The Economic Value of Open Space


Maybe you don’t realize this, but the rest of the country kind of thinks we’re crazy. “How can you live way up there in Minnesota?” they ask. “What do you do in the winter?” When my best friend moved to Florida halfway through our sophomore year of high school, her new friends saw a picture of us all bundled in our winter parkas and asked, “Does everyone there look like that?”


Yes, Minnesota certainly has its share of unpleasant weather phenomena, from blizzards to hail storms, 80% humidity in the summer and tornados in the spring and fall, not to mention the mosquitoes as large as hummingbirds. Ask a Minnesotan to talk about their state, however, and you’ll probably hear about their cabin up north, the ten thousand lakes, and the cliffs along the North Shore or the fall colors on the St. Croix. According to a recent report by the Campaign for Conservation entitled “Minnesota Calling,” one in six Minnesotans owns a boat, 1.5 million have a fishing license and 82% consider outdoor recreation to be important in their lives. 


Why is it then, when so many Minnesotans clearly value the natural amenities of our state, that many of our natural resources are deteriorating before our eyes? Part of the problem is that Minnesota is just too darn likable. It is the fastest growing state in the Midwest, with 1 million new people between 1970 and 2000 and 1.2 million more coming in the next 20 years. These 1.2 million people are expected to convert over 1 million acres of farmland and natural areas to streets and houses. Not surprisingly, the most rapidly growing areas are also some of the most scenic. It seems that people want to live close to the lakes, rivers, wetlands and forests that make Minnesota so beautiful. Imagine that!


Growing communities are often faced with an unfair choice: protect natural resources and rural character; or develop into a growing and thriving city. As cities throughout Washington County update their comprehensive plans over the next year, they will face a lot of tough questions. How can we increase our tax base without developing all of our land? How can we build new houses and businesses without impacting local water resources? How do we keep up with new federal, state and watershed rules and regulations? 

There is, of course, never a perfect answer, but by knowing all of the facts, cities can plan for a future that includes both growth and protection of natural resources. For example, research studies have shown that open space actually has economic value. According to a 2005 report by Wilder Research, passive-use parks increase nearby home values by 3-8% on average, while forested areas can add 8-20% to the value of neighboring homes. Their conclusion was that additional future tax revenues generated by homes near an open space may “pay back” the investment required to acquire or protect the space. 

Low impact development and conservation development present two strategies that local communities can use to allow for economic and residential growth, without destroying natural resources. By strategically placing homes closer together and working with, instead of against, the natural features of the land, new neighborhoods can be created that are beautiful and inviting and protect wildlife habitat and water quality. 

If you want your community’s comprehensive plan to include strategies for developing without impacting natural resources, now is the time to voice your opinions. Chances are that your community will soon be holding public forums and unless you attend and let them know that you care about preserving clean lakes, rivers and drinking water, wildlife habitat and scenic open space, they might be too distracted by the challenges of economic growth to remember these important and necessary protections.
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