Feeling Happy on a Fall Day

Over lunch the other day, I headed out to a nearby park to enjoy one of the most beautiful days of the fall. It was serendipity that day, with the vibrant colors, rustling leaves and unseasonably warm air combining to fill me with a sense of child-like wonder and joy. As I stood looking up into the highest branches of the trees, I could see two bald eagles circling overhead. Not a minute later, a blur of black and white caught my eye when a female hairy woodpecker landed on a nearby tree and began pounding away. In fact, I felt so happy just walking amongst the tall trees and zig-zagging birds, that after checking to make sure nobody was watching me, I decided to skip down the path like an 8-year old!  

Remembering that feeling of euphoria, I am thankful that parks and open space exist in Washington County, and that they are so readily accessible for all to enjoy. Too often, I fear, we forget to account for all of those unquantifiable benefits of nature when we plan for the future. Sure, it would be nice if we could preserve acres of land for parks, but let’s face it – houses and businesses increase the tax base and make good economic sense. Too often, people move out to the edges of a metro area, lured by the scenic vistas and bucolic farm fields, only to watch open space disappear into subdivisions and retail shopping districts. Property becomes too valuable to preserve, and residents are left wondering how they ended up living in the middle of a sprawling megalopolis. 

It is true that nature will never beat development in a war of economic profits. Yet, the non-monetary benefits of open space can be so very, very important. In natural areas and passive-use parks, wildlife can flourish, even close to the city. Migrating birds find safe haven among woods, wetlands and prairies, and fish spawn and multiply in cool, clear waters. Natural buffers protect valuable water resources, purifying the water that we drink and filtering pollutants from lakes and rivers.  

People benefit from the preservation of natural areas as well. Children grow strong and healthy hiking trails with their friends, families bond over a local fishing hole, and butterflies and birds from parks throughout the area visit backyards and gardens, providing viewing pleasure for nature experts and naives alike. Studies have even shown that open space has economic (yes-money) value. Homes located near passive use parks and natural areas enjoy higher property values and cities save money on stormwater management. Nature is even good for our health; clean air means lower incidence rates of asthma and other respiratory illnesses and regular outdoor exercise reduces the risk of obesity and diabetes. 

Now, lest my philosophical ramblings be in vain, I feel obliged to mention that you do not have to sit idly by as decisions are made about land use in Washington County. Nor do I want to leave you with the impression that well-planned economic development and preservation of natural areas cannot coexist. My point is simply that it is important to plan for the future, envisioning the kind of community that you would like to live in, before it is too late. Consider these thoughts as you evaluate the county land use referendum in the upcoming election. 
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