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NaÄopknaÄæÄJ]pekj 

1: the economic benefits of 

restoring the lands and waters 

of our national parks 

2: investments to protect 
economies and create American 
jobs on American lands 



National parks are not only a source of inspiration and recreation, they are 
a community anchor. They are economic drivers that create jobs and 
support families in cities and towns across the country, and they can be 
harnessed to restore our public lands and our nation. 
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1: the economic benefits of 

restoring the lands and waters 

of our national parks 

2: investments to protect 
economies and create American 
jobs on American lands 

natªuªral reªsource 

1: land, wildlife, air, fresh and saltwater, 

estuaries, plants, habitats, and 

ecosystems 

 

adªapªtaªtion 

1: the protection, restoration, and 

conservation of natural resources so that 

they become more resilient, adapt to, 

and withstand  ongoing environmental 

changes 

 

reªsilªience 

1: the ability to resist or recover from 

disturbance 

2: the ability to preserve diversity, 

productivity, and sustainability 

 

resªtoªraªtion 

1: the process of re-establishing self-

sustaining habitats and building 

resilience to support numerous species 

now and in the future 
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A mangrove rises from the waters in Everglades National Park. Coastal marshes and 
mangroves, like those in the Everglades and other coastal areas, provide essential barriers 
that protect communities from storm surges, providing a service estimated at a yearly value 
of more than $23 billion.1 Additionally, national parks in Florida hosted nearly 8 million visits 
in 2008 and supported more than 10,000 local jobs.2 Photo: ̧ E\tčK\o`g 
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Rc\oč_j`nčdočh`\ičojč§m`nojm`¨č\čmdq`m(č\či\odji\gčk\mf(čjmčajmčoc\očh\oo`m(č\č

nation? In conservation terms, restoration is defined as the process of re-

establishing self-sustaining habitats and building resilience to support 

numerous species now and in the future.3 

Resilient ecosystems are essential not only for fish and wildlife but for 

countless American communities whose economic well-being and jobs 

depend on the goods and services provided by a sustainable, functioning 

natural environment. Healthy ecosystems provide communities with clean 

drinking water and flood protection, as well as other economic draws such as 

fishing, tourism, and recreational activities, especially in rural areas. 

L_Âmnil_ÂäÂH[ncih 

Introduction 

aÄ_kÄouoÄpai 

1: The interacting system of a biological 

community and its non-living 

environmental surroundings 

 

d]^ÄeÄp]p 

1: the physical, chemical, and biological 

properties that fish, wildlife, or plants use 

for growth, reproduction, survival, food, 

water, or cover 
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Habitats and economies at risk 

Our changing climate is taking a toll on our national parks, forests, wildlife 

refuges, and their surrounding ecosystems«and on the American 

communities that rely on them. Drought, wildfires, and floods are on the 

increase; sea-level rise is beginning to consume coastal wetlands; and wildlife 

are under increasing stress as changing temperatures drive many from their 

traditional homes in search of more suitable habitat. As a result, what is an 

ecological challenge for our national parks and public lands also threatens to 

become an economic challenge for countless communities. 

Fortunately, we already know how to restore our lands and waters in ways 

that will make them more resilient to a changing climate. Building ecosystem 

resilience also creates immediate American jobs restoring our lands and 

waters. Over the long term, it also protects local economies that depend on 

healthy natural resources. 

A great white egret stands 
in a sea of grass. Egrets 
are among the more than 
360 species of birds that 
have been recorded in 
Everglades National Park. 
Expenditures for wildlife 
watching across the 
country«heavily 
dominated by bird 
watchers«contributed 
more than $45 billion to 
the U.S. economy in 
2006.4 

Photo: ¸DNOJ>FKCJOJ 
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National parks support American jobs 

Our National Park System«the Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, the Everglades, 

and even lesser-known parks«is not only inspiring; it is irreplaceable for 

making nearby communities more attractive, and for spurring economic 

success. 

