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Abstract 

 

Outdoor recreation in the U.S. provides economic, social, and health benefits to participants. 

This study provides evidence for why the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) should be 

funded, now that it has been permanently reauthorized. Since its inception in 1965, LWCF has 

provided federal and state support for conservation and recreation initiatives, with a primary 

focus on land acquisition. In this report, I analyze data to demonstrate why LWCF should be 

funded not only for land acquisition, but also to promote outdoor recreation by evaluating the 

stateside assistance program administered by the National Park Service (NPS). The study uses 

two approaches: 1) apply the benefit transfer method and use multiple linear regression to 

estimate consumer benefits of outdoor recreation participation in a sample of state parks, and 2) 

identify how states have developed alternative funding sources to match LWCF grants. Adequate 

funding for recreation and conservation is imperative to ensure that current and future 

generations can reap the benefits of outdoor recreation.     
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Executive Summary 
 

 

This report illustrates why the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) should be funded 

and reformed to address outdoor recreation needs in the United States. Established by Congress 

in 1965, LWCF provides funds to federal and state agencies for conservation and recreational 

purposes. Throughout the LWCF’s history, Congress has appropriated a majority of the funds for 

federal land acquisition. As of 2019, federal and state recreation agencies face maintenance 

backlogs that require billions of dollars to address. Part I of this report provides an overview of 

outdoor recreation in the U.S and the history of LWCF. This report uses quantitative and 

qualitative analyses to illustrate why the LWCF should allocate more funding to the stateside 

assistance programs with respect to their maintenance projects at state parks. 

 

In Part II, this study applies a nonmarket valuation approach to estimate how visitors to state 

parks value the outdoor recreational activities offered within state parks on an annual basis. The 

analysis uses the Recreation Use Values Database and a benefit transfer approach to estimate 

consumer surplus, or the net willingness to pay to engage in recreational activities, in a sample of 

twelve state parks. STATA/IC 15 statistical software was used to conduct a multiple linear 

regression for predicting consumer surplus for each activity of interest. 

 

Results from the valuation analysis indicate that visitors to a sample of 12 state parks in four 

states (New York, Michigan, Tennessee, and Arizona) valued the outdoor recreational activities 

offered within an individual park between $1.5 million and nearly $140 million in 2017. This 

variation in values stems primarily from the wide range of annual visitors that state parks 

received. Aggregated across the state parks sampled, visitors in 2017 valued the recreational 

opportunities at approximately $477 million, or $55.62 per visitor-day. Summed across the entire 

state park system in the U.S., which receives over 800 million visitors annually, this finding 

implies that visitors valued outdoor recreation in state parks at nearly $45 billion in 2017. This 

monetized estimate underscores how much visitors value outdoor recreation in state parks, 

demonstrating why state parks should be funded to provide such benefits. As of 2018, the state 
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park system faced an estimated maintenance backlog of $16 billion; however, LWCF funds 

allocated to states totaled only $100 million in fiscal year 2019.   

 

Part III of the report is a qualitative analysis that evaluates how states may generate funding for 

outdoor recreation, both to satisfy the LWCF’s matching requirement and to cover funding needs 

beyond what the LWCF can provide. It presents various models that states have used to generate 

funding, sometimes in partnership with the LCWF statewide assistance program. These funding 

mechanisms are crucial because in the history of LWCF, less than a third of the LWCF funds go 

to state park projects. States struggle to make up the difference themselves, and this part of the 

report illustrates the creativity and resourcefulness of states in raising funds internally. Even so, 

without the LWCF stateside assistance program, state parks may fail to address infrastructure 

projects. They could struggle to remain open, preventing current and future generations from 

reaping the economic, social, and health benefits associated with recreation.  

 

With the permanent reauthorization of the LWCF in February 2019, Congress should 

incrementally shift appropriations from land acquisition to sources that allow state and federal 

agencies to address maintenance projects. Currently, federal agencies have received 61 percent 

of the cumulative appropriations while states have only received 25 percent.  In recent decades, 

Republican policymakers have opposed LWCF appropriations due to its land acquisition 

prioritization.  However, if the funding focus shifts from land acquisition to remediate the 

maintenance backlog, LWCF is likely to garner bipartisan support. With increased support, the 

fund could reach its full potential, allowing generations of Americans to enjoy the parks as we 

know them today.  
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Introduction 
 

This report evaluates the significance of outdoor recreation in the United States using two 

approaches. After some background information on recreation in the U.S., the history of outdoor 

recreation, and a description of the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) (Part I), this 

study analyzes how consumers, or people who engage in recreational activities, benefit 

economically by estimating consumer surplus of activities (Part II). Consumer surplus represents 

what a person is willing to pay to engage in a specific recreation activity minus what they 

actually pay for it. Finally, the research assesses state funding programs developed by local 

governments to promote outdoor recreation (Part III). LWCF is the common thread to all three 

parts.  

 

Established in 1965, LWCF supports conservation and recreational opportunities by funding the 

acquisition of state and federal public lands. Although the fund expired on September 30, 2018, 

Congress voted to permanently reauthorize LWCF in February 2019.  The question remains as to 

whether LWCF will receive full funding — $900 million annually — in this and future 

Congresses. Recreation and conservation managers have faced recurring funding issues during 

times of financial struggle. As of 2018, both the National Park Service (NPS) and state park 

system have accrued deferred maintenance backlogs that require billions of dollars to address. In 

some cases, state governments have threatened or elected to close state parks due to the inability 

to fund or staff the parks.  

 

LWCF funds may be used for three primary purposes: federal, state, and other initiatives. This 

study focuses on the stateside assistance program, which is administered by the National Park 

Service. The program provides matching funds to state agencies to improve or develop recreation 

and conservation opportunities. I identify a sample of U.S. state parks that have recently used 

LWCF funding and determine a monetized estimate of how visitors value outdoor recreation in 

each park. Additionally, if LWCF funding remains inadequate, states should consider 

establishing innovative revenue sources to maintain recreation within state parks, as discussed in 

Part III.  
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While recent studies have estimated the economic benefits of the outdoor recreation industry, 

little is known about how consumers benefit at a large scale. Few studies have applied years of 

economic research to estimate how consumers benefit from participation in outdoor recreation. 

Evaluating the history of LWCF and its contribution to recreation and conservation provides the 

context underlining the significance of reforming and funding the program. The LWCF stateside 

assistance program has helped state parks address infrastructure improvements. Without funding, 

current maintenance backlogs would likely increase, potentially leading to park closures and 

preventing Americans from benefiting from outdoor recreation participation. 
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PART I—OUTDOOR RECREATION 

Overview of Recreation in the United States 
 

Outdoor recreation includes a wide range of activities, from an activity as simple as dog-walking 

to something more extreme, such as bungee jumping or mountain biking. For the purpose of this 

paper, outdoor recreation is defined as any and all activities that an individual may participate in 

that requires him/her to engage with the outdoors.  

 

Similar to the range of activities possible for recreation, one has many options when choosing 

where to recreate. National parks are the most commonly known among Americans. There are 

419 national park units scattered across the United States. Fifty-nine of these units are designated 

national parks. The other units include, but are not limited to, national seashores, national 

recreation areas, national monuments, and national battlefields. NPS, housed within the 

Department of the Interior, administers each of these units. Other federal agencies, such as the 

Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the U.S. Forest Service also 

offer recreational opportunities on their lands. 

 

A second option for outdoor recreationists are state parks, which may be found in every state 

across the U.S. There are over 8,500 state parks, granting individuals a plethora of opportunities 

to get outside (National Association of State Park Directors). These parks are often more 

accessible than national parks, but still offer a wide range of activities such as hiking, camping, 

and rock climbing. 

 

A tier down from state parks, local or municipal parks are generally smaller than state or national 

parks and tend to be in urban regions, such as city centers. Local governments and organizations 

manage these parcels of land. A classic example is Central Park in New York City, which was 

managed for years by the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. Now, it is 

managed by a non-profit organization called the Central Park Conservancy, which works in 

conjunction with the city and the parks and recreation department.  
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Private lands, including properties managed by land trusts and other nonprofit organizations, also 

offer a range of recreational opportunities. For example, the Triangle Land Conservancy 

(TLC)—located in Durham, NC—works to protect natural environments, improve water quality, 

and foster a relationship between the community and nature (Triangle Land Conservancy). While 

TLC establishes conservation easements with private landowners, the organization also 

administers nature preserves that allow recreation such as hiking, wildlife viewing, or mountain 

biking.  

 

Studies from Resources for the Future and PEW Charitable Trust, among others, have 

demonstrated the social, health, and economic benefits associated with outdoor recreation. 

Spending time outdoors can improve mental clarity, boost physical health, and reduce stress 

(Godbey, G. 2009). Park Rx America is a non-profit organization created by Dr. Robert Zarr that 

works with doctors and health care facilities nationwide to encourage outdoor recreation 

participation. Instead of solely relying on prescribed medications, the program encourages 

individuals looking to improve their mental and physical health to go for a walk in a nearby park. 

In terms of economic benefits, research at PEW Charitable Trust found that rural counties with 

an economy focused on recreation industries have grown while those dedicated to mining or 

farming shrank (Fifield, J. 2018). In 2017, the Outdoor Industry Association released the 

National Recreation Economy Report, which determined that consumers spend $887 billion 

annually on outdoor recreation and that the industry generates 7.6 million American jobs 

(Outdoor Industry Association, 2017). In 2018, the Bureau of Economic Analysis created the 

Outdoor Recreation Satellite Account, designed to estimate how outdoor recreation contributes 

to our nation’s GDP (ORSA, 2018). Both reports were the first of their kind, demonstrating 

bipartisan, nationwide interest in outdoor recreation.  

 

In 2018, the Department of the Interior (DOI) Secretary, Ryan Zinke, announced Secretarial 

Order 3366, which requested that agencies within DOI address how they will expand and 

enhance outdoor recreation opportunities on federal lands and waters. Despite growing attention 

and research behind the significance of outdoor recreation, many organizations and parks 

struggle financially to maintain their parks.  

