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II.  The Value of Open Space  
 
Land is valuable.  For some lands, the value is realized by development; other lands 
are more valuable in their natural state.  A balance between developed lands and the 
various types of open space is important to maximize these values for the Mid-
Columbia region.  Thoughtful development can maximize direct economic return while 
maintaining other values that support livable communities, enhance the quality of life 
that attracts and retains people and businesses, “brands” this area to potential visitors 
and investors, and protects our environment and wildlife.   
 
This section discusses some of the values and benefits of open space.  Open space has 
significant economic benefits, provides ecosystem services (resources and processes 
supplied by natural ecosystems) for the region, protects wildlife, can have a dramatic 
positive impact on health, wellness, and quality of life, defines our area, and provides 
other benefits.  Readers are directed to the cited references and various publications 
by the Land Trust Alliance1 for more detailed information on some of these topics.   
 

Economic Benefits 
 
1.  Conserving open space is essential to building and maintaining economic 
health. 
 
Undeveloped land has long been viewed to be economically unproductive, not 
contributing to the tax base until it is developed.  Nationally, communities are finding 
just the opposite to be true.  Studies continue to show that conserving open space and 
carefully siting developments are integral and essential elements of growing the 
economy and maintaining economic health.   
 
Providing affordable housing and 
infrastructure while protecting open 
spaces have proven essential to 
development of communities with a high 
quality of life.  Using land appropriately 
by concentrating development where it 
can best be served, preserving land 
contours and features, and connecting 
open spaces meets our citizens’ needs 
for economic, mental, and physical well 
being.  Development that destroys valued 
community resources and natural 
features is both economically and 
environmentally wasteful. 
 
Studies comparing the fiscal impacts of development to those of open space 
protection have found that open space preservation has a more positive impact on a 

                                             
1 E. Gies, “Conservation: An Investment That Pays,” The Trust for Public Lands, 2009. 
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community’s economy than most conventional forms of suburban-style development, 
even when property is reserved through public dollars.2 
 
Corporate CEO’s say quality of life for employees is the third-most important factor in 
locating a business, behind only access to domestic markets and availability of skilled 
labor3, while owners of small companies ranked recreation, parks, and open space as 
the highest priority in choosing a new location.4,5 
 
In his book “The Rise of the Creative Class”,6 Richard Florida reports that, contrary to 
previous thinking that the environment must be sacrificed for economic growth, 
environmental quality is now a prerequisite to attracting the “creative class” that 
mans the advanced technologies of the new economy.  Environmental quality was 
more important in high-technology workers’ decisions on work location than housing, 
cost of living, and good schools. 
 
Locally, the Badger Mountain Centennial Preserve is having a very beneficial impact on 
the economy of the Mid-Columbia.  In its survey of hikers that use Badger Mountain 
trails, the Friends of Badger Mountain estimated annual trail use (this was before trail 
counters were installed) and estimated the economic benefit from that trail use.  218 
surveys were completed between December 11, 
2007 and January 27, 2008 representing 1.23% of 
the Tri-Cities area hiking population.  Accounting 
for the survey population biases (e-mail surveys 
were sent to hikers) and projecting the e-mail 
survey results to the overall Tri-Cities area hiking 
population, it was estimated that about 134,000 
people per year use Badger Trails.  Based on food 
consumed on the trail, gasoline used driving to 
and from the trail, and related area spending 
before and after using the trail, the direct economic benefit from Badger Mountain 
trail use was estimated at $1.4 million per year.  Note that the survey estimate of trail 
use was high at the time, but is in alignment with current use.  In just the first 10 
months of 2010, visits surpassed 100,000 and the total number of visitors to Badger 
since accurate counting started in 2008 totaled about 210,000 (see below). 
 
 
 

                                             
2 The Economic Benefits of Land Conservation.  Holly L. Thomas, senior Planner 
Dutchess County Planning Department. 
3 National Park Service, Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance Program, Economic 
Impacts of Protecting Rivers, Trails, and Greenway Corridors, 4th ed. (Washington, DC: 
National Park Service, 1995), Section 1, p8. 
4 John L. Crompton, Lisa L. Love, and Thomas A. More, “An Empirical Study of the Role 
of Recreation, Parks and Open Space in Companies’ (Re) Location Decisions”, Journal 
of Park and Recreation Administration (1997), 37-58. 
5 Lisa Love, John Crompton, and Thomas More, “Characteristics of Companies that 
Considered Recreation, Parks, and Open Space to