Research has shown that over the course of three decades, counties adjacent 

to national parks have outperformed the nation in job growth, personal 

income growth, and population growth (See Figure 1).5 

Figure 1: Gateway counties«
those adjacent to national 
parks, public lands, and 
wilderness areas«outperform 
the nation as a whole in job 
growth, personal income 
growth, and population 
growth.6 

Economic Performance in Park Gateway Regions 

Population growth 

1970ª2003 

Per-capita income growth 

1970ª2003 

Employment growth  

1970ª2003 

30% 

20% 

10% 

Yellowstone (Idaho/Montana/Wyoming) Yosemite (California) 
Glacier (Montana) United States  North Cascades (Washington) 

Healthy ecosystems provide communities with clean drinking water and 
flood protection, as well as other economic draws such as fishing, 
tourism, and recreational activities. 
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Park Service workers at Indiana Dunes 
National Lakeshore plant native 
grasses as part of ongoing wetlands 
restoration at the Great Lakes park. 
Resource management projects 
including backfilling ditches, removing 
invasive plants, and planting native 
species help these wetlands to 
naturally filter out contaminants and 
improve the area's overall water 
quality. Photo: NPS  
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As economic engines, national parks directly: 

Generate more than $4 in value for every tax dollar invested; 

Support $13.3 billion in private-sector activity; 

Maintain 267,000 jobs; and 

Provide $4.8 billion in wages.7 

Across the country, scientists, engineers, construction crews, equipment operators, 

educators, students, youth workers, support service providers, equipment 

manufacturers, and suppliers can be employed to: 

Restore native wetlands, grasslands, and forests; 

Maintain habitat in wildlife migration corridors; 

Remove invasive species from natural areas; 

Repair damaged watersheds; and 

Reduce wildland fire risks. 

National parks help drive the U.S. economy and  
create American jobs 
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Investments in the future 
The combined economic, cultural, and natural benefits of restoration projects 

far outweigh the initial costs. A recent study of public lands showed that 

conserving or restoring property instead of using it for industrial development 

is correlated with sustained economic growth.8 In fact, ecosystem restoration 

projects have shown impressive economic returns, some approaching  

80 percent (see Figure 2).9 

Taking action now and investing in our environment to respond and adapt to 

oc`č`\moc¦nč^c\ibdibč^gdh\o`«restoring our ecosystems and essential 

habitats«will benefit not only wildlife and our national parks but American 

communities. 

We can put Americans to work in difficult economic times and restore the 

parks, and our nation, for our children and grandchildren to enjoy. 

Ø  

Figure 2: New research shows 
that investments in ecosystem 
restoration projects offer 
substantial returns.10 

Ecosystem Restoration Return on Investment 

Woods and Shrublands 

Grasslands 79% 

7% 

11% 

12% 

40% 

42% 

20% 

27% Lakes and Rivers 

Other Forests 

Inland Wetlands 

Coastal 

Coral Reefs 

Mangroves 
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(Left) Saguaro cacti stand in namesake Saguaro National Park outside Tucson, Arizona. 

Infestations of quick-burning buffelgrass in the area elevate wildfire risk for iconic native 

plants such as saguaro, ocotillo, and other cacti. Tourists«attracted in no small measure by 

desert scenery«contribute $2 billion a year to the local economy.12 

Kcjoj5č¸>cmdnčRdggd\hn*<g\ht 

(Right) Clouds reflect in the waters of Lake McDonald in Glacier National Park. Gateway 

communities like those adjacent to Glacier outperform their non-park peers in job growth, 

personal income growth, and population growth.13 Photo: USFWS 
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Wildlife populations, rivers, forests, deserts, waterways, and our national 

parks support a U.S. outdoor recreation economy that: 

Maintains $730 billion in economic activity, 

Supports 6.5 million jobs (one in 20 across the country), and 

Contributes $88 billion in state and federal tax revenue.11 

A multiplier effect: Impacts beyond park borders 



National Parks Conservation Association 8 

 