 

https://www.triangleland.org/about/mission-vision)
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As of 2018, the National Park Service faced nearly a $12 billion deferred maintenance backlog. 

Although the maintenance backlog has developed over decades, increasing visitation rates in 

recent years have exacerbated the problem (see figure 1). In 2016, the number of visits peaked 

historically at nearly 331 million people. The maintenance backlog developed as Congress and 

the Department of the Interior focused primarily on land acquisition and capital outlay as 

opposed to maintenance expenditures. The maintenance projects include infrastructure such as 

roads, bridges, trails, or buildings. In some cases, infrastructure was built during the early 1900s; 

with the acquisition prioritization, these structures have deteriorated due to a lack of attention.  

 

The state park system faces 

an even larger maintenance 

backlog of nearly $16 

billion (L. Ledford, personal 

communication, May 2018). 

Similar to NPS, this backlog 

developed due to financial 

challenges that will be 

discussed later, and the 

priority on land acquisition 

over maintenance. U.S. state 

parks accommodate more 

annual visitors by far than National Parks, and generally have fewer annual appropriations from 

Congress and their state legislatures. For many years, states dedicated a portion of their general 

fund dollars to parks and recreation management. However, general fund assistance to park and 

recreation administration has decreased in recent years, with some states receiving zero annual 

appropriations from state governments. This combination presents many challenges for state park 

directors to successfully and sustainably manage the parks. Table 1 illustrates the maintenance 

backlog comparison between national parks and state parks on a per-visitor and per-acre basis, 

demonstrating the need to address maintenance projects now before they grow worse. 

 

Figure 1: Annual visitation rates for the National Park Service (source: NPS) 

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

A
n
n
u
al

 V
is

it
at

io
n

(M
il

li
o
n
s)

Year

National Park Service Annual Visitation



  

KELLY HORVATH  

 

12 

Table 1: National Park Service and State Park estimated maintenance backlogs as of 2018, calculated on per-visitor 

and per-acre bases. Data collected form the NPS and National Association of State Park Directors (NASPD). 

Park 
Designation 

Maintenance Backlog 
(USD) 

2017 Visitation 
Rate 

Acreage $/Visitor $/Acre 

National Park 
Units $11.7 billion 330,882,751 79,800,000 35.36 146.62 

State Parks $16 billion 807,264,826 18,694,570 19.82 855.86 

 

Addressing these maintenance backlogs in both the NPS and state park system is important to 

ensure Americans can benefit from outdoor recreation. At the federal level, LWCF distributes 

funds to four federal agencies: National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, Fish and 

Wildlife Service, and the Forest Service. These agencies most frequently use funding for land 

acquisition. The stateside assistance program within LWCF provides funds to state and local 

governments to aid land acquisition or develop outdoor recreation facilities. According to the 

LWCF coalition sponsored by the Wilderness Society, the fund has helped over 40,000 projects 

and protected land in every state through 2015. LWCF also contributes funding to other federal 

projects related to conservation.  

 

Although the LWCF expired in September 2018, Congress voted to reauthorize LWCF in 

perpetuity in February 2019, a major stepping stone to conserve natural areas and provide 

recreational opportunities (Bartolomeo, 2019). In fiscal year 2019, the stateside assistance 

program received $100 million for “state-identified outdoor recreation and conservation projects” 

(U.S. Department of the Interior). While many conservation policy issues are increasingly 

polarized with Democrats often supporting pro-conservation positions and Republicans often 

opposing them, outdoor recreation has generally remained an issue with bipartisan support. This 

is likely due to the economic and health benefits associated with it and the support for outdoor 

recreation from both liberal and conservative stakeholder groups. The question remains as to 

whether Congress will fully appropriate LWCF in the years ahead. 
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History of Outdoor Recreation in the United States 
 

Recreation as a form of leisure developed through the late 1800s, when President Ulysses S. 

Grant designated Yellowstone as the first National Park in the United States in 1872. Yosemite, 

which eventually became a National Park, was the first designated state park; however, Niagara 

Falls in New York serves as the longest-running state park. It was established in 1885. Following 

national and state park designations, the Organic Act of 1916 created the National Park Service.  

 

Outdoor recreation flourished after World War II. The economic growth after the Great 

Depression and WWII, combined with the proliferation of automobiles, allowed families to 

travel throughout the U.S. and explore the outdoors. Despite an increase in participation, funding 

for the parks remained stagnant. With the outbreak of the Korean War, other federal agencies 

received priority funding, causing park infrastructure to deteriorate. As a result, NPS suggested a 

policy change called Mission 66 in 1956, which President Eisenhower and Congress approved to 

support infrastructure within the parks (Siehl, 2000).  

 

In 1958, Congress established the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission (ORRRC), 

which would become responsible for many of the outdoor recreation policies seen today. The 15-

member committee worked with councils, governors, and organizations to address recreation 

policies primarily for federal lands. In 1962, President Kennedy created the Bureau of Outdoor 

Recreation (BOR) housed within the Department of the Interior. The President also created the 

Recreation Advisory Council (RAC), which worked with BOR to implement recreation policies 

and bolster relationships among federal, state and local governments.  

 

Although ORRRC, BOR, and RAC do not exist anymore, they collectively influenced Congress 

to pass one of the most important and influential recreation and conservation laws: The Land and 

Water Conservation Fund.  LWCF acknowledged the benefits of outdoor recreation and 

“provided financial backing to governments to meet the growing demand for recreation” (Siehl, 

2000, p. 94).  
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The decade from 1958 to 1968 is often considered the golden era of outdoor recreation. Not only 

did ORRRC petition Congress to pass LWCF, it also encouraged the passing of several laws 

such as the Wilderness Act (1964), the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (1968), and the National 

Trails System Act (1968). Outdoor recreation was a significant part of the national agenda as 

agencies acquired more lands and provided money and staff to maintain these recreational areas. 

 

In the late 1960s, the environmental movement swept across America, influencing federal, state, 

and local governments and the public to consider broader conservation aims, such as biodiversity 

and clean water, in addition to recreation. Although conservation and recreation are interrelated, 

environmental issues such as air and water pollution and pesticide use grew in prominence. At 

first, ORRRC cited the importance of conserving water and land for the enjoyment of recreation. 

As environmental groups grew in number and strength, they focused more on these other 

environmental protection issues. This allowed groups to “increase membership and funding from 

the concerned public. Soon, these issues took precedence over recreation and conservation” 

(Siehl, 2000, p. 96). Despite recreation statutes being passed prior to environmental laws, 

recreation and conservation programs often failed to be fully funded, with LWCF serving as a 

prime example.   

 

During the 1980s, recreation policies faced many challenges within the U.S. government. In a 

controversial move, President Ronald Reagan appointed James Watt as Secretary of the Interior 

from 1981 to 1983. Watt disbanded the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation and proposed abolishing 

the LWCF stateside assistance program. He worked to cut funds for environmental programs, 

and he favored natural resource extraction on public lands. Recreation rebounded when President 

Reagan created a new recreation commission in 1985. This group worked closely with the 

President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors to address recreation issues for all levels of 

government. They successfully renewed the LWCF for 25 years but were unable to garner more 

funding for the states, preventing the program from receiving its full funding potential (Siehl, 

2000). The next section outlines how Congress administers LWCF and the program’s history of 

funding. 
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The Land and Water Conservation Fund  
 

Throughout LWCF’s nearly 55-year history, the program has only been fully funded twice. 

Figure 2 below displays LWCF appropriations since its creation. LWCF may be used for three 

primary purposes: federal, state, and other. Four of the federal land management agencies—the 

National Park Service (NPS), Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Fish and Wildlife Service 

(FWS) and the Forest Service (FS)—rely on the fund for land acquisition. The second use offers 

a funding opportunity for states through the stateside assistance program, which provides 

matching grants to state governments for recreational planning, land acquisition, or developing 

recreational facilities. Figure 2 illustrates the percent distribution of appropriations to eligible 

agencies and initiatives. 

 

A state may only receive funding from 

the stateside assistance program if the 

state has completed its Statewide 

Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation 

Plan (SCORP), which must be 

updated every five years. SCORPs 

“must address the needs and 

opportunities for recreation and 

include a program for reaching 

recreational goals” (Vincent, 2018, p. 

6). The state may collect data such as 

demographic information, supply and demand for outdoor recreation, and challenges the state 

currently faces or expects to face in the future (National Park Service). Because the SCORP is 

required for the stateside assistance program, the data collected often focus on recreation supply 

and demand at the state and local level, not at the federal level. Lastly, a small portion of the 

LWCF is also used for other federal initiatives such as the Forest Legacy program of the USFS 

(14%) (Vincent, C. 2018). 

 

National Park 

Service 

25%

Forest Service

17%

Fish and Wildlife 

Service
13%

Bureau of Land 

Management
5%

Office of Valuation 

Services

1%

State Grants

25%

State and Tribal 

Wildlife Grants
2%

Other 

3%

Cooperative 

Endangered 

Species 
Conservation 

Fund

4%

Forest Legacy

5%

LWCF APPROPRIATIONS FY1965-FY2018

Figure 2: LWCF appropriations in US dollars since its creation 

(Source: CRS) 



  

KELLY HORVATH  

 

16 

LWCF was created 

primarily to help states 

improve outdoor recreation 

and assist federal agency 

land acquisition. The 

original distribution 

provided 60 percent to the 

states and 40 percent to the 

federal side. Now, the law 

states that federal agencies 

must receive at least 40 

percent of LWCF appropriations. However, as figure 3 demonstrates, funds have dramatically 

shifted towards federal agencies while the stateside assistance program has received less than its 

designated share.  

 

Since Congress initially passed the law to create LWCF in 1965, the policy has been amended 

frequently. Originally, the law did not dictate how much money would be authorized to the fund; 

however, a 1978 amendment raised the authorized funding level to $900 million. Today, the fund 

receives revenue from three sources: motorboat fuel taxes, “revenues from sale of surplus federal 

real property,” and oil and gas leasing revenues from the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) (Siehl, 

2000, p. 94). Revenues from OCS account for the majority of the funds in LWCF.  

