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Economic assessment continued

The National Park Service also contributes to
the sense of well-being in communities by
providing ecological, cultural, and recreational
services.

kinds about resource values, decision
makers will be able to better under-
stand why individuals desire certain
management actions,  provide for
their needs, and maintain the integ-
rity of the resource.

COMMUNITY VALUES

The National Park Service also
contributes to the sense of well-be-
ing in communities by providing eco-

logical, cultural, and recreational ser-
vices. For example, open space pro-
vided by national park system units
may contribute to the quality of life
in an area. In Roanoke, Virginia, com-
muters often use the Blue Ridge Park-
way, despite the fact that it is a slower
route than interstate highways. How-
ever, the parkway offers individuals
a chance to unwind after a busy day
at work.

Several methods can be used to as-
sess community values, including per-
sonal interviews, monitoring media
coverage, and examining written visi-
tor comments. We interviewed local
governments ,  chambers  o f  com-
merce, and NP S personnel in the Vir-
ginia study. Respondents indicated
how important the services provided
by the parks were to them. These ser-
vices included education programs,
regional economic activity, cultural
and historic preservation, natural en-
vironments preservation, social op-
portunities, and various recreational
activities. The results indicate a range
of perceptions about the importance
of parks. For example, respondents
from rural areas near national park
system units tended to place a high
level of importance on the effects to

local business by the National Park
Service. In urban areas, respondents
placed a higher importance on the
open spaces the units provide than
the local business effects (Sullivan et
al. 1993a). Assessing NPS contribu-
tions to community values is as im-
portant as resource values or income
and employment values in fully un-
derstanding the relationship between
the National Park Service and people
in the surrounding region.
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WHY ASSESS THE
?BY RONALD R. SWITZER

FOR MANY YEAR S TRADI-
t iona l  park  managers  have
done remarkably good jobs of

protecting park resources and serv-
ing park visitors. Unfortu-
na te ly ,  some s topped
managing at park bound-
aries. That is to say, al-
though they may have
interacted with communi-
ties in their spheres of in-
fluence, too little time was
dedicated to convincing
those communities that
the national park was an
important neighbor, not
just as a resource steward,

but as a driving force in their local
and regional economies. As such, the
parks heavily influenced the quality
of life over large areas, and needed
to be recognized and brought to the
table as equal players in long-range
opportunity planning and economic
development discussions, discussions
that set the tone for compatible de-
velopment, and that have the poten-
tial to reduce unwanted threats to the
parks.

Many park managers grew their ca-
reers under the notion that those who
visited national parks were just visi-
t o r s ,  peop le  who passed  br i e f ly
through the resources and left no
impact  on  the  resources  or  the
economy. In truth, the National Park
Service has been in the tourism busi-
ness since before it was officially des-
ignated in 1916, and what we do has
dramatically affected local develop-
ment and economics adjacent to all
parks. Seldom have we taken stock
of our contributions, and less fre-
quently have we let our neighboring
communit ies know the extent of
those contributions.

While serving as tourism coordina-
tor for the 13 national parks in Texas
in a collateral duty capacity to the



ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF NATIONAL PARKS?

Figure 1.

Mammoth Cave
National Park,

Kentucky, is the
single largest

resource attraction
in the state.

Assessments of
economic impact

applied in positive
ways can draw the

national parks
closer to the

communities they
serve.
position of Superintendent of Big
Thicket National Preserve, the Texas
superintendents began helping me
assemble economic impact informa-
tion on an annual basis. This infor-
mation was made known to the local
communities, and synthesized as edu-
cational information for the Texas
Depar tments  o f  Commerce  and
Transportation. The significance of
the economic contributions of the
parks became a catalyst for the for-
mation of a federal-state tourism co-
ordinating committee involving more
than a dozen agencies. Eventually,
this group split into the Federal Tour-
ism Council and the State Tourism
Council ,  both of whom signed a
memorandum of agreement to par-
ticipate as partners in the Texas stra-
teg ic  tour i sm p lan  and to  work
toward accomplishing mutual goals
and objectives.

At the local level, Big Thicket Na-
tional Preserve assumed the leader-
ship of a potent group of federal and
state agencies,  local chambers of
commerce,  tourism bureaus ,  and
businesses in the private sector, to
further resource-sensitive tourism
and outdoor recreation, economic
development ,  and environmental
education. This same approach is
currently being pursued in Kentucky,
and while it is too early to assess
whether it will succeed, indications
are positive. The current Kentucky
tourism master plan calls for the for-
mation of a federal tourism council,
and one is in the making.

Assessments of economic impact
applied in positive ways can draw the
national parks closer to the commu-
nities they serve. While past and cur-
ren t  a s ses sments  in  Texas  and
Kentucky have been based largely on
the N P S Money Generation Model
(contact Ken Hornback of the Wash-
ington Office Socioeconomic Studies
Division at (303) 969-6977), the re-
sults tend to be very conservative
because they are based on low multi-
pliers, and do not take full account
of all economic factors. State gener-
ated models (and the one described
in the preceding feature article) gen-
erally yield much higher impact fig-
ures, higher by 25-40%. Whatever
model is used, the results are ex-
tremely important as barometers of
the economic worth of the national
parks locally, regionally, and even
statewide. Because Mammoth Cave
National Park is the single largest re-
source attraction in Kentucky (fig. 1),
the impacts it generates are noticed
at the highest levels of state govern-
ment. When the impacts of the four
Kentucky national park units are con-
sidered, our worth to the economic
well-being of the commonwealth is
fully appreciated.

We have made good use of the
Money Generation Model, but you
should be aware of some of its short-
comings. As already mentioned, the
multipliers are applied very conser-
vatively, probably under-estimating
economic benefits by a considerable
factor. Furthermore, the full impacts
of concessioners are not taken into
account because of the danger of
counting visitor impacts twice in the
same model. The calculations do not
recognized that concessions opera-
tions contribute more than the capi-
tal improvement expenditures used in
SSSSS
the formula for “other” expenditures
when concessions operations do con-
tribute more. Similarly, it fails to fully
assess the impacts of employee ex-
penditures for housing, health care,
education, recreation, and living ex-
penses locally. In addition, most mod-
els do not take into consideration the
contributions of the National Park
Service in funding and grants for ur-
ban park and recreation projects ex-
ecuted under statewide plans.

If the Money Generation Model
does not fulfill your needs, I encour-
age you to work with your nearest
cooperative park study unit, univer-
sity department of park or outdoor
recreation planning, or state depart-
ment of travel development to de-
velop one that  measures cr i t ica l
economic impact. This helps assure
that the information becomes a vis-
ible and appreciated part of growing
partnerships with your local constitu-
encies. Trust me, this works.
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