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Marine protected areas often are designed first and foremost to protect marine wildlife,
and then secondly to do so in a way that meets impo;tant social goals. While MPA
regulation usually is aimed at protecting fish and shellfish species, many other marine
species benefit from well -designed MPAs. Numerous studies have demonstrated the
econom ic value of wildl ife viewing, especially whale watcbing. Whale watching
contributes to local economies both in direct revenues and the jobs these revenues
support) and in the overall economic wellbeing of coastal users. Table EXEC 1 provides
a summary of per person per day expenditures that have been estimated for whale
watching and wildlife viewing in North America and parts ofE4rope. Within California,
whale watching also contributes to local revenues . We estimate that whale watching in
California alone probably generates on the order of $20 million in gross revenues
annually and net revenues of between $4 million and $9 ffiillion .
Whale watching and wjldlife viewing also generate non-market benefits for the millions
of people lucky enough to see marine wildlife along the California coast. Non-market
benefits represent the value of an asset to people beyond what they have to pay for that
asset. Table EXEC 2 provides a ummary of non-market values per person per day that
have been estimated for a variety of m~rine wildlife viewing experiences in North
America and parts ofEurQpe. Many of the best opportunities for viewing marine
wildl ife, especially from land occur along California's central coast - where the Pacific
Coast Highway, that connects the large metropolitan areas of Los Angeles and San
Francisco- runs a.\ong much of the rugged coast line. We estimate the non-market value
for whale watchers -alone at more than $40 million annually. While sufficient data do not
exist to determine the non-market value of wildlife viewing generally in California, we
estimate the value to be on the order of tens to hundreds of millions of dollars annually .
Clearly, the economic value of protecting and enhancing near shore marine wildlife
populations in California is non-trivial.
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TABLE EXEC 2: Non-market Values Assocjated with WjJdlife and Whale Watching

WILDLIFE
VIEWING

Author

Method

Location

Colt (200 1)

un reported

Alaska

Hallet al.
(2002)
Bosetti and
Pearce
(2003)

Contingent
Valuation

California

Tidepoo\s

$6.78/family visit

Contingent
Valuation

England

Gray seals

For seeing seals
in the wild: $14.5

NewYoJt

ot
mentioned

$63 .8

Florida

not
identified

Leeworbty
and Bowker
(1997)

Travel
Cost
Method
Travel
Cost
Model

Hoagland
and Meeks
(2000)

Travel
Cost
method

Johnston et
al . (2002)

WHALE
WATCIDNG

Consumer
surplus (per
pe rson per day,
$2005

Leworthy
and Wiley
(200J)

Loomis and
Larson
(1994)

Min: $143
Max: $229

$35 million

$287 million
$108 .35
$28 mill ion

SteUwagen

Sank,
ew

ngland
Travel
Cost and
Channel
Contingent Islands,
Valuation
California
Methods
ontingent
Valuation
Method

Species

California

An n u al
Non- market
Value
(r ounded to
nearest
million
$2005

Humpback
Whales

Gray, blue
and
humpback
whales

Gray
whales

$32.15
$1 million
$42.23

Whale\ atchers:
50% change:
$32.75
I 00% change:
$38.95
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I. INTRODUCTION
The California Marine Life Protection Act requires that the Department ofFish and
Game, working with local stakeholders, develop a series of marine protected areas along
the coast of California. The second goal of the Act states that marine protected areas
should be designed "to help sustain, conserve, and protect marine life populations,
including those of ECONOMIC VALUE." Identifying marine life populations with
substantial economic value is not always straightforward . Because much of the readily
available economic data come from fisheries landings receipts, commercially valuable
fish populations are often easily and readily \dentified as h.aving ' economic value ."
Increasingly, though, non-fishery related marine populations ·have been recognized to
contribute significantly to local and regional economic wellbeing . The question ofjust
how valuable these populations are remains largel y unanswered. Nevertheless, there is
available a large and growing literature providing insig into the potential economic
value of non-fishery marine populations. Bibliographic databases and information
networks like the National Ocean Economics Pro am ' s ' on-market Literature Portal"
(www.oceaneconomics.org) and the National Oceani'c and Atmospheric Administration ' s
Marine Economics website (www.marineeconomics.noaa.gov) now make it possible for
researchers to quickly locate relevant studies from thel iterature. In the paper that
follows, we review the literature to provide an overview of the economic value of two
important uses of non-fishery resources - marine wildlife viewing and whale watching.
We also provide a discussion of the potential value of similar resources in California.