 

Although the fund is authorized to receive $900 million annually, Congress is responsible for 

determining the actual level of annual appropriations. From 1965 to 2018, Congress appropriated 

$18.4 billion of the cumulative $40 billion that LWCF has received from its funding sources 

(Vincent, 2018). The amount peaked in 2001, when annual appropriations neared $1 billion with 

federal agencies receiving nearly $450 million, states receiving $90 million, and other purposes 

receiving $456 million. This spike in appropriations was likely due to the Lands Legacy 

Initiative proposed by President Clinton (Vincent, 2018).  

 

61%
25%

14%

LWCF APPROPRIATIONS FY1965-

FY2018

Federal

State

Other

Figure 3: LWCF appropriations expressed as percentages (Source: CRS) 
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Once a state uses grants from the LWCF on a project, that land must be used only for outdoor 

recreation in perpetuity. The Secretary of the Interior is responsible for determining how much 

funding each state shall receive, but it is primarily based on state population. However, no single 

state may receive greater than 10% of the annual appropriation. Once states are awarded the 

grant, they have three years to utilize the money for a recreation or conservation project. The 

requirement that states may only receive funding upon completion of their SCORP encourages 

them to consider future outdoor recreation trends and define recreational goals (Vincent, 2018).  

 

This completes the background discussion on LWCF and outdoor recreation. The following 

section outlines the quantitative methodology used to estimate consumer surplus in state parks 

that recently used LWCF stateside assistance funding.   
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PART II—ESTIMATING PARK VALUE 

Meta-Analysis: Methods  
 

This report used a meta-analysis to predict the consumer surplus in U.S. dollars per person per 

day for individual recreational activities in a sample of state parks. A meta-analysis uses data 

from previous research to estimate how explanatory variables affect the response variable. 

Researchers “have noted the potential of meta-regression models to provide more robust, 

accurate benefit transfer methods compared to alternative methods” (Johnston et al., 2015, p. 27). 

This study applies the benefit transfer method, which uses results from previously published 

studies to estimate the net economic benefits received by park visitors (Johnston et al. 2015). The 

Recreational Use Value Database (RUVD) served as the primary source of data for the benefit 

transfer. Dr. Randy Rosenberger of Oregon State University assembled the database, which 

contains data from over 400 outdoor recreation economic studies ranging from 1958 to 2015. 

Annual consumer benefits of outdoor recreation were summed across activities to determine how 

state parks provide economic welfare to park visitors.  

 

I conducted the multiple linear regression in STATA/IC 15 and used explanatory variables 

drawn from the RUVD to predict the value of the response variable, i.e. consumer surplus, by 

estimating the following equation: 

y = ß0 + ß1X1 + ß2X2 + ß3X3 +… ßnXn + u 

 

ß represents the coefficient on an explanatory variable, X, used to predict the value of y, or 

consumer surplus in USD per person per day. The error term is denoted by u, and ß0 represents 

the constant. In a meta-analysis, the X variables represent the characteristics of the sites where 

the original studies were conducted and the characteristics of the studies themselves. After 

conducting the multiple linear regression, consumer surplus per person per day for the state parks 

of interest can be predicted by substituting characteristics of those parks into the estimated 

equation. The ß can be interpreted as the effect of its variable on consumer surplus when all the 

other variables are held constant. That is, beta allows us to see how a particular variable affects 

the value of outdoor recreation holding all other factors constant.   
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I estimated annual consumer benefits of outdoor recreation participation within a sample of state 

parks that have completed recent projects using LWCF stateside assistance funding. I used the 

Wilderness Society database to identify when and where these projects occurred. Table 2 lists the 

state parks, the year of project completion, and the LWCF amount provided by NPS. The states 

of primary interest were New York, Tennessee, Michigan, and Arizona. These states were 

selected because they use various funding sources to match LWCF grants, have governors that 

represent both political parties, and are geographically distributed throughout the United States. 

Other states that have recently used LWCF funding for state park maintenance include, but are 

not limited to, Delaware, Texas, North Dakota, Wisconsin, and Maine. However, I used states 

with multiple projects that addressed maintenance backlogs. Most of the projects included in the 

study were re-development projects, meaning funds were used to improve existing infrastructure 

such as campgrounds, boat ramps, visitor centers, or trails. Because LWCF funds may also be 

used for acquisition, one acquisition project was included (South Cumberland State Park).  

 

Table 2: State Parks with recently completed LWCF projects. (Source: The Wilderness Society) 

Park Name State 
Year Project 

Completed 

Amount 

($) 
Cheboygan State Park Michigan 2012 153,148 

Chenango Valley State Park New York 2014 525,000 

Falls Creek Falls State Park Tennessee 2014 149,185 

Holland State Park Michigan 2014 332,910 

John Boyd Thacher State Park New York 2015 750,000 

Lake Havasu State Park Arizona  2016 1,473,478 

Lost Dutchman State Park Arizona  2011 521,740 

Muskegon State Park Michigan 2012 311,005 

Slide Rock State Park Arizona  2013 147,836 

South Cumberland State Park Tennessee 2013 459,031 

T.O. Fuller State Park Tennessee 2016 466,527 

Wildwood State Park New York 2014 750,000 

 

Consumer benefit estimates are not representative of all recreational activities offered within the 

state parks, only those activities found in the RUVD. The database includes all major activities; 

however, not all activities valued in this study have been specifically improved or enhanced by 

LWCF projects. For instance, a recent project completed in New York renovated a building 

within Wildwood State Park that required infrastructure improvements. Furthermore, this study 
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does not include an economic analysis of benefits to businesses such as restaurants, visitor 

centers, or lodging facilities. It focuses solely on net benefits to park visitors. These benefits are 

less obvious, in direct monetary terms, than the revenues earned by businesses, but they are also 

typically larger.  

 

After the state parks were selected, recreational activities offered within each park were 

determined through online research and contact with state park staff. Collected data included the 

annual visitation rates for each park. In addition, I consulted each state’s individual SCORP to 

estimate participation rates and activity days for outdoor recreation activities. While some states 

recorded information at the state level, others recorded it for specific state parks. I contacted park 

officials to discuss the activity-day estimates. 

 

I obtained data from the RUVD to estimate consumer benefits of outdoor recreation in U.S. 

dollars. The database “summarizes recreation economic values estimates from more than 50 

years of economic research characterizing the value of outdoor recreation in the United States 

and Canada” (Rosenberger et al., 2017, p. 20). It records study-specific data such as 

methodology, site, activity and attributes and reports the consumer surplus per day in U.S. 

dollars of each activity. The most recent database includes consumer surplus in 2016 USD. 

According to the consumer price index determined by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, prices in 

2019 are, on average, 5.32% higher than prices in 2016. The database estimates were adjusted 

for inflation before being analyzed.   

 

Researchers typically estimate consumer surplus using one of two methods: revealed preference 

versus stated preference, both of which are represented in the database. Revealed preference 

studies human actions to understand what people are willing to pay. A popular method for 

recreation sites is the travel-cost method, which utilizes the distance traveled, dollars spent, and 

the opportunity cost of visitors’ time to estimate a person’s willingness to pay. In contrast, stated 

preference methods use surveys to garner responses from participants regarding their willingness 

to pay to partake in a hypothetical activity at a recreation site. Based on answers from survey 

respondents, researchers apply statistical methods to infer willingness to pay.  
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Although the RUVD contains a large number of consumer surplus estimates for recreational 

activities in individual states, for the purposes of benefit transfer a subset of these estimates were 

chosen carefully to ensure they were representative of the state park and activity of interest. For 

example, consider two state parks, one in a forested region of New York and one in a desert 

environment in Arizona. A visitor who goes for a hike in Arizona likely values the experience 

differently from a hike in the New York park. Therefore, a consumer surplus estimate should be 

evaluated for each activity within the sample of state parks rather than using the same value 

across all parks. Other factors to consider aside from environmental aspects include how the land 

is managed (federal or state) and the location.   

 

To account for some of the differences mentioned above, I removed all studies that occurred in 

Canada to ensure the values pertained to the U.S. Next, I identified studies conducted in state 

parks to determine if they would provide a large enough sample. However, none of the state-

park-specific studies within the database occurred in any of the four states of interest. As a result, 

I expanded the search to include studies on “mixed” land, which were conducted on a mixture of 

state and federal lands. I made a final sample adjustment by excluding clear and obvious outliers, 

which can generate biased results if included in the regression. After consulting previous 

research (Rosenberger et al. 2017), I removed any studies with consumer surplus estimates less 

than $5/person/day or greater than $500/person/day. Table 3 describes the sample options for 

estimating the regression models using data from the RUVD.  

 

Table 3: Description of various MLR models conducted in STATA to estimate consumer surplus/person/day (USD) 

Model 
Number 

Model 
Name Description 

1 State 
Studies done in New York, Tennessee, Michigan, or Arizona and on a form of 
state-owned land (forest, park, mixed) 

2 
State 
Census 

Studies done on a form of state-owned land within the four states' census 
divisions (mid-atlantic, east south central, east north central, and mountain) 

3 Federal  
Studies done on public land (National Parks/Forests, BLM, Fish and Wildlife 
Refuge, National Recreation Area) and within states of interest  

4 
Federal 
Census 

Studies done on public land (National Parks/Forests, BLM, Fish and Wildlife 
Refuge, National Recreation Area) and within the states' census divisions 

5 
State 
National 

Studies done regionally and nationally on state-owned land (state park/state 
forest/mixed ownership) 
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This report presents results from model #5, which was the only model with enough observations 

to estimate recreational activities on state park land. Although models #3 and #4 had relatively 

large sample sizes, their samples did not include recreation on state parks. Recreation on federal 

lands may be valued much differently than on state land. Accuracy in the benefit transfer 

approach relies on your dataset closely mirroring your study site. In some cases, the dataset did 

not include studies that valued primary activities such as hiking or camping. For instance, model 

#2 had some 200 observations, but none of them referred to the consumer surplus of hiking. As 

this is a primary activity offered in most state parks, failing to account for the consumer benefits 

of this activity would likely underestimate how the park is valued. Therefore, I expanded the 

scope until I achieved a dataset with a relatively large sample size.  

