that flow  from  protected w ild 
lands are now  the dom inant econom ic drivers in 
m any rural areas. Scenic vistas m ake 
com m unities attractive to businesses and 
em ployees seeking the highest quality of life. 
W ild lands in rural W estern counties have led to 
incom e, em ploym ent, and population grow th.1 
T hey also increase nearby property values for 
hom e ow ners and generate recreation and 
tourism  dollars. A dditionally, protected w ild 
lands provide a num ber of vital natural services 
such as filtering our drinking w ater. 

 

H iker on Superior T rail, M innesota.  Photo by R ichard H am liton Sm ith 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Dollars and Sense 
Five w ays that protected w ilderness boosts com m unity, personal pocketbooks 
 

“Fisherm en from  all over the country com e here to fish for salm on in the w aters of the 

Elk R iver. T his brings a vital econom ic boost during the lull in our tourism  driven 

econom y. R estaurants, m otels, R .V . parks, grocery stores, hardw are stores, art galleries, 

advertisers and fishing guides benefit from  this eco-based w inter tourist industry.  T here 

is not a business in this com m unity that does not receive a beneficial dollar during the 

hardest m onths of their econom ic year.” 

—P ort O rford/N orth C urry C ounty C ham ber of C om m erce, in supporting the C opper-

Salm on W ilderness A ct. 
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Fishing on G reys R iver, W yom ing.  Photo by Scott Bosse, courtesy G reater Yellow stone C oalition. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Designated W ilderness and their healthy landscapes…  

A ttract businesses and their em ployees. 
Businesses decide to locate and stay near protected landscapes for reasons such as scenic am enities, rural 
character of tow ns and proxim ity to w ildlife-based recreation. T hese reasons far outrank labor costs and tax 
incentives.2 A nother study found that a m ajority of people, 53 percent, cited w ilderness as an im portant reason 
they m oved to their county of residence.3 T he m igration and retention of both businesses and their talented 
w orkforces foster regional econom ic developm ent and provide a strong base for local econom ies. 

If 100 retired households com e to a com m unity in a year, each w ith a retirem ent incom e of about $40,000, their 
im pact is sim ilar to that of a new  business spending $4 m illion annually.4 T his is because retirees increase the tax 
base and have a stable investm ent incom e that increases em ploym ent and stim ulates the econom y w hen spent 
locally. R etirees are often attracted to natural am enities provided by public land and bring their non-labor 
incom e w ith them . 

 
Increase property values.  
Econom ic studies have dem onstrated that 
w ilderness boosts residential property 
values.5 T he per-acre price of residential 
land in tow ns that have som e w ilderness 
acreage is alm ost 19 percent higher than in 
tow ns that contain no w ilderness. T he 
higher property values, m eanw hile, can 
contribute to low er tax rates because 
m unicipalities can generate the sam e 
am ount of revenue from  low er taxes.6 

B oost personal incom e.  

Per capita incom e in isolated rural counties 
w ith protected land grow s faster than in 
isolated counties w ithout any protected 
lands. O ne study found that from  1970 to 
2000, per capita incom e in isolated rural 
counties w ith protected land grew  m ore 
than 60 percent faster.7 Scenic rural  
 counties exhibited higher em ploym ent and incom e grow th from  1990-1995.  

R eal per capita incom es grew  1.2 percent annually, com pared w ith 0.4 percent for m oderately scenic counties 
and 0.1 percent for other rural counties.8 C ounties adjacent to urban areas have grow n faster due to contact 
w ith an urban econom y. 
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C atalyze the recreation and tourism  

industries. 
T he O utdoor Industry A ssociation found that outdoor 
recreation contributes $730 billion to the A m erican 
econom y w hile supporting 6.5 m illion jobs.10 O n 
average, each 10,000 acres of protected w ilderness 
provides 18 new  jobs in local com m unities.11 A  
C alifornia study of just a single county found that 
w ilderness generated $31.9 m illion in personal 
incom e, $50.2 m illion in sales revenue, and 882 jobs.12 
O utdoor recreation is good for hotels, restaurants, 
guides, grocery stores and m ore.  
 
T he U S Fish and W ildlife Service reported that 87 
m illion U S residents age 16 and older participated in 
w ildlife-related recreation in 2006. $122 billion w as 
spent on fishing, hunting, and w ildlife w atching.13 

 

P erform  natural services w orth 

billions of dollars.  
W ilderness provides – free of charge – a host of 
“ecosystem  services,” including air and w ater filtration, 
clim ate regulation, pest control, and seed dispersal. 
O ne study of federally designated w ilderness in the 
low er 48 states put the value of som e of these services 
at betw een $2.0 billion and $3.5 billion per year.  

Broken dow n a little further, one estim ate puts the value of w atershed protection, carbon storage, clim ate regulation, and 
w aste treatm ent at $174 per acre per year. A  rough estim ate of the value of carbon stored in w ilderness forests is $2.4 billion 
annually.11 T he U .S. Forest Service, m eanw hile, estim ated that one-fifth of A m erica’s population get their w ater from  
sources w ith headw aters on national forests – a value w orth $3.7 billion each year.14 
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A  study of 113 rural counties in the A m erican W est, 43%  containing designated w ilderness areas, show ed that 
population, incom e, and em ploym ent grow th increased w ith percent designated w ilderness from  1970 - 2000. 
Econom ic activities associated w ith w ilderness included investm ent incom e and nonfarm  self-em ploym ent incom e 
grow th.9 
 

 



     V erm illion C liffs N ational M onum ent, A rizona.  Photo by D enise R yan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

“W ilderness and other protective 

designations have been show n to increase 

local tourism  and to attract new  residents 

w ho treasure the quality of life that 

preserved lands provide.  T his preservation 

is crucial for m aintaining a healthy 

econom y… A s local C ham bers of 

C om m erce, w e are dedicated to achieving 

business grow th and prosperity w hile 

m aintaining our unique quality of life. B y 

attracting tourists and new  residents, 

providing recreational opportunities for 

our com m unities, and protecting scenic 

vistas, this legislation aids us in achieving 

that m ission. “ 

—Yucca V alley C ham ber of C om m erce, in 

supporting the C alifornia Desert and 

M ountain H eritage A ct. 
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Learn m ore: V isit http://w ilderness.org/content/natural-dividends-w ildland-protection to read a report that 

exam ines the econom ic im pact of w ilderness on the R ocky M ountain W est. 
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