Rather than installing chillers in its wastewater treatment plants, an Oregon 

utility is saving $50 million over five years by planting streamside forests 

to keep the water cool enough to support aquatic life. These forests will also 

help clean the air, control flooding, and increase area property values.14 

A $6 million investment by Seattle Public Utilities in the Cedar River 

watershed restored degraded wetland habitat. The project, which helps 

ensure clean water for the city, also cost $194 million less than 

construction of a conventional water filtration facility.15 

Agjmd_\¦nčno\o`č^gdh\o`č\^odjičkg\ičrjpg_čb`i`m\o`č,/3(+++čej]nčjq`mč,1č

years, including nearly 40,000 jobs restoring and establishing forests. If the 

38 states that have not yet done so adopted similar plans, cumulative 

savings of $535 billion would accrue between 2009 and 2020.16 

Coastal wetland restoration in Connecticut was significantly correlated with 

an average increase in housing values of more than $11,000.17 

A forest restoration project in New Mexico brought in $6.5 million to the 

region, creating 139 jobs and nearly $3.5 million in wages.18 

In Colorado, slightly higher stream levels would prompt more fishing and 

rafting, adding 340 new jobs and $4.4 million in income annually. Every 

acre-ajjočjačdi^m`\n`_čagjrčdič>jgjm\_j¦nč<mf\in\nčMdq`mčrjpg_čb`i`m\o`č

$360 in additional income.19 

Coastal marshes and mangroves provide essential barriers for protecting 

coastal and inland communities from storm surges, providing a service 

estimated at a yearly value of more than $23 billion .20 

By investing $1.5 billion in the restoration of the Catskill watershed that 

feeds its reservoirs, the city of New York saved $6.5 billion in construction 

costs for facilities and $200 million a year in operating expenses.21 

Restoration projects throughout the country 
demonstrate a variety of economic benefits 
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Hikers approach a Joshua tree in Joshua Tree National Park. The park hosted 1.4 million 
visitors in 2008 and infused $37 million in spending into the surrounding communities. Rising 
temperatures threaten not only the disappearance of Joshua trees from their namesake park 
but also local economic activity and more than 700 jobs.22  

Kcjoj5č¸D\ičNcdq`*<pmjm\čKcjojn 
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Building Community Through Restoration 

For national parks in urban areas, support from nearby communities is crucial 

to successful park management. Two parks in California are strengthening 

community ties through jobs, educational programs, and volunteer 

opportunities linked to habitat and ecosystem restoration. 

Golden Gate National Recreation Area  

Along San Francisco Bay, where less than ten percent of the original coastal 

lagoons and tidal salt marshes remain, the rehabilitation of Crissy Fieldª100 

acres of abandoned Army airstrip and shorelineªincluded nearly 45 acres of 

l_mnil_^Ďh[ncp_Ďb[\cn[n(ĎCnĎ[fmiĎ_hb[h]_^Ďih_Ďi`Ďnb_Ďh[ncih¥mĎgimnĎl_]iahct[\f_Ď

urban park sites, Golden Gate National Recreation Areaªused by more than  

14 million visitors in 2008ªand a model for community-based restoration.23 

California 

L_Âmnil_ÂäÂH[ncih 

reªsilªience 

1: the ability to resist or recover from 

disturbance 

2: the ability to preserve diversity, 

productivity, and sustainability 
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Crissy Field Restoration24 

Links to schools and students 

Each year, 8,500 students, from kindergarteners to high school 

seniors, participate in hands-on restoration projects at Crissy Field. 

Housed in what was an abandoned building, 14 educational and 

interpretive staff work out of the Crissy Field Center. 

The program reaches more than 100,000 young people and adults 

each year. 

Local jobs and projects 

Between 1998 and 2000, the Crissy Field restoration awarded nearly 

$30 million to local contractors, engineering and design firms, and 

other businesses. 

Community support 

More than 3,000 volunteers«including students from 120 local 

schools«worked 30,000 hours during restoration of the site. They 

planted more than 100,000 native plants. 

In 2008, 1,400 volunteers spent 13,000 hours«a contribution worth 

$234,000«weeding, planting, and maintaining natural areas. 