 

The dataset for model #5 was entered into STATA/IC 15 software to run a regression with 

consumer surplus in dollars per day as the response variable. A descriptive analysis of the 

observations shows that consumer surplus in 2019 U.S. dollars per person per day had a mean of 

$79.67, with a range from $5.29 to $489.55. Figure 4 demonstrates the positive skewness of 

consumer surplus, meaning the data are not symmetrical around an average value. To correct for 

the skewness, I transformed the variable by taking the natural log of each value, leading to a 

relatively normal distribution. 

 

 

Figure 4: The figure on the left demonstrates the skewed distribution, or unevenness, of the data. The figure on the 

right shows the natural log of the data, which smooths the observations to a relatively normal distribution.   
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Following these initial steps, explanatory variables were selected to use in a meta-regression 

model to predict consumer surplus estimates for each activity in the state parks (Johnston et al. 

2015). Table 4 illustrates the list of variables used in the study. Each variable received a binary 

value with a 1 indicating its presence in the study and a 0 indicating its absence. These 

explanatory variables include the location, the activity, how the land is managed (i.e. state park), 

the valuation method, the visitor type, and time. I elected to use the revealed valuation method 

because this approach estimates use values by observing actual behavior. In contrast, the stated 

preference method often uses hypothetical scenarios to measure use or passive use values 

(Segerson, 2017). For visitor type, I included the ‘both’ variable, which estimates how residents 

and nonresidents value consumer surplus, to estimate how all visitors to state parks value 

outdoor recreation activities.  

 

Table 4: Meta-regression model description of variables and binary coding 

Variable Name Description 

Response  
Natural log of 

consumer surplus 

($/person/day) 

Log transformed values of consumer surplus in 2019 US Dollars per 

person per day 

  

Explanatory  

New York 1 if the study occurred in New York, 0 if it did not 

Tennessee 1 if the study occurred in Tennessee, 0 if it did not 

Michigan 1 if the study occurred in Michigan, 0 if it did not 

Arizona 1 if the study occurred in Arizona, 0 if it did not  

National 1 if the study was a national estimate, 0 if it was not 

Camping 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of camping, 0 if it did not 

F. Fishing 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of freshwater fishing, 0 if it did not 

S. Fishing 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of saltwater fishing, 0 if it did not 

Hiking 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of hiking, 0 if it did not 

Hunting 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of hunting, 0 if it did not 

Mountain biking 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of mountain biking, 0 if it did not 

Picnicking 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of picnicking, 0 if it did not 

Sightseeing 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of sightseeing, 0 if it did not 

Swimming 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of swimming, 0 if it did not 

Wildlife Viewing 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of wildlife viewing, 0 if it did not 
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Boating 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of boating, 0 if it did not 

Rockclimbing 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of rock climbing, 0 if it did not 

Freshwater 

1 if the study occurred in a freshwater (lake, river) environment, 0 if it did 

not 

Ocean 1 if the study occurred in an ocean environment, 0 if it did not 

Desert 1 if the study occurred in a desert environment, 0 if it did not 

Forest 1 if the study occurred in a forest environment, 0 if it did not 

Resident 1 if the study valued consumer surplus of residents, 0 if it did not 

Nonresident 

1 if the study valued consumer surplus of out-of-state residents, 0 if it did 

not 

Both 

1 if the study valued consumer surplus of both residents and non-resident, 

0 if it did not 

Stated 

1 if the study used stated preference method to estimate consumer surplus, 

0 if it did not 

Revealed 

1 if the study used revealed preference method to estimate consumer 

surplus, 0 if it did not 

State Park 1 if the study valued consumer surplus in state parks, 0 if it did not 

State Forest 1 if the study valued consumer surplus in state forests 0 if it did not 

Mixed land 1 if the study valued consumer surplus on mixed land, 0 if it did not 

ValueYear Year that consumer surplus was valued 

 

The full dataset for model #5 consists of 1,375 observations. However, the sample drops to 513 

observations when variables for a park’s primary environment type (forest, ocean, desert, etc.) 

are included in the regression model. I elected to include these variables despite the reduction in 

sample size because environment type can affect the value of recreational activities.  

 

The regression also evaluates how time affects consumer surplus by including a set of dummy 

variables for the years when the consumer surplus values were estimated. This is important 

because the RUVD includes studies that span a 55-year period from the 1950s to the early 2000s. 

During this period, the American population shifted from rural areas to urban cities (Parker et al., 

2018), which suggests that people may value recreation more now than they previously did 

because it serves as an escape from a busy, urban environment. In addition, Americans 

increasingly value health, and recent studies have demonstrated the health benefits associated 

with outdoor recreation, indicating that people may place added value on these experiences 

(Godbey, 2009). The dummy variables for years capture these effects.  
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Meta-Analysis: Results 
 
Table 5 on the following page shows the coefficient estimates for model #5 following the 

multiple linear regression. The reported significance levels are based on robust standard errors 

clustered by the document code, to account for heteroscedasticity and correlations between 

consumer surplus estimates drawn from the same study (i.e., document).   

 

The model was significant with a p-value less than 0.001. The r-squared of 0.55 indicates that 55 

percent of the variability in the response variable, ln(consumer surplus), was explained by the 

explanatory variables. The coefficient values say how much the response variable (consumer 

surplus) varies as a result of a small change to the explanatory variable.  

 
For example, the coefficient for New York has a value of -0.48. This finding indicates that 

consumer surplus of outdoor recreational activities in New York is less than the average value in 

other states, holding all else constant. In contrast, Arizona displayed a positive coefficient, 

suggesting that consumer surplus is greater in AZ compared to the average of other states. This 

may be due to the unique desert environment of Arizona compared to a forested environment in 

New York that is more commonplace throughout the U.S.  

 

In terms of recreational activities, the coefficients have similar meaning. The negative coefficient 

of camping suggests that consumer surplus is less compared to the average value of the other 

recreational activities, holding all else constant. Activities such as picnicking, wildlife viewing, 

and swimming—which all have negative coefficients—are easily accessible and therefore likely 

to have a lower consumer surplus than more extreme activities such as mountain biking or rock 

climbing.  
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Table 5: Regression results for model 5, with ln(Consumer surplus) as the response variable. Variables significant 

at p < 0.05 level are denoted by ** and variables significant at the p < 0.1 level are denoted by *. The variable 

value year with its coefficients may be seen to the right 

 

Variable Coefficient 

Standard 

Error 

 
Value Year 

Variable 

Value Year 

Coefficient 

Value Year 

Standard Error 

New York -0.48 0.32  1971 0.86 0.65 

Tennessee 0.01 0.16  1974 0.97** 0.35 

Michigan -0.19** 0.09  1976 1.49** 0.46 

Arizona 0.12 0.27  1977 1.16 0.76 

National 0.35 0.82  1979 -0.56 0.76 

Camping -0.42 0.29  1980 -0.13 0.65 

F_fishing -0.14 0.40  1981 -0.29 0.61 

S_fishing -1.06 0.90  1982 -0.30 0.43 

Hiking 0.75 0.51  1983 1.13** 0.44 

Hunting 0.35 0.46  1984 1.38** 0.46 

Mtn_biking 0.20 0.67  1985 0.35 0.37 

Picnicking -2.24** 0.57  1986 0.39 0.46 

Swimming -0.81* 0.48  1987 0.23 0.46 

Viewing -0.35 0.60  1988 1.35** 0.52 

Boating 0.53 0.49  1989 1.14** 0.43 

Rockclimbing 0.32 0.68  1990 0.52 0.62 

Freshwater -1.18 0.92  1991 0.79 0.50 

Desert -0.28 0.85  1992 -0.31 0.87 

Ocean -1.02 0.94  1995 -0.84 0.65 

Forest -1.17 0.77  1996 0.43 0.49 

Resident -1.28** 0.05  1997 0.15 0.62 

Nonresident -0.68 0.51  1998 0.19 0.72 

Both -1.07** 0.49  1999 2.90** 0.58 

Revealed 0.47** 0.20  2000 0.52 0.54 

Statepark 0.52 0.69  2001 0.04 0.56 

MixedLand 0.93 0.68  2002 -1.41** 0.64 

Constant 4.56 1.09  2003 0.42 0.48 

    2005 2.13** 0.88 

N 513   2006 1.19** 0.48 

F( 44, 92) .   2009 1.49** 0.53 

Prob > F .      

R-squared 0.55      
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The initial year of the 

ValueYear variable was 

1968, which serves as the 

reference year for 

interpreting the coefficients 

on the year dummy variables. 

The last year of the variable 

was 2009. To predict values 

for subsequent years, I 

estimated a log-linear 

regression with the x-

variable as year and the y-

variable as the coefficient of the dummy for each year. Figure 5 displays the results. For example, 

to determine how the passage of time had influenced consumer surplus as of 2017, one could 

insert x = 2017 into the equation ln(y) = .0057(x) – 10.722 = 0.77, which describes the 

relationship between year and consumer surplus. I used 0.77 as the adjustment factor when 

predicting consumer surplus in that year, as demonstrated on page 27. This step was repeated for 

each activity from 2014 to 2017. The analysis showed that consumer surplus increased, on 

average, 0.57 percent per year from 2014 to 2017.  
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Figure 5: Log-linear relationship between ln of consumer surplus and value year 

with the equation displayed: ln(y) = 0.0057x – 10.722 
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Benefit Transfer: Methods 

After determining the regression equation, one can predict consumer surplus for activities at 

parks not included in the sample by inserting appropriate values (0 or 1) for the binary 

explanatory variables and, as just explained, the adjustment for the passage of time. The 

regression did not include explanatory variables for three activities—biking, kayaking, and 

cross-country skiing—because each of those activities was represented in the sample by only a 

single study. To predict consumer surplus for these activities at parks not included in the sample, 

I used the consumer surplus values reported by those studies: biking = $29.45, cross-country 

skiing = $21.19, and kayaking = $28.05.  