ll. The Importance of Marin,e Wildlife Viewing
In 1999 and 2000, more than 43°/o of aiJ Americans participated in some form of marine
recreation' . Americans flock to beaches and shores to swim, fish , boat, and view the
natural scenery (see Table l). While the Leewortby et al . (2001) expect the proportion of
the population that participates in marine recreation will decline over the coming decade,
population growth in the coastal zone is expected to offset this trend. Overall, the total
number of l?eople participating in all forms of marine recreation is expected to increase,
with the largest increases e?'pected for beach-going activities (Leeworthy et al . 2005).
2
California ranks second on!J to Florida in the total number of participants in coastal
recreation (17 .6 million-<participants), but ranks first in terms of the number of state
residents that participate in coastal recreation activities (Leeworthy 2001).
Wildlife viewing represents an important part of marine recreation. Bird watching and
other wildlife viewing constitute the fifth and seventh most popular marine recreation
activities in the United States, with more than 15 million people spending nearly 6 50
million person days watching birds at the shore alone (Table 2, Leeworthy and Wiley
200 1) . Using forecasting models of population growth and participation models for
1

Es timates are based on a national survey of o utdoor recreation known as the National Survey on
Recreation and the E nvironment (Lecworthy el aJ. 200 l)
2
[ncludes both in-stale and out of state participants.
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marine recreation, Leeworthy et al . (2005) predict that by 2005, the number of people
participating in coastal bird watching activities was expected to have grown by 6% to
more than 16 million participants; by 2010 the figure is predicted to be just under 17
million. Other forms of wildlife viewing, including whale watching, also are expected to
grow in overall numbers of participants. Using the same models, Leeworthy et al.
(2005) predict that by 2005, almost 14.5 million people can be expected to participate in
some other form of wildlife viewing nationally with this number growing to 15 million
by 2010.
In California, wildlife viewing is also an important component of marine and coastal
recreation. The state ranks second in the nation in terms of number of coastal
birdwatchers with more than 2 .5 million people participating in some kind of coastal
birdwatching during 1999 and 2000. Other types of wildlife vie\ ing, including whale
watching are equally important in California. Leeworthy and Wiley (2001) et al . report
that 2.5 million people participated in wildlife viewing other than bird watching in
California; as many as 1.76 million people may have been whale watchers (Hoyt 2001).

Whale watching has grown to become an industry With gross. receipts of over $150
million (in U S$ 1999) in the United States alone. By the early twenty-first century ,
whale watching businesses operated in 87 countries anct..served more than 9 million
whale watchers (Hoyt 2001). Worldwide, the number of participants in whale watching
activities grew at a rate of more than 12%-between 1991 and 998. Nearly half of all
whale watchers worldwide took trips in the United States (47 .&%), more than 4.3 million
whale watchers (Table 3). The growth rate in the United States, however, has remained
relativel y small, with aA. l7%'""average annual growth o~whale watchers between 1991
and 1998. At the endofthe twentieth century., nearly 270 whale watch tour companies
were in operation.in tlJe United States generating over $158 million in direct revenues (in
US$19993, Hoyt 2001 ).
Within the United StatesJ whale watching is concentrated most heavily in New England,
Alaska, California, and tlie Pacitk Northwest. While California ranked second (tied with
Alaska, see Table 4) in terms of numbers of boat-based whale watchers in 1999, the ease
of seeingwha es from land in California places it at the top of all areas in the United
States where people view whales; more than one million people see whales in California
from land-based vantage points (Hoyt 2001). In all , it is estimated that California whale
watching generated over $144 million (US$ 1999) at the end of the twentieth century 
approximately 10% of all whale watching revenues generated in the United States.

3
4

lf adjusted to $2005, tlte figure would be approximately $185rnillion.
[f adjusted to $2005, the figure would be approximately $16.4 million.
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Table 1: Participation Rates and Number ofParticipants by Activity/ Setting and Year in the
United States {from Leeworthy et aJ 2005}
2000
2005
2010
Growth
Growth
Number of
Number of
Rate
Number of
Rate
Activity/Setting Participants
Participants
(compared
Participants
(compared
{millions}
to 2000}
(bx Rank}
{millions}
to 2000}
(millions}
Visiting Beaches 63.67
67.59
6%
70.94
11%
Swimming
10%
54.13
57.21
6%
59.64
Fishing
21 .88
23.3 1
24.54
12%
7%
Viewing or
Photographing
Scenery
11%
19.49
20.62
6%
21.62
Bird-Watching
15.2
11%
6%
16.1
16.86
11 %
15.95
Motorboating
16.7
15.08
6%
Viewing other
10%
Wildlife
13.68
14.41
5%
15.01
Snorkeling
10.75
11.38
6%
11 .88
11%
Visiting
Watersides
14%
Besides Beaches 9.54
7%
10.84
10.22
II %
Sailing
6.32
6.69
7
6%
PersonaJ
10%
Watercraft Use
5.45
5.77
5.99
6%
13%
Surfing
3 .37
3.63
-8%
3.81
17%
Scuba Diving
2.86
3.12
3.34
9%
Kayaking
2.82
3.01
7%
3.15
12%
Water Skiing
2.44
2.69
10%
5%
2.57
10%
2.45
Canoeing
2 .23
2.35
5%
1.28
14%
Rowing
1.12
1.21
8%
13%
0.94
Wind Surfing
0.83
0.89
7%
Hunting
19%
10%
0.83
Waterfowl
0.7
0.77
Table 2: Participation in Coasta\ Bird-watching or Wildlife Viewing 0 999)
Location of
Participation
Number of participants**
Number of days***
Activity
Rate* {%)
(millions)
(millions}
United States
630.13
7.17
Bird-watching
14.79
Other Wildlife
340.70
6 .45
13.30
Vie\ving
California
65 .76
Bird-watching
1.25
2.58
Other Wildlife
38.58
2.55
1.24
Viewing
From Leeworthy and Wiley (200 l), * Percent of the US population that participated in the
activity, ** Number of Participants is equaJ to the participation rate multiplied by the non
institutionalized population 16 years or older in aJl households ofthe U .S. as of September 1999
or 206,171 ,709, *** The number ofdays the respondents participated in each activity over a
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period of 12 months. Note figures from Tables 1 and 2 differ due to the use of different base
population levels in each report.
Table 3. Average Number of Whale Watchers And Related Expenditures (1999).
Number. of
Direct
Average Annual
WhaleExpenditures
Growth(%)
Watchers
(million,
Country
(millions)
US$1999)
Australia
0 .74
11.87
Canada
1.08
27.438
France
0.00075
0.41
Iceland
0.03
2.96
250.9
Ireland
0.18
1.32
Italy
0.0053
0.24
139.9
Mexico
0.11
8.74
New Zealand
0.23
7.5
Norway
0.02
J.63
18.8
Spain
.025-.038
0.55
123 .6
USA
4.32
158.39
4.17
Worldwide
9.02
299.51
12. \
(Taken from Hoyt, 2001. Note, all values are assumed to be in,$US1999. These val ues were not
adjusted to $2005 .)