(Left) A killdeer rests on the 
shores of Crissy Marsh at 
Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area in San 
Francisco. The newly restored 
wetland is now an important 
stop for migratory birds on the 
Pacific coast. Nearly 100 
species of birds have been 
documented using the marsh, 
which is frequented by birders 
from around the Bay Area.25  
Photo: ̧ _\qd_čn\ib`mč
photography/Alamy 
 
(Right) Crissy Field, with a view 
of the Golden Gate Bridge. 
>mdnntčAd`g_¦nčm`nojm`_čod_\gč
marsh and dunes, provide 
habitat for fish, invertebrates, 
and birds that have been 
absent from the area for a 
century.26 
Photo: Will Elder, NPS 
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Generating economic value through revitalization 

Seven previously abandoned buildings were rehabilitated and now 

draw visitors and commerce to the west end of Crissy Field.  

Tenants include a large climbing gym and swim and gymnastics 

schools. 

Ø  

Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area 

Native Plant Restoration 27 

M[hn[ĎGihc][ĎGiohn[chmĎH[ncih[fĎL_]l_[ncihĎ;l_[ĎcmĎnb_Ďqilf^¥mĎf[la_mnĎol\[hĎ

h[ncih[fĎj[le&Ďfi][n_^ĎchĎnb_Ďh[ncih¥mĎm_]ih^Ďf[la_mnĎg_nlijifcn[hĎ[l_[(ĎB_l_&Ď

native plant restoration projects help build community investment in the park 

while benefiting the parklands and wildlife. 

Links to schools and students 

During the 2008©09 school year, 200 students in grades 5 through 8 

took part in year-long learn-and-work projects: weeding, collecting seed, 

growing native plants, and caring for restoration sites.  

Shorter-term programs, such as EcoHelpers, which works with Los 

Angeles and Ventura County high school students, involved 2,200 

students and generated more than 14,500 volunteer restoration hours 

valued at more than $260,000. 

Local jobs and projects 

Park restoration-education programs employ one full-time and three  

part-time staff members. 

A recent $200,000 contract to a Southern California firm to restore a  

40-acre plot is one of an ongoing roster of restoration projects that 

infuse money into the local economy. 

A project rehabilitating 550 acres that burned in 2007 created two full-

time positions for area university graduates and employs four additional 

park staff and a crew of California Conservation Corps workers. 

"Since the tidal marsh 
opened, we've seen 
birds returning to the 
area that we haven't 
seen for years. It's a 
natural ecosystem being 
reformed.æ 
«Greg Moore 

Executive Director, 
Golden Gate National 
Parks Conservancy 

åCommunity response 
has been great. Lots of 
kids bring their 
families to the park on 
weekends to show off 
their restoration plots 
and go for hikes.æ 
«Christy Brigham 

Restoration Ecologist, 
Santa Monica 
Mountains National 
Recreation Area 
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Community support 

Three out of four fifth-graders who participate in the year-long learn-and 

work activities live in poverty. Although the park is within walking 

distance, most had never been there before they entered the program. 

Local park visitation has been on the rise, as students bring their families 

for weekend and after-school visits. 

Ø  

(Left) A student assists with native plant restoration at Santa Monica Mountains National 

Recreation Area. In part because of the success of its participation in park activities like 

these, Manzanita Elementary School in Thousand Oaks, California, became an environmental 

science magnet school in 2009. The school draws students from across the Canejo Valley 

school district, focusing lessons in every discipline«from reading to math to social studies«

on scientific inquiry. Photo: NPS 

(Right) Towering scenery rises above the Backbone Trail in Santa Monica Mountains National 

Recreation Area. The park offers popular trails like this one, which ties together the 

individual areas of the Santa Monica Mountains. Visitors drawn to the park for views and 

experiences such as these spent more than $17 million in 2008.28 Photo: Jim Belsley, NPS 

13 National Parks Conservation Association 
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Climate change is projected to more than quadruple the cost of wildfire 

damage to homes in California between 2020 and 2050. By 2050, annual 

costs will likely be measured in billions of dollars in lost home value alone.29 

Since the mid-1980s, wildfires in the western United States have been  

four times more frequent than the 1970ª1986 average, burning more than six 
times the area.30 