 

One can estimate the value of camping in a state park in Michigan in 2017 as follows (note that 

“Environment” refers to one of freshwater, ocean, desert, or forest; the 0.77 coefficient comes 

from the explanation on p. 26): 

 

Predicted ln(Consumer Surplus) 

= ß0 + ß1 x Michigan + ß2 x Camping + 3 x Environment + β4 x Statepark + β5 x Revealed + β6 x 

Both + β7 x Time 

= 4.56 + (-0.19 x 1) + (-0.42 x 1) + (-1.18 x 1) + (0.52 x 1) + (0.47 x 1) + (-1.07 x 1) + (.77 x 1) 

 

Predicted Consumer Surplus  

= e (4.56 – 0.19 – 0.42 – 1.18 + 0.52 + 0.47 – 1.07 + .77) 

= $31.82/person/day 

 

Once consumer surplus was determined for each activity within the state, these values were 

multiplied by the annual number of visitors who participated in an activity day within the state 

park for each year to determine the annual consumer surplus for each recreational activity. An 

activity day is defined as “one person recreating for some portion of a day” (Rosenberger et al. 

2017, p. 9). Compared to participation rates, activity days tend to be a more conservative 

estimate of recreational use because they focus on a primary activity that a visitor engages in 

while visiting a park and ignore the value of any other activity they happen to partake in.  
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The number of activity days for each activity was based on the state’s most recent SCORP (New 

York: 2014-2019, Tennessee: 2015-2020, Michigan: 2018-2022, Arizona: 2018-2022). The 

report encourages states to identify future challenges and potential improvements for outdoor 

recreation within their state. As a result, many states disseminate surveys to better understand 

outdoor recreation participation rates and how this may change in the future. State park websites 

were consulted to determine recreational activities offered within each park.  

 

This approach includes some assumptions. First, it assumes that state park participation rates 

mirror recreation activity days at the state level as reported in the SCORP. For example, the 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources conducted a citizen survey in 2017 asking residents 

to state the number of activity days they participated in for 34 recreational activities. The survey 

included demographic questions regarding race and age, but it did not ask participants to specify 

where they engaged in outdoor recreation. Therefore, the data aggregates recreation participation 

rates on federal, state, and private land. The survey included other data such as satisfaction with 

outdoor recreation opportunities in the state, which does not pertain to this study. I contacted 

state park staff to determine if the SCORP data were accurate or required adjustment. Examples 

of adjustments will be provided later.  

 

Second, the research assumes that participation rates remain relatively constant throughout time. 

For instance, the Michigan data were collected in 2017 and used to estimate consumer benefits in 

2014 to 2017. A study by the Outdoor Industry Association found that outdoor recreation 

participation has increased 0.6% from 2015 to 2017, suggesting that recreation changes from 

year to year are marginal. States collect data using various strategies, thereby influencing 

interpretation of the results.  

 

Like Michigan’s approach, recreation participation data for New York stems from the Office of 

Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation Inventory dataset. The study only evaluates 

recreation participation on publicly owned facilities, which includes but is not limited to state 

parks (NY SCORP). In contrast, Tennessee’s department conducted a 2009 population survey 

focused on recreational activity participation only in state parks. Therefore, this data is 

representative of state parks, but it is likely that recreation participation rates have changed since 
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2009 indicating that results should be interpreted with caution. Although Arizona’s SCORP did 

not explicitly provide participation rates, I contacted the Department and received recent data 

they collected estimating visitor participation rates in state parks for each year of interest. 
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Benefit Transfer: Results 

Previous research by the LWCF Coalition has shown how LWCF has allocated money to the 

states, the number of parks aided, and the acreage of land acquired. However, little is known 

about the program’s value to recreationists. This research evaluates a sample of 12 state parks—

three parks in four states—to evaluate how consumers benefit from outdoor recreation in terms 

of consumer surplus. This section will first demonstrate how annual consumer benefits were 

calculated in a case study of one state park, Wildwood State Park in New York. Then, it will 

present estimates aggregated up to higher levels (state and national). Overall findings 

demonstrate that visitors to state parks highly value the recreational opportunities offered within 

state parks, with the aggregate benefits being much larger than the corresponding costs of LWCF 

projects that supported those activities.  

 

Located in a forested region along the Long Island sound, Wildwood State Park encompasses 

600 acres. It provides recreational activities such as picnicking, hiking, wildlife viewing, 

swimming, hunting, and fishing. However, the park is used frequently for its camping 

opportunities. New York Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation conducted a 

survey to estimate how many days per year residents engage in a recreational activity, i.e. an 

activity day. The SCORP data indicated that hiking is the most popular activity among state 

residents, serving as the primary activity for 55.84 percent of all activity days for one year. After 

speaking with the assistant manager of Wildwood State Park, who informed me that camping 

and hiking were the two most popular activities, I lowered this number to 40 percent and 

increased the activity day percentage for camping, which the SCORP data suggested accounted 

for 2 percent of all activity days. This methodology was repeated and length of season was 

considered when estimating the activity day percentages for recreational activities. For instance, 

hunting is only available in the park from November to January, suggesting that the number of 

hunting activity days would be low compared to activities offered year-round.  

 

Next, using data from regression model #5 and the equation presented in the methodology 

section, I calculated the estimated consumer surplus per person per activity day in 2017 for 

camping in a forested New York state park to be $24.07. As a last step, I multiplied the activity-
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day percentage by the number of annual visitors for each year to determine the estimated number 

of camping days within the park. The number of 2017 camping days was then multiplied by the 

consumer surplus estimate to determine annual consumer benefits of camping. Table 6 

demonstrates this calculation and result. 

 

Table 6: Demonstration of how annual consumer surplus for a specific activity is calculated within a state park. 

Camping 

Value ($) 

Activity 

Day (%) 

2017 Visitation 

(# of People) 

2017 Visitors 

who camped 
2017 Camping Value 

$24.07 30% 335,236 100,571 $2,420,337 

 

These steps were repeated for each recreational activity offered within the study site that was 

also represented in RUVD database. Table 7 shows the calculated results for recreational 

activities in Wildwood State Park ranging from 2014 to 2017. 

 

Table 7: Estimated annual consumer surplus for outdoor recreation in Wildwood State Park, NY. 

Activity  
2014 Value 

($) 

2015 Value 

($) 

2016 Value 

($) 

2017 Value 

($) 

Biking  $129,839 $132,910 $139,535 $148,091 

Fishing $271,247 $277,662 $291,503 $309,375 

Hiking $9,117,213 $9,332,818 $9,798,045 $10,398,783 

Hunting $382,692 $391,742 $411,270 $436,486 

Picnicking $86,077 $88,113 $92,505 $98,177 

Kayaking $206,112 $210,986 $221,503 $235,084 

Swimming $552,705 $565,776 $593,979 $630,397 

Camping $2,122,049 $2,172,232 $2,280,514 $2,420,337 

Wildlife Viewing $265,391 $271,667 $285,209 $302,696 

Total Value $13,133,325 $13,443,905 $14,114,062 $14,979,424 

 

Visitors to Wildwood State Park in 2017 valued recreation in the park at nearly $15 million, in 

net terms (i.e., over and above their travel and time costs), demonstrating how important these 

opportunities are to Americans. The LWCF project in this state park cost $1.5 million in total, 

demonstrating the difference in benefits and cost of the maintenance project.  

 



  

KELLY HORVATH  

 

33 

Overall findings illustrate that consumer benefits in individual state parks range annually from 

$1,525,000 to nearly $138,000,000. The primary factor that contributes to the wide range of 

values is visitation. Some parks receive thousands of visitors while others receive millions, 

resulting in a wide variation in the annual consumer benefit value. In addition, some state parks 

offer recreational activities that are not valued because they are not represented in the RUVD. 

For instance, some state parks offer golf as a recreational activity. However, this activity is not 

valued within the database, so it was not included in these calculations. Other recreational 

activities that were not calculated include field sports such as basketball, volleyball, or baseball, 

and winter sports such as snowmobiling. Consequently, overall estimates of consumer benefits 

within a state park are likely conservative because they do not value all recreational activities 

offered. Figures 6-9 below and on the following page depict the annual consumer benefits in the 

sample of state parks. In some cases, such as Lake Havasu State Park in Arizona, the LWCF 

project was not completed until 2016 so consumer benefits were not projected for 2014-2015.   

 

 

Figure 6: Annual consumer benefits reported in 2019 U.S. dollars for a sample of New York state parks 
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Figure 7: Annual consumer benefits reported in 2019 U.S. dollars for a sample of Michigan state parks 

 

 
Figure 8: Annual consumer benefits reported in 2019 U.S. dollars for a sample of Tennessee state parks 
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Figure 9: Annual consumer benefits reported in U.S. dollars  for a sample of Arizona state parks 
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Estimated consumer benefits for some activities in Arizona were much higher than values in 

other states. For instance, the estimated hiking value in 2017 in Lost Dutchman State Park, which 

has a desert environment, was $451.38. Consequently, the annual consumer benefits of hiking 

were large despite a relatively low visitation rate (183,657 visitors in 2017). Upon further 

evaluation, the average consumer surplus from studies conducted in a desert environment that 

valued hiking was $181, with the values ranging from $27 to $385. Due to this wide range of 

values, results for Lost Dutchman State Park should be interpreted with caution.  

 

Overall, visitors to state parks 

all over the country benefit from 

outdoor recreation participation. 