New England
Alaska
California
Oregon
Washington

Hawaii

Land-based Whale
watchers (thousands)
10
5
1,012.00
126.2
265
10
10

Operators Boat-based Wbale
watchers (millions)
36
1.23
66
0 .77
0.76
65
0.6
10
26
0.~2
40
iJ.44
0.26
25

Eastern US &
Gulf
Totals
268
(from Hoyt-.2 01)

2.89

158.39

1,438.21

More than twenty co)llmunities in California offer whale watching opportunities, but
most of these oppmtunities are land-based. Monterey, San Francisco, and several
locations in southern California offer boat-based whale watching tours. Unlike southern
Cal ifornia where many whale watchers are school children or local residents, nearly half
of the whale watchers leaving San Francisco and Monterey are international residents
(Hoyt 2001). The Monterey Bay and the Santa Barbara areas have longer whale
watching seasons than the rest of the state due to the blue and humpback whale seasons in
summer and early autumn (Hoyt, 2001). Nevertheless, Hoyt (2001) reports that residents
of California continue to be major participants in the whale watching industry and
represent an area of potential growth for the whale watching industry .
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ill. ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION OF WHALE AND MARINE WILDLIFE
VIEWING
Wildlife viewing, including whale watching, contributes to local, regional, and national
economies in two important ways . First, wildlife viewing and whale watching generate
gross revenues that create jobs, support salaries, and generate tax revenues for local and
state governments. Only the net revenues associated with these gross receipts represent
added economic value to the economy. Second, wildlife viewing and whale watching
generate val ues beyond what people spend in the market. These non-market values
represent a larger part of the total value that people place on the opportunity to see marine
and coastal wildlife. Non-market values are especially important when species are rare or
of high interest and when costs of viewing are low.
In the literature, two primary methods are used to estimate the non-market value of
marine resources. Travel cost methods are used to esti ate a demand curve for
recreational activities by modeling the influence of1:ravel cost and travel time on the
frequency of visitation by marine recreational se &. Travel cost methods use real
economic behavior to estimate the consumer surplus of marine recreation (the value users
place on a visit beyond what they have to pay), but the method can only estimate the
value of current uses. When future or potential uses are under consideration, authors
have used contingent methods to estimate values for marine recreation and other types of
non-market uses of marine resources . Contingent valuation metbods use surveys to ask
respondents about their willingness to pay to see or protect environmental resources.
In the following section, we reView the literature to summarize the economic
expenditures and values that have been estimated for wildlife viewing and whale
watching, primari ly in the United States. Note, that unless stated otherwise, all values
that follow have been converted into US$2005 using the Bureau of Labor Statistics'
Consumer Price Index Caloulator.
Expenditures
Except in Alaska, where wi ldlife-related tours have been shown to generate over
$845/trip, coastal and marine wildlife viewing generally has not been demonstrated to
generate substantial direct revenues for local businesses in the United States (Table 5).
Nevertheless, the draw of wi ldlife viewing may contribute indirectly to spend ing by
wildlife viewers on accommodations, meals, and other items. To better understand the
indirect contribution of otters to tourism spending, three students at the University of
Cal ifornia at SantaBarbara (Aldrich et al . 2001) conducted an analysis5 of the impact of
otters on tourism spending for coastal counties in California. The study used statistical
methods (hedonic regression analysis) to determine how various factors contributed to
overal l tourism revenues, by county. The study was limited by the fact that county level
tourism data were not disaggregated to separate coastal tourism from other kinds of
tourism . Further, the study included few characteristics about the destination counties
s The study was an hedonic analysis in which tourism expenditures were modeled as a funct..ion of anributes
of coastal counti es, lbeir tourism sectors, and the abundance of otters in lbose counties.
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that might help explain coastal visitation (e.g. length of sandy shores, marinas, parks and
marine reserves, and presence of other wildlife). Both factors reduce the statistical power
of the study's results. Despite the limitations of the study, the authors were able to show
that the presence of otters had a significant and positive impact on total tourism revenues
(i.e. the presence and number of otters statistically increased overall tourism spending in
California counties, all other factors held constant). Since the presence of otters may be
correlated with other natural features that were omitted, the students' findings may reflect
the value of wildlife viewing overall.
As noted earlier, whale watching trips generate direct revenues where boat-based whale
watching trips are available. Hoyt (2001) conducted surveys ofwhale watching
enterprises in the United States to determine how much money people spent on whale
watching tickets and packages. Based on these surveys and iriformation collected
regarding the number of whale watchers and ticket prices, the authpr estimates that more
than $158 million in expenditures were generated antiua1ly by whale watching businesses
in the United States at the end of the twentieth century (with a 2005 val ue of over $185
million). In total, the annual regional expendjtures of whale watchers on charter' trips and
related expenditures may be many millions of dollars. For instance, annual expenditures
on whale watching trips in Stellwagen Bank National. Marine Sanctuary in Massachusetts
were nearly $26.7 million (Hoagland and Meeks 2000).
er trip expenditures on whale
watching trips in the United States have been estimated for. New England (Hoagland and
Meeks 2000), California (Kaza 1982 andJ(raus-.s 1989), and Hawaii (Utech 2000). In the
literature, recent estimates of per trip expenditures range from early $30 to almost $70
for whale watching trips.