More than 68,000 employees work for the wood products industry in 

California, earning more than $4 billion in income. The industry pays  

$353 million in state and local taxes each year.31 

>\gdajmid\¦nčr\o`mčm`njpm^`nč\m`čpi_`mčkm`nnpm`čamjhčr\mh`mčo`hk`m\opm`nč

and the changing patterns of precipitation and runoff. Early spring snowpack 

in the Sierra Nevada Mountains decreased by ten percent over the last 

century«a loss of water storage that would supply up to 3 million families 
each year.32 

Closures and restrictions of salmon fisheries in 2008 cost California, 

Washington, and Oregon more than $290 million in income and 4,200 jobs.33 

Without action to restore habitat and boost populations, Rocky Mountain wild 

trout numbers could decline by more than 60 percent and Pacific salmon in 

the Northwest by up to 40 percent.34 

By the numbers: 
Costs to ecology and economy 
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Water spills onto the sandy beach of Lake Superior. The largest of all the Great Lakes, Lake 

Superior contains as much water as all the other Great Lakes combined.  In 2007, high 

temperatures and low precipitation dropped the level of Lake Superior to a record low« 

21 inches below the average for the 88 preceding years. 

Kcjoj5č¸>\mmč>gdaoji*Hdi_`ičKd^opm`n 
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Wetlands Restoration Benefits Local Communities 

and Native Species 

The Great Lakes hold one-fifth of the world's freshwater supply, so 

ensuring their health is of the utmost importance. The Great Lakes also 

support a variety of fish and wildlife, and they have long played a crucial 

role in the lives of people who live in communities along their shores. The 

Great Lakes are aesthetic resources, they provide abundant recreational 

opportunities, and they drive regional economies.  

Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore 

More than a century ago, the Great Marsh stretched almost 12 continuous 

miles from Burns Harbor to Michigan City, Indiana. Native plants thrived in 

the diverse habitats, and waterfowl and wading birds were plentiful. The 

marsh provided a natural filter for inland water draining into Lake Michigan. 

Great Lakes 

L_Âmnil_ÂäÂH[ncih 

natªuªral reªsource 

1: land, wildlife, air, fresh and saltwater, 

estuaries, plants, habitats, and 

ecosystems 
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=tčoc`č,42+n(č_m\di\b`č_do^c`nčc\_čm`_p^`_čoc`čBm`\očH\mnc¦nčndu`č\i_č

divided it into three watersheds. The impact of these ditches, and additional 

levees, roads, farms, factories, and houses, was evident in a rapid takeover 

by non-native plants and plummeting populations of egrets, ducks, and a 

host of other wetland-dependent animals. 

Great Marsh Wetlands Restoration35 

Restoration of the Great Marsh is taking place in sections. The park began 

plugging culverts, filling ditches, and constructing spillways and levees to 

adjust water flow in the Derby Ditch watershed in 1998. Installing native 

plants grown in park greenhouses continues 11 years later. 

In 2002, park scientists began studying another area of the Great Marsh 

known as Cowles Bog, after the University of Chicago professor who studied 

it in the late 1800s. In 2008, the park started restoring the wetland by 

replacing non-natives such as hybrid cattails with native grasses. 

These coastal wetlands restoration efforts will contribute to the overall health 

of Lake Michigan while re-establishing native plants and wildlife. Between 

1998 and 2023, the park will spend $3 million on these two projects. 

At typical funding levels of $100,000 a year, wetlands restoration projects at 

Indiana Dunes provide several benefits. 

åRestoring these 
wetlands takes 10-15 
years of adapting to how 
the land responds. And 
then, the work continues. 
Doing restoration in an 
urban landscape like this 
is akin to maintaining an 
old house. There is 
constant upkeep.æ 

¬Dan Mason 

Ecologist, Indiana 

Dunes National 

Lakeshore 

A kayaker paddles through the 

waters off Apostle Islands 

National Lakeshore on the 

banks of Lake Superior. In 

2007, travelers to Bayfield 

County, Wisconsin, the 

gateway to Apostle Islands, 

spent $128 million, directly 

supporting $38 million in 

resident income.36  

Kcjoj5č¸Ejcič\i_č<iičH\c\i 