Figure 10 illustrates consumer 

benefits across the sample of 

state parks in 2017, which 

equaled nearly $477,346,000 

and encompassed 75,962 acres 

of the U.S. This is equivalent to 

about $6,284/acre of state park 

land per year. When extrapolated to all state parks within the country, which occupy 18,694,570 

acres of land, the annual consumer benefits of recreation in state parks is over $117 billion. 

However, when analyzing the value on a per-visitor basis, outdoor recreation is valued at 

$55.62/visitor. In 2017, state parks received over 807 million visitors. When using these 

estimates, visitors to state parks valued outdoor recreation at nearly $45 billion. Although they 

vary, both of these estimates demonstrate how much visitors to state parks value recreational 

opportunities, thus illustrating the significance of the LWCF stateside assistance program and its 

ability to help parks remain open and address infrastructure needs. If Congress appropriated $300 

million of the annual LWCF revenue to the stateside assistance program and maintenance, the 

benefits of these projects would likely outweigh the costs. However, if the stateside program 

does not receive adequate funding, states should consider alternative funding sources to address 

maintenance projects. Part III includes a case study analysis of innovative funding sources for 

recreation. 

Figure 10: 2017 Consumer surplus estimates, in 2019 USD, across the 

sample of state parks 
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PART III—STATE FUNDING CASE STUDIES 

State Case Studies: Funding for Outdoor Recreation 
 

This report has demonstrated the value of outdoor recreation activities in state parks that the 

LWCF stateside assistance program has supported. For states to continue using this program, 

they must generate matching funds to carry out these projects. This initiative, which requires 

states to generate matching funds, has influenced state governments to adopt alternative funding 

mechanisms for outdoor recreation and conservation. However, should Congress fail to fully 

fund the stateside program, states cannot rely on the matching funds for these worthwhile 

investments in maintenance projects. Therefore, these alternative funding sources serve as a 

mechanism to raise matching grants but may also be used to raise revenue if they are unable to 

obtain stateside assistance. In these instances, park and recreation departments could cover some 

of these investment costs using revenue from these alternative funding sources. These sources 

include, but are not limited to, a state sales tax, lottery revenue, a real estate transfer tax, annual 

vehicle registration fees, and oil and gas leasing revenues (Pohl & Lawson, 2017).  

 

The following qualitative analysis evaluates a sample of alternative funding sources that states 

use for recreation and conservation programs. Not only does it demonstrate how LWCF 

motivates states to generate revenue, but it also provides a framework for how other states may 

consider funding recreation projects should they fail to receive stateside program assistance. 

Policymakers must consider many factors such as, whether the policy will be voter approved or 

amended in the state constitution, how the funds will be administered, who or what department 

will monitor the program, and the importance of a committee or advisory council. As with the 

quantitative analysis, the states included in the qualitative analysis were evaluated because they 

have implemented various strategies for generating revenue, have governors representing both 

political parties, and are geographically distributed throughout the U.S.  
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Missouri: Sales Tax  
 

The Missouri Department of Natural Resources administers its state park system. However, its 

partnership with Missouri Parks Association (MPA) separates the state’s organization from other 

parks and recreation departments. MPA is a non-profit organization, independent and 

nonpartisan, dedicated to the protection, enhancement, and interpretation of Missouri state parks 

and historic sites. The two organizations collaborate on a variety of issues, including funding, to 

enhance the state park system. 

 

As mentioned in Part I of this report, outdoor recreation flourished during the middle of the 20th 

century. When the recession hit in the early 1980s, Missouri’s state government revised its 

budget, leaving state parks with a $7.7 million budget, or half of the department’s budget a few 

years prior. During this time, MPA lobbied legislators to create a dedicated funding source for 

the state park program.  

 

In the early 1980s, Missouri’s soil erosion rate was 10.75 tons per acre, according to the Natural 

Resources and Conservation Science 2010 National Resource Inventory (Missouri DNR). As a 

result, the legislature worked to develop soil and water conservation programs. With the lack of 

funding for state parks, the state legislature proposed a Parks, Soils and Water Sales Tax in 1984. 

The tax suggested that one-tenth-of-one-percent of all sales transactions would be dedicated to 

state parks or soil and water conservation programs. Upon approval, revenue from the tax has 

been split evenly between the state park system and soil and water conservation initiatives. As of 

2016, the tax generates around $40 million annually and accounts for nearly 75 percent of the 

operation budget (Missouri DNR). The tax allows people to visit state parks for free, making 

Missouri one of only 8 states in the U.S. that does not charge entrance fees (Moffitt, 2017).  

 

Citizens voted on the tax again in 1988, 1996, and every 10 years since then. In 2016, the tax 

received its highest approval rating of 79.88%, as shown in figure 11 on the following page 

(ballotpedia.org, 2016). However, despite the success of the tax, Missouri government 

lawmakers began diverting the funds to non-recreation activities amid a financial crisis in the 

1990s. A representative of the MPA stated that the sales tax was designed to support the park 
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system, not generate enough 

revenue to fund it completely. 

Now, the Missouri’s state park 

system faces a nearly $400 

million maintenance backlog in 

capital and infrastructure 

improvements (Koller, 2017).  

 

Although the sales tax does not 

generate enough revenue to 

fully support the state park 

system, it provides a reliable annual income that the department can include in budget and park 

planning documents. In addition, some of the funds may be used to match LWCF grants through 

the stateside assistance program. However, without the development of a new funding 

mechanism, help from state government bonds, or potential enhanced funding from LWCF, the 

system will likely continue to battle maintenance issues.  

 

New York: Real Estate Transfer Tax  
 

The Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation (OPRHP)—housed within the 

Department of Environmental Conservation—administers the New York state park system. New 

York has over 180 state parks, including Niagara Falls, and 22 National Park units.  

 

Following the economic recession of the early 1980s, the New York Legislature proposed the 

Environmental Quality Bond Act in 1986. Upon approval, the Act provided $250 million to 

acquire land for recreation and/or conservation purposes and $1.2 billion to clean hazardous 

waste sites. During the 1980s, New York faced many environmental issues such as the 

contamination of Love Canal and acid rain deposition (History of DEC and Highlights of 

Environmental Milestones).  

 

Figure 11: Missouri voter approval of the state parks, soils, and water 

conservation sales tax. (Source: ballotpedia.org) 
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In 1990, Governor Mario Cuomo proposed another Environmental Quality Bond Act for nearly 

$2 billion. The act would have dedicated $800 million to land acquisition, parks and recreation, 

and conservation purposes. However, the act failed to pass with a 49 percent approval (DiNapoli, 

2010). This, combined with a proposed sale of forests within the Adirondacks, demonstrated the 

demand for a recurring and dedicated funding stream for parks and recreation. In 1993, the 

Legislature passed the Environmental Protect Act, thus establishing the Environmental 

Protection Fund (EPF). The goal of the fund was to raise revenue that would be kept separate 

from the state’s general fund. Since its inception 25 years ago, “EPF has become one of the most 

significant sources of funding for State and municipal programs to preserve open space, improve 

parks and recreation programs, and protect water quality” (DiNapoli, 2018, p. 1).  

 

Since the creation of EPF, over three-quarters of the fund’s dollars come from revenue, interest, 

and penalties from the State’s Real Estate Transfer Tax (RETT). Originally created in 1959, the 

transfer tax charges the seller $2 for every $500 of the value of the real estate. If the seller does 

not pay the tax or is exempt, then the buyer is required to fulfill the payment. If real estate value 

is greater than $1 million, an additional 1% of the sale price must be paid (NY Department of 

Taxation and Finance). Other sources contributing to the EPF include unclaimed container 

deposits, fees collected from conservation-themed license plates, civil penalties and fines, and up 

to $5 million in fees charged for registrations (DiNapoli, 2018). However, the RETT accounts 

for nearly 92% of the EPF (DiNapoli, 2010).  

 

EPF provides funding to solid waste; parks, recreation and historic preservation; open space; 

climate change; and EPF transfer. Prior to the fund’s creation, New York relied heavily on bonds 

such as the Environmental Quality bonds previously mentioned. Since 1910, bonds dedicated 

about $5.7 billion for conservation and recreation (DiNapoli, 2010). In its inaugural year, EPF 

provided $31.5 million in appropriations; in FY2016-17, EPF appropriated $302 million, which 

was the largest of any year in history. In its 25-year life, the fund has provided over $2 billion to 

conservation and recreation purposes, with the average annual amount being $148 million.  

 

Although the fund has appropriated a significant amount of money, disbursements have often 

lagged. EPF is a Capital Projects Fund, indicating that lags may occur because capital projects 
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require spending over several years rather than in a lump sum. However, a recent report by the 

Division of the Budget (DOB) predicts that EPF spending will increase through FY 2021-22, as 

shown in figure 12 below. In recent years, EPF has received money from the general fund, 

allowing for greater spending.  

 

 

Figure 12: NY Environmental Protection Fund predicted appropriations and disbursements. (Source: New York 

State Division of Budget) 

 
Amendments to the Tax Law during the 2008-2009 financial crisis increased the amount of 

RETT revenue deposited into EPF from $33.5 to $237 million. However, a couple years later the 

amount was reduced to $119.1 million. “Agency disbursement of EPF funds is a question of 

concern due to the Fund’s chronic accumulation of large cash balances. This accumulation has 

made the EPF a target of periodic cash sweeps, which total 39 percent of its appropriated funds. 

Fund sweeps for budget relief have reduced the environmental and economic benefits of EPF 

programs. Instead, these funds were used to fill the State’s General Fund budget gap.” (DiNapoli, 

2010, p. 2).  

 

In 2011, Governor Andrew Cuomo announced the NY 2020 plan to modernize the State park 

system. A multi-year commitment, the plan seeks to “restore facilities, enhance visitor 

experience, update signage and create better access for tourists at parks across the State” (New 
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York State, 2015). In March 2015, Governor Cuomo pledged $900 million of public and private 

funding to be allocated towards the state park system. The plan highlights seven goals:  

1) Transform New York’s foundational State Parks, such as Niagara Falls.  