In California, whale atching ge"'erates significant gross revenues. During summer
2005, we found that'the cost whale watching trips in Monterey, California ranged
between $35 and $75 dependin on:·the duration of the trip. Older studies of whale
watching inj Caltfomia (Kaza W82 andJ(rau~ 1989) estimated annual total expenditures
associated with whale watchihg at;.$5million and $9.4 million respectively, but both the
price and participation rate ofwhal watching in California has increased substantially
since this time. In a stud of the eco omic impact of marine protection in the Channel
Islands National Marine Sanctuary, Leeworthy and Wiley (2003) estimate that whale
watching was tli top non-consumptive recreational activity among visitors, accounting
for 62% of all non-consumptlve recreation activity in the CINMS in 1999. The average
per person per trip expenditure for a whale watching ticket in the Channel Islands was
between $62 and $70 (depending on the origin of the trip), while the total expenditures by
whale watchers (including food, beverage and accommodations) exceeded $195. Based
on Hoyt's estimates of gross revenues in 1999, an annual increase in participation of 4%
(the average rate of increase in whale watching for the U mted States from 1991 to 1997
as estimated by Hoyt), and the rate ofinflation 6, we estimate that total annual

6

We use the Bureau of Labor Statistics' consumer price index inflator. For the period 1999 to 2005, the
inflation adjustment is 17%.
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expenditures on whale watchjng in Califomja jn 2005 shouJ d be over $20 million
(US$2005)7 .

TabJe 5 : Expenditures Associated with Wildlife Viewing and Whale Watching
Author
Location
Species
Expenditures
(per person per

dar, $2005)
WILDUFE
VIEWING

Colt
(2001)
Aldrich et

aJ. (2001)
Duffus
( 1993)
Hoagland
and Meeks
(2000)
Kaza
(1982)
Krauss
(1989)
WHALE
WATCJ·IING

Lewortb.
and Wiley
(2QQ3) *

Annual
8
Expenditures

Primary purpose:
$845
Secon9afy
purpose:
$586

AJaska

Various

California

Sea otters

Canada

Killer
whaJcs

Stellwagen
Bank, New
England

Humpbacks,
and others

$26 million

California

Gray Whales

$5 million

California

Not

Channel
~$.lands,

Ccilifornia

West coast
of Scotland

$7-9 million

ed

Gray~ olue,

minke and
humpback
whales

$62.50 - $70.40

Humpbacks

Whale watching
tours onJy
$34.78
lncl.uding
snorke ling
$50.60

Harbor
porpotses,
m.inke and
killer whales

$92.50

$2 million

$3 million

As mentioned earlier, gross revenues are important because they inrucate the contribution
of an industry to jobs, wages, and taxes. Net revenues, however, are a better measure of
the economic value of an industry to the economy overalL Hoyt (2001) estimates the net
revenues of a typical whale watcrung business with a capital investment of $2 million to
be roughly 20% of gross revenues per year. A similar study by Parsons et al . (2003)
found that whale watching businesses in western Scotland generated a net revenues of
7