2) Encourage healthy lifestyles through outdoor recreation 

3) Connect parks and people 

4) Renovate the park system  

5) Preserve and protect historical and cultural sites  

6) Conserve the natural environment 

7) Promote local and small economies  

 

As of 2017, nearly $700 million has been used to improve recreational opportunities in state 

parks and address infrastructure needs. The plan’s primary goal seeks to rehabilitate deteriorating 

infrastructure across the parks. With the funding assistance from LWCF stateside program, NY 

OPRHP has improved recreational opportunities across the state; however, a majority of the 

funds stem from the governor’s decision to fund maintenance projects. 

 

While Governor Cuomo played a major role in addressing the maintenance backlog in New York, 

public and private partnerships helped the program succeed. These partnerships occur with 

organizations such as the New York State Council of Parks, the Open Space Institute, Parks and 

Trails New York, and over 90 State park and cultural site friends’ groups. Like many states, New 

York established the State Council of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation to provide 

recommendations to the state park system. This council consists of commissioners from the State 

Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation as well as the Department of Environmental 

Conservation in addition to the chairs of each of the 11 regional park commissions. 

 

Since its creation, the EPF has been successful by establishing nine new state parks and adding 

over 30,000 acres of land to the New York state park system. However, its format as a Capital 

Projects Fund has contributed to its inability to provide enough funding to support maintenance 

and renovation costs. Without appropriations from the general fund and Governor Cuomo’s 

decision to provide $900 million to the state park system, OPRHP would continue to face 

funding challenges.  
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Michigan: Passport Program & Oil and Gas Leasing Revenues 
 

Michigan’s Department of Natural Resources houses the Parks and Recreation Division. 

Michigan relies on several funding sources to administer its park and recreation system, which 

manages over 100 state parks, 12,500 miles of trails, and 19 state harbors. In addition to state 

parks, Michigan holds four NPS units including a National Park, Historical Park, Battlefield, and 

a National Heritage Area (MI SCORP, 2017).  

 

Michigan has set an example with its approach to funding for recreation and park administration. 

Over 85 percent of Michigan DNR’s budget is sourced from revenues outside of the state’s 

general fund. Expenditures in state parks may be divided into 3 categories: 1) operation and 

maintenance; 2) capital outlay; 3) state park improvement (Sefton, 2015). From 2000 to 2003, 

the general fund provided Michigan DNR with approximately $8 million annually. However, 

when state tax revenue decreased, the Legislature reallocated funds from DNR to other 

departments.  

 

Like Missouri, some of Michigan’s recreation funding sources are dedicated through the state 

constitution. Although Michigan funds its park system through more than 10 funding sources, 

the Park Improvement Fund (PIF) accounts for more than half of state park expenditures from 

2000 to 2013. More than half of the annual revenue in the PIF comes from camping fees charged 

throughout state parks and recreational areas. The other primary source includes the Recreation 

Passport, which was established in 2010 (Sefton, 2015).   

 

Public Act 35 created the Recreation Passport Program, thus replacing permits for motor vehicles. 

This program requires Michigan residents to pay a fee when they renew their license plate 

registration each year. It costs a mere $11 for cars and trucks, and $5 for motorcycles. Viewed as 

one of the most successful funding sources, the Recreation Passport Program generates about 

$13 million annually for park administration. Overall, the program raises approximately $20 

million every year for recreation and conservation purposes.  

 



  

KELLY HORVATH  

 

44 

One aspect of the program that makes it successful compared to other funding alternatives is the 

designation of revenue. Shortly after the program was initiated, the state passed Public Act 32 to 

delineate how the state would share the revenue from this fee program. The Secretary of State 

receives $1 million for the program’s administration; the PIF receives at least $10.7 million; the 

Michigan State Waterways Fund receives $1.03 million; and the remaining funds are divided 

among other uses such as the Forest Recreation Account (see figure 13).  

 

 

Figure 13: Distribution of the remainder revenue from Michigan Recreation Passport program. (Source: Sefton, J.: 

State Parks Funding) 

 

Public Act 35 allows for the Recreation Passport fees to be increased based on inflation. This 

grants the state flexibility and allows legislature to incrementally increase annual registration 

fees without receiving public approval. Since its creation in 2010, the annual fee has increased 

once from $10 to $11 (Michigan DNR). Another successful component of Michigan’s alternative 

funding source is that the state had something similar in place prior to the creation of the 

Recreation Passport Program in the form of the Motor Vehicle Permit sale. This provided the 

state government with an accurate estimate of revenue the program would generate, thus 

allowing them to dictate how the money would be divided among departments.  

 

Michigan relies on several funding sources to administer its park system. Another 

constitutionally dedicated source is the Michigan State Parks Endowment Fund (MSPEF), which 
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receives revenue from gas and oil leasing royalty revenues. Before 2010, MSPEF collected $10 

million annually from the Michigan Natural Resources Trust Fund (MNRTF). However, when 

this fund reached its cap of $500 million in 2011, the Legislature appropriated income from the 

oil, gas, and mineral royalties directly to MSPEF. Half of the earned funds are credited to the 

corpus of the MSPEF until it reaches $800 million, while the remainder may be used for state 

park appropriations, operations, maintenance, or capital outlay (Sefton, 2015).  

 

Although the MNRTF and MSPEF have successfully helped fund the state park system and 

Michigan DNR, revenues from oil and gas leasing revenues are rarely consistent. For instance, 

from 2003 to 2013, the mean annual revenue was $68.3 million with a standard deviation of 

$35.3 million and a range of $183.5 million. Compared to the Recreation Passport Program, this 

revenue source is difficult to rely on and states should use caution when applying similar 

programs.  

 

Other funding sources include federal and private partnerships, off-road vehicle trail 

improvement fund, the recreation bond fund, Michigan Civilian Conservation Corps Fund, the 

Recreation Improvement Account, and the Clean Michigan Initiative. In recent years, these funds 

combined have attributed about $1 million to state park maintenance and operations.  

 

Like many states, Michigan DNR and its state park program relied on funds from the state 

general fund. However, during financially difficult times recreation may be overlooked, resulting 

in a reallocation of money to other needs such as education or transportation. Although Michigan 

struggled to meet recreation demands in the early 2000s, dedicated funding sources such as the 

Recreation Passport Program have allowed DNR to make strides towards reducing their state 

park maintenance backlog. Additionally, funds from the oil and gas leasing revenues have 

contributed to operations and capital projects. The success in Michigan demonstrates the 

importance of establishing multiple funding sources, at least one of which should be 

constitutionally dedicated to state park improvement and consistent across years.   
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Arizona: Lottery & User Fees  
 

Arizona State Parks & Trails was established in 1957 to administer the state park system. The 

agency works with the Arizona State Parks board to manage 31 state park units in addition to 

natural and recreation areas. The board encompasses 7 members, each appointed by the governor. 

Arizona’s state park system grew rapidly during the environmental movement of the 1960s-70s 

before facing funding problems. Consequently, the state passed the Heritage Fund in 1990, 

which provided $10 million of state lottery revenue to the Arizona State Parks & Trails agency 

for land acquisition and state park improvements (Thornton, 2014). The fund was used for 

conservation purposes as well as providing recreational opportunities to state residents.  

 

As seen in other states, the economic crisis of 2008 prompted state officials to reallocate funding 

from the Heritage Fund away from conservation and recreation towards education purposes. As 

of 2010, Arizona Parks & Trails stopped receiving any grants or funds from the lottery revenue 

(D. Collins, personal communication, July 26, 2018). Consequently, the state park system now 

relies on various revenue streams including the State Lake Improvement Funds, user generated 

fees, motor fuel tax, and registration fees.  

 

The State Lake Improvement Fund (SLIF) collects revenue from boat registration fees and 

watercraft gas taxes (ADI News Services). When revenues diminish, Arizona State Parks uses 

funds from SLIF to address maintenance projects in the parks. Since the state park system does 

not receive any help from the general fund, it relies heavily on user generated fees. These include 

entrance fees to parks, camping fees, concessions in parks, etc. In FY 2016, the agency received 

almost $18 million from park fees (Harris, 2017).  

 

While user generated fees are a possible approach, it depends heavily on outdoor recreation 

participation and park visitation. Unlike other state laws or voter approved initiatives, revenue 

from user fees will change annually and may be difficult to predict. Incremental increases in user 

fees may generate more revenue, but is likely unsustainable in the long-term as previous 

proposals to increase fees have resulted in backlash from visitors, suggesting visitation rates 

would decrease (Victor, 2018). On the other hand, research from the Outdoor Industry 

Association demonstrates that overall recreation participation in the United States is relatively 
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constant, if not increasing slightly. Arizona’s approach to generative revenue may sustain the 

park system now, but the state should consider other dedicated revenue sources that are more 

reliable than user fees.   

 

California: General Obligation Bonds 
 

California’s Department of Parks and Recreation, also known as California State Parks, is 

housed within the Natural Resources Agency. The department seeks to protect and preserve 

natural and cultural sites while also providing recreational opportunities. According to the 

SCORP, the department manages 279 parks encompassing 1.59 million acres of land (CA 

SCORP, 2015). Since its creation in 1927, the department has relied heavily on state bonds for 

its funding.  

 

In 1928, shortly before the Great Depression, California residents approved a $6 million parks 

and recreation bond. The bond required a 50 percent match of non-state funds and applied the 

monies to land acquisition for conservation and recreation. In 1964, during the start of the 

environmental movement, voters approved a second bond of $150 million again for land 

acquisition (California Department of Parks and Recreation). Between 1964 and 1984, residents 

voted to approve an additional four park bond measures, totaling $1.3 billion in funds (CA 

SCORP, 2015). These general obligation funds provide the project money upfront and use state 

tax revenue to pay them off in the future (Bernhard, 2018). As a result, they often cause further 

debt to the state. 

 

In 1992, the department faced budgetary pressure due to budget cuts and the threat of park 

closures. California State Parks director Donald Murphy cut costs by reducing staff and altering 

the organizational structure while increasing entrance fees in hopes of raising revenue. However, 

this approach often leads to fewer visitors to the parks because of raised entry fees while park 

infrastructure deteriorates due to lack of staff to maintain it. Although the state parks saw a short-

term improvement, this approach led to future challenges. Then, in 2008 the global financial 

crisis coupled with the terrorist attacks of 2001 shifted funding away from recreation and 

conservation towards other priorities.  
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Amidst funding problems and the discussion of closing 70 state parks, the State Legislature 

passed the California State Parks Stewardship Act of 2012. Upon approval, the act ordered the 

arrangement of a multidisciplinary council tasked with assessing the state park system and 

providing recommendations moving forward. This became known as the Parks Forward 

Initiative (PFI), which is led by the Parks Forward Commission. The California Secretary of 

Natural Resources appointed to the Commission 12 independent members representing various 

disciplines. In 2015, the Commission recommended strategies to “transform the current system 

into one that is financially sustainable, appropriately located, and better serves California’s 

growing and changing population” (Parks Forward Initiative).  

 

Relying on bonds and the general fund poses problems financially because the Department 

cannot budget for the future. For example, in FY 2001-2002 the CA State Parks received nearly 

$130 million in funding. The following year, it dropped to $89 million. A sudden budget 

decrease of $40 million provides significant challenges to maintaining and improving one of the 

largest state park systems in the country: “General Fund reductions and deferred maintenance 

have compromised the state’s ability to 

manage and sustain the State Park 

System” (CA SCORP, 2015, p. 37). 

While bonds have helped acquire land 

and provide extra funding, the money is 

rarely applied for stewardship or 

management purposes. Consequently, the 

state faces a maintenance backlog of 

nearly $1 billion.  

 

Following California State Parks 

Stewardship Act of 2012, the state 

established other sources of revenue as 

part of the Revenue Generation Program 

(see figure 14). The California State 

Parks Protection Fund allows residents to 

Figure 14: California revenue generation program breakdown. 

(Source: CA State Parks) 
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purchase an annual entrance pass to all CA state parks and donate any additional money to the 

fund. The donation is tax deductible on the next year’s state income taxes.  

 

The State Park Enterprise Fund is comprised of any remaining dollars that were not used in 

previous bond measures. The fund received $13 million; however, this revenue stream is not a 

dedicated funding source that the department can rely on annually. Other aspects of the program 

such as the incentive subaccounts determined how much money could be dedicated to 

infrastructure or administrative purposes. For example, the Subaccount receives $15.34 million 

annually from the State Parks and Recreation Fund (SPRF). The department spends $11 million 

on projects “consistent with the administration and development of the state park system” and 

the remainder on revenue incentives (California Department of Parks and Recreation).  

 

Although California has addressed its funding 

challenges and developed the Parks Forward Initiative 

and Revenue Generation Program, it still relies 

primarily on bonds. In June 2018, residents approved 

California Proposition 68 titled the “Parks, 

Environment, and Water Bond” (see figure 15). The 

bond authorizes $4.1 billion to be used for parks and 

recreation upgrades, climate change mitigation 

strategies, improve water quality, and flood protection 

(ballotpedia.org, 2018). The state park system is set to 

receive over $250 million.  

 

Due to the nature of general obligation bonds, they are 

not considered a sustainable funding source for parks 

and recreation. While PFI established the Revenue 

Generation Program, the states continued reliance on bonds will likely prevent CA State Parks 

from reducing its maintenance backlog and could cause further debt.   

  

Figure 15: Proposition 68 Campaign (Source: 

California Department of Parks and 

Recreation) 
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Discussion of State Funding Sources 
 

States seeking to raise funds for LWCF matching grants should consider the mechanisms 

evaluated above. There is no one-size-fits-all solution, indicating that state policy makers must 

consider various options. Arguably the most important aspect of a state recreation funding policy 

is whether it generates a dedicated and consistent revenue. If dedicated to recreation or assigned 

to a specific purpose—such as only for re-development projects in state parks—the revenue from 

the state policy may be less likely to be reallocated to other state departments. A consistent 

annual revenue stream allows management to plan the budget accordingly and address 

maintenance backlog projects.  

 

Another option that policymakers should consider is whether a state recreation policy should be 

amended into the state constitution or based on voter approval on a renewal basis. A 

constitutional amendment may be difficult to pass initially, but it provides the advantage of only 

requiring voter approval once. However, using voter approval on a renewal basis, such as 

Missouri’s approach to the sales tax, can demonstrate fluctuating resident support of the policy.   

 

A state recreation policy should identify the department responsible for administering the funds 

and establish a committee or advisory council responsible for assisting said department. The 

committee or advisory council members may be elected by residents or appointed by state 

governors. Including members from interdisciplinary backgrounds can help ensure the policy is 

well-rounded and the funds are managed responsibly. 

 

State governments may also consider generating revenues from investment in innovative 

ecosystem services such as mitigation banking or carbon sequestration credits. Mitigation 

banking allows land owners or agencies to employ restoration practices on wetlands or streams. 

If restoration is successful, these practices generate credits to be sold on the market. 

Organizations such as real estate or commercial developers may purchase these credits from an 

accredited mitigation bank to offset wetland or stream degradation (Jhawar, 2015). Conservation 

banking also generates credits for protecting habitats that host species on the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service’s endangered species list (Guillon et al., 2015).  
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Similarly, carbon sequestration “is the process of capturing and storing atmospheric carbon 

dioxide” (USGS). Carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas that contributes to anthropogenic climate 

change. Ecosystems such as forests and grasslands absorb carbon as they grow, thus reducing 

atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations. Although a relatively new concept, California has 

established its own cap-and-trade program to offset its current emissions. The current project 

allows industries that exceed the emissions cap to buy credits from any offset project within the 

United States. State agencies may consider working with parks and conservation organizations to 

enter the carbon market.  

 

Like mitigation banking, land owners or agencies can generate carbon credits to sell on the 

California cap-and-trade market. Although there are certain requirements such as land size and 

tree age, forested parks may meet such requirements and be eligible to generate credits. For 

instance, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has partnered with North Carolina Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources to restore natural vegetation that can sequester carbon in the 

future. Although the agency has not generated credits yet, future work with private landowners to 

enter the market may lead to a new revenue source for the agency (USFWS, 2010).  
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CONCLUSION 
 

This research demonstrates that visitors to state parks in 2017 valued outdoor recreation at nearly 

$45 billion. These results suggest that Congress has a powerful economic argument to expand 

funding for the LWCF stateside assistance program to address maintenance projects. If Congress 

elected to fully fund LWCF at $900 million, the associated valuation of outdoor recreation 

outweighs the cost of such projects. Not only has it provided economic benefits, but LWCF has 

also played a distinct role in encouraging states to develop alternative funding mechanisms for 

outdoor recreation. While the fund may be permanently reauthorized, conservation and 

recreation advocates still struggle annually to convince Congress to fully appropriate funds for 

LWCF at $900 million per year. If LWCF continues to be underfunded, states will need 

dedicated funding revenue streams to maintain the large state park system. 

  

This study provides insight into how outdoor recreation benefits Americans economically by 

determining how consumers value participation in activities in a sample of state parks. The 

consumer surplus benefits from one of the smaller state parks is $1,500,000 annually, and that of 

one of the larger state parks is over $100,000,000 annually. Without the LWCF stateside 

assistance program, some state parks face infrastructure challenges that could lead to them 

closing temporarily or even permanently. If that occurred, Americans would have less 

opportunity to experience the economic, social, and health benefits of outdoor recreation. To 

ensure that parks at the national, state, and local level can continue to provide these astounding 

benefits, it is important for agencies to prioritize funding for maintenance so that current and 

future generations can enjoy the parks as we know them today.  

 

Since the fund’s inception in 1965, LWCF funds have primarily been appropriated to the four 

federal agencies: National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, and 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife. These agencies have received 61 percent of the appropriations from the 

LWCF, while state parks have received 25 percent, with other programs receiving 14 percent. 

The policy currently states that federal agencies should receive no less than 40 percent of the 

appropriations from the fund. If the LWCF was amended to dedicate a specific portion of funds 

to maintenance at the federal and state level, agencies would likely make significant strides 
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towards reducing the maintenance and infrastructure backlogs. Previous attempts at policy 

changes suggest that large, incremental changes often receive pushback; therefore, Congress 

should start with an incremental shift in funds from acquisition to maintenance, and from federal 

agencies to state agencies.  

 

Alternative funding mechanisms at the state level should be dedicated to a parks and recreation 

account, one that is protected from the state’s general fund or from sweeping the funds to other 

accounts. In the case of New York, for example, the Environmental Protection Fund may 

generate substantial revenue for the park system but some of the money is used for other 

purposes. A second important approach to establishing a revenue source is to dictate the amount 

that the fund or account will receive, and determine how any remainder funds will be dispersed. 

In the example of Michigan, the state had a previous program that collected fees from annual 

vehicle registrations, allowing the state to explicitly determine how much money the policy 

would generate. This encouraged the state to dictate how monies would be divided among 

recreation and conservation programs. Although this may be difficult to apply in states that are 

creating new programs rather than modifying previous initiatives, being familiar with how much 

revenue other programs are generating is important to determining a baseline goal. State 

policymakers may also consider innovative funding sources such as mitigation banking or selling 

carbon credits in a cap-and-trade program.  

 

One of the primary issues with LWCF has been a lack of bipartisan support for full funding. 

While Democrats generally support recreation and conservation funding, members of the 

Republican Party, particularly westerners from states with large public land bases, have often 

opposed efforts to fully fund LWCF out of concern that Congress would further increase public 

land acquisition in the West. A shift away from acquisition towards maintenance, although 

controversial among some environmentalists, might garner stronger bipartisan support as there is 

broad agreement concerning the need to address park maintenance. With an increase in support 

from both political parties, LWCF could potentially reach full funding, allowing parks and 

recreation agencies to reduce the maintenance backlog and continue to provide recreational 

benefits to current and future generations of Americans.  
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