Current vaJue = (1999 value*CPI Inflator)*(l.04t It seems weird to footnote a footnote. Maybe combine
them? Also, maybe say !.hat 1.04 represents Hoyt's estimated annua1 growth rate?
8
Values are rounded to the nearest million $2005 .
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nearly 47% of total revenues annually. Using these figures, we estimate the net revenues
of whale watching in the California to be between $4 million and $9 million annually (i .e.
20% and 40% of the estimated $20 million in gross expenditures on whale watching
trips).
Non-Market Values

Wildlife viewing generally, and whale watching specifically, contributes to the wellbeing
of coastal users worldwide. Rare and charismatic wildlife (e.g. coastal grizzly bears and
whales) generate sizeable non-market values even when the cost of access is high (see
Table 6). Colt (2001), for example, estimates that wildlife viewing in.A.laska generates
per trip non-market values between $143 and $229 per person per trip. Leeworthy and
Bowker (1997) use a travel cost model to estimate the non-mar"'et value of a wildlife
vi ewing in the Florida Keys to be just over $108 per person per trip and Johnston et at.
(2002) estimate the value of wildlife viewing on the Peconic Sound at $63 per person per
trip. Bosetti and Pearce (2003), using a contingen valuation tool, find much smaller
values for viewing gray seals in southwest England while..:Hall et al . (2002), using a
similar method, find the non-market value of tide pooling to be just under $7 per family
per visit. Of course, even small values can represent Jatge total non-market val ues when
the number of users is large. For instance, the large numbe of visitors to the Florida
Keys means that the total non-market value of wildlife viewing exceeds $286 million
(Leeworthy and Bowker 1997). With more than 83 million person days of bird-watching
and 49 million person days of wildlife viewing expected for C5llifornia in 2005 (from
Leeworthy et al 2005), the non-market value ofeoastal wildlife viewing in the state
could easily be in the tens or Hundreds of mil ions of dollars annually.
on-market values for whale watching are also important. Hoagland and Meeks (2000)
use travel cost analysis o estimate'the non-market value of whale watching in Stellwagen
Bank at more than $32 per person per trip. In California, Loomis and Larson (1994)
conducted a contingentvaluation of whale watchers and found that on average, whale
watchers would be willing to pay? $32.75 per person per year in order for whale
populations to increase by SO% and $38 .95 for whale populations to double; both
scenarios would presumably increase the probability of seeing whales. The authors
found that hous holds in California generally would pay an average of $21 .20 and $23 .76
for similar changes , Because most of these households did not actually see or plan to see
whales that year, fh.e resu t suggests that part of the non-market value held by California
whale watchers may include an existence value9 for whales, beyond the direct non
market value of seeing whales. Leeworthy and Wiley (2003) use results from both
contingent valuation and travel cost studies to estimate that the non-market value of
whale watching in the Channel Islands was over $42. If we assume that whale watching
in California increased steadily by 4% annually from 1999 until 2005, we can use Hoyt' s
estimate of the number of boat-based whale watchers in California in 1999 and
Leeworthy and Wiley's estimate of $42 to estimate a current total non-market value for
whale watching in the state to be more than $40 million for boat-based whale watchers .
9 Existence

values capture Lbe economic willingness of people to pay to protect whales, even if they never
plan to see them.

12
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Table 6: Non-market Values Associated with Wildlife and Whale Watching
Consu mer
surplus per
Author
M ethod
L ocati on
Species
person per t r ip
($2005)

WILDLIFE
VIEWING

WHALE
WATCIDNG

Min : $143

Colt (200 I )

un reported

Hallet al .
(2002)
Bosetti and
Pearce
(2003)

Contingent
California
Valuation

Tide pools

$6.78/family visit

Contingent
Valuation

England

Gray seals

For seeing seals
in the wild: $14.5

New York

Not
mentioned

$63.8

Florida

not
identifted

Alaska

Max: $229

Leeworbty
and Bowker
(1997)

Travel
Cost
Method
Travel
Cost
Model

Hoagland
and Meeks
(2000)

Travel
Cost
method

Stellwagen
Bank,
New
'England

Humpback
Whales

Lcworthy
and Wiley
(2003)

Travel
Cost and
Contingent
Valuation
Mcthbds

Channel
lsl<inds,
California

Gray, blue
and
humpback
whales

Johnston et
al . (2002)

Loomis and

Lars_on
(1994)

Contingent
Valuation
California
Mctl1otl

Annual
Non-market
Valu e 10

$35 million

$287 million
$108.35
$28 m ill ion

Gray
whales

$32.15
$1 million
$42.23

Whalcwatchers:
50% change:
$32.75
J00% change:
$38.95

IV. Discussion
Marine protected areas often are designed fi rst and foremost to protect marine wild life,
and then secondly to do so in a way that meets important social goals. While MPA
regulation usually is aimed at protecting fish and shellfish species, many other marine
species benefit from well-designed MPAs . Numerous studies have demonstrated the
economic value of wildlife viewing, especially whale watching. In this brief paper, we
highlight the range of values that have been estimated for wildlife viewing and whale
watching in the United States . Not surprisingly, whale watching contributes to local
economies both in direct revenues (and the jobs these revenues support) and in the overall
economic wellbeing of coastal users. We estimate that whale watching in California
alone probably generates on the order of $20 million in gross revenues annually and net
10

Values are rounded to the nearest miUion $2005.
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revenues of between $4 million and $9 million . Whale watchjng and wildlife viewing
also generate non-market benefits for the millions of people lucky enough to see marine
wildlife along the California coast. Many of the best opportunities for viewing marine
wildlife, especially from land, occur along California's central coast - where the Pacific
Coast Highway, that connects the large metropolitan areas ofLos Angeles and San
Francisco- runs along much of the rugged coast line. We estimate the non-market value
for whale watchers alone at more than $40 million annually. While sufficient data do not
ex.ist to determine the non-market value of wildlife viewing generally in California, we
estimate the value to be on the order of tens to hundreds of millions of dollars annually .
Clearly, the economic value of protecting and enhancing near shore marine wildlife
populations in California is significant.
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Nature Tourism Benefits Washington Communities
Wildlife Watching: Untapped Economic Boost for Rural Communities

Qne of Washington's most valuable natural resources-our native fish and wildlife- is often overlooked when it comes to
assessing an area's economic health. Leaders from Wash ington's rural areas may want to look again, however.
Wash ington's rich , diverse wildlife populations occur mostly in rural areas where people love to visit and enjoy watching wildlife.
S u~risingly , these visits have a profound impact on rural economies.

" Compared to commodities,
money spent on wildlife
watching is second only to the
combined value of all field crops.
Its value Is larger than the value
of livestock; and larger than the
combined value of all fruits , nuts
and berries produced annuattyt"

Over $1.7 billion is spent annually in Washington on wildlife watching activities, mostly in rural areas. This is money spent
locally on food , lodging, transportation and equipment. Wildlife watching activities support more than 21,000 jobs, making it
second only to Boeing, and 5.2 times larger than Microsoft's employment in Washington. Wildlife watching yields $426.9 million in job income and generates
$56.9 million in state and $67.4 million in federal tax revenues each year.

Even w ith these numbers, Wildlife Watching is an untapped economic resource for rural economies and Washington. It needs a j ump start to meet it's potential.

Wildlife Watching: A Growing Industry
Nature-related tourism is the fastest growing segment of the travel industry, with wildlife viewing the #1 outdoor activity in
the U.S.
Wildlife viewing is the fastest-growing recreational activity in the United States, exceeding hiking, skiing and golfing.
Washington's wildlife resources contribute to social, economic, and cultural qualities of the state and its communities.
Wildlife viewing opportunities occur primarily on public lands and have a significant positive impact on local economies in small
towns and rura l areas.
Washington ranks fourth in the country in wildlife-related expenditures, achieved with minimal promotion. California , Florida and
New Jersey are the only states that surpass Wash ington , and all have extensive promotional efforts underway.
Fueling the tremendous growth in wildlife watching activities is the aging of the "Baby Boom" generation. As baby-boomers
approach middle-age, their interests in outdoor activities changes to softer activities that can be combined with other travel
pursuits.

Did You Know?
VVildlife watching creates 21,000
jobs in Washington .
VVildlife Watching Is the fastest
growing segment of the travel
Industry.
VVildlife thrives best in rural areas 
a natural attraction for developing
rural economies.
washington Is 4th nationaUy in
expenditures on wildlife viewing .
accomplished with liUJe promotion .

Money Spent on Wildlife Viewing, Compared to Washington's Top Commodity Sales

Wildlife watching creates an economic boost to the state 's economy that is nearly double that of the
state's biggest agricultural commodity, apples. The Apple Commission has a staff of 48 people; 33
in-house and 15 field staff throughout the world, and a budget of $24 million. The WOFWs
Watch able Wildlife Program began in 1997, has one person and a budget of $0.14 million.
Compared to commodities, money s pent on wildlife watching Is second only
to the combined value of all field crops. Its value is larger than the value of
livestock; and larger than the combined value of all fruits, nuts and berries
produced annually!

Click on graph for enlargement

Jobs Created by Wildlife Viewing

---

Viewing wildlife creates jobs in Wa shington's rural communities
from border to border. In areas suffering from declines in sa lmon
fishing, wildlife viewing is keepi ng citizens employed and cit ies
- '"\lila stable.

Wildlife viewing occurs primarily in rural areas in proximity to public
lands. Rural economies experience greater economic impact from
the "ripple effect" of dollars spent in their communities than do
~iiii!"i~CO.:~ urban areas.

Demographics Fuel Wildlife Viewing

Washington ' s Aging Population

Twenty Years ago, and twenty years younger, " Baby Boomers" demanded intense outdoor activities.
As Baby Boomers reach middle age, their recreational preferences change to softer pursuits, fueling
a dramatic increase in w ildlife viewing.

If wildlife watching were a Fortune 500
company, it would ran k In the top 25.

What Does a Wildlife Viewer " Look Like?"

Wildlife viewers tend to spend more on t heir tri ps than other tourists, directly impacting
rural economies.
A w ild life view er traditionally spends $100 to $130 per day, not including travel, and is
generally responsible and courteous. making him/her an ideal market for local
businesses that benefit from tourism.
Many w ildlife viewers indicate that they consider themselves beginners to amateurs and
feel a need for assistance on how and where to go view fish and wildlife.
They are interested in more than wildlife. Most watch wildlife while engaged in some
other form of tourism and/or outdoor recreation .
They take trips related to: scenery, nature, outdoor adventure or learning about another
culture.
They tend to be from the 25 - 54 age group.
They generally have a 50:50 gender ratio (very unusual.)

What Local Community Leaders Say
Walter Gary, Walla Walla Chamber of Commerce, "Our whole community has made a major commitment over the last two
years to develop tourism .. We discovered we were rich in bird life. We developed a bird section for o ur chamber web page,
produced two birding brochures, and started our first bird festival."
John Taylor, Director, Adams County Economic Development "The Othello Sandhill Crane festival has pulled together an
unlikely array of cooperators to make a very successful economic and educational event for the Othello area."
In the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas, the economic impact of birders at surveyed refuges is estimated to be in excess of
$90 million per year.
An estima ted 14,000 - 22,000 birders an nually visit the Platte River in Nebraska and contributed between $25 to 50 million in
the rural communities.
Rural Community Wildlife Festivals
• Walla Wa lla (Foliage and Feathers Festival)
• Othello (Sandhill Crane Festival)
• Conc rete, Rockport & Marblemount (Bald Eagle Fest1val and Skagit Valley Interpretive Center
Projects)
• L eav enworth (Salmon Festival)
• Leav enwo rth CSorino Bird Festival)

'We discovered we were rich in
bird life. We developed a b ird
section for our chamber web
page, produced two birding
brochures, and started our first
bird festival."

Walter Gary
WaHa walla Chamber of
Commerce

•
•
•
•

Issaquah (Salmon Festival)
Hoquiam (Grays Harbor Shorebird Festival)
Othello-Coulee Dam (eastside cultural tourism project)
Lewis & Clark Trail (Bicentennial Celebration)

New Research Confirms-Nature-Based Tourism Hotl
A 1998 study commissioned by Florida Tourism has stunned travel officials. This national survey of travelers-to Florida and to non-Florida sites-reveals the
importance that nature-based activities are to travelers. The following are the highlights of the non-Florida destination vacationer.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nature-based activities are now a mainstream travel market, with substantial room for expansion.
50% of Americans include nature-based activities on vacation.
82% of families with children included nature-based activities on vacations.
Spontaneous decisions are significant. Travelers often decide which activities to include based on information available at their destination.
Income level is not a significant factor in nature-based travel decisions.
Neither is age a significant factor, at least below 50. Market expansion for tourists over 50 will occur if adequate information is available explaining nearby,
low impact nature-based activities.
h improved information on when and where nature-based activities occur in the local community.
• Expansion of nature-based travel market will occur th

Snow geese at the Skagit Wildlife Area

Improving Washington's Watchable Wildlife Industry
State Needs
Few opportunities exist for such a large payback for such a small investment. State funding could be the catalyst to help rural commun ity economies,
and to prepare for potential federal funding.
• Develop a pilot project with rural communities to create local wildlife festivals. Provide small grants to seed this concept. ($250,000 per
biennium.)
• Develop salmon viewing areas for the public to see spawning salmon return to their natal streams; after which the visitors will appreciate and
want to protect salmon. ($500,000 per biennium.)
• Fund capital improvements to Wildlife Area s for visitor parking and convenience facilities. ($1,000,000 per biennium.)
Support/encourage funding of Watchable Wild life positions in the departments of tourism and
transportation.
o Support the deve lopment of the state's Wildlife Areas as showcases for rural recreational opportunities.
Provide funds to address the backlog of maintenance needs, and development of visitor facilities and
recreational opportunities. ($10,000,000 per biennium.)
o

Federal Legislative Assistance

Washington ranks fourth In the
country In wildlife-related
ex.pendltuntS, achieved with
minimal promotion. California,
Florida and New Jeraey are the
only states that surpass
Washington, and all have
extensive promotional efforts
underway.

Legislation being considered by Congress offers great potential to address some of the many needs of rural
communities, particularly fish and wildlife recreation , protection and viewing opportunities. The Conservation and
Reinvestment Act of 1999 (CARA) would provide an infusion of funds to help manage our wildlife resources for
traditional uses and for the new, emerging trends. All seven titles of CARA would pump needed funds into rural economies.

Gaining support of W ashington's Congressional delegation is critical if this legislation is to become law. (Contact Rocky Beach - 360-902-251 0)

(Source: Dun & Bradstreet 1997; U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service & Bureau of Census; Office of Financial Management 1997 Data Book.)
For more information, contact:
Michael F. O'Malley, WDFW, 360-902-2377
e-mail at Michaei.OMalley@dfw.wa .gov

'
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Wildlife Recreation: Rural America 's Newest Billion Dollar
Industry*
by Jason R. Henderson, Economist, Center for the Study of Rural America, Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City,
jason.henderson@kc.frb.ora
In today's search for the next billion dollar
industry to revitalize Main Streets, many
rural leaders are again pinning their hopes
on nature. New opportunities are not
arising from traditional sources commodity
industries like agriculture or mining.
Tomorrow's opportunity may well be wildlife
related recreation- already a $108 billion
industry nationwide.

Chart 1: U.S. Wildlife-Related Recrea tio n in 200 1
Millions

Billion dollars

?OT-----------------------------------------~10

60

60
Expenditures

50

..,

40
In many rural places, hunting, fishing , and
wildlife watching have boosted rural
tourism, spurred business growth, and
contributed to strong land value gains. The
brightest prospects though , still lie ahead .
Rural communities fortunate enough to
have other amenities to complement their
natural resource base are in the best
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According to the U.S . Fish & Wildlife Service, 82 million people participated in wildlife-related recreation activity in 2001 ,
the latest data available.1 The largest number, roughly 66 million people, took part in wildlife watching . Millions more
engaged in fishing and hunting. A significant number of outdoor enthusiasts participated in two or more types of wildlife
recreation .

Recreational expenditures
Wildlife recreationers spent $108 billion on wildlife-related recreation expenditures in 2001 . To put that in perspective, that
amount was more than the total cash receipts of the U.S. livestock industry in the same year.
While wildlife watching was the most popular activity, anglers and hunters still spent the most on wildlife recreation. They
spent roughly $70 billion in 1991 , compared to $38 billion by wildlife watchers. During the 1990s, hunting dollars surged
29%, while wildlife watching dollars rose 16%.
Wildlife recreationers divided their spending on a variety of goods and services. More than half of their dollars went to
equipment purchases. Trip costs- food , lodging, and transportation- accounted for 14% and 10% of wildlife recreation
expenditures, respectively. Another 12% came from the leasing or ownersh ip of land for wildlife recreation .

Economic impact

..

The industry has made a significant economic
impact in rural regions, and many rural places
are targeting wildlife recreation as a tourist
attraction. Populated states such as Florida
and California typically lead the nation in total
expenditures on wildlife recreation . Per capita
spending was highest in Alaska, Wyoming ,
Montana, South Dakota, Maine, Idaho,
Wisconsin , Vermont, Utah, and Oregon (Chart
2) . In addition, many rural states have been
able to attract out-of-state tourists for wildlife
recreation . For example , Alaska , South
Dakota , Wyoming , and Montana have led
the nation in per capita expenditures by out
of-state residents for wildlife recreation .

Chart 2 : Wi ldlife-Related Recreation Expenditures
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These businesses have made huge
expansions, both in rural locations and as hubs of urban revitalization. Wildlife recreation is also a factor in the sharp rise
in rural land values.

Nonfarmer land purchases
Recreation activities are motivating farmland purchases by nonfarmers. Over half of the ag bankers surveyed in the
Kansas City district in 2003 reported that recreation was a reason for investor (nonfarmer) purchases of farmland . In 2001 ,
w ildlife recreationers spent over $12 billion on land leasing and ownership .
Higher land values, however, are evidence that wildlife recreation also poses some serious challenges for rural
communities. Recreational use may not always be complementary to traditional uses. In addition to higher land costs for
farmers, land taken out of agricu ltural production for recreational use reduces the potential customer base for traditional
agricultural service providers . And , wild life recreation is often a seasonal activity , meaning that additional economic
opportunities are needed for the off-season .
Still , wildlife recreation appears to be a growing way to attract wealthy recreationers to rural places . Many of the wildlife
recreation participants have above-average income levels and reside in metro areas. For example, over 20% of the people
with incomes higher than $35 ,000 are likely to fish , while less than 15% of those with incomes below $25 ,000 fished .
Metro residents accounted for 59%, 72%, and 76% of hunting , fishing , and wildlifewatchers , respectively .

Tourism opportunities
Wildlife recreation offers even more promise for rural communities with existing entertainment amenities. Tourists, even
wildlife recreationers, often prefer places with amenities beyond scenic landscapes and abundant wildlife. They eat at
restaurants, sleep in hotels, and visit night spots. As a result , a growing number of hunting resorts that combine
e ntertainment and wildlife are beginning to dot the rural landscape. To help draw customers, many of these resorts also
offer off-season activities and promote other types of entertainment in the region. They clearly show that rural places with
a regional identity that embraces both entertainment and wildlife amenities are probably in the best position to capture
wildlife recreation's dollars .

• · Nature has always been a strong foundation for rural America . Now, wildlife recreation appears to be the newest
opportunity. The industry may not be the answer for every rural community , but those with entertainment and wildlife may
be able to leverage Mother Nature to spark new growth .
1/ National Survey of Fishing, Hunting , & Wildlife-Associated Recreation, U .S. Fish & Wildlife Service.

* Reprinted with permission, The Main Street Economist, April 2004, Center for the Study of Rural America, Federal
Reserve Bank of Kansas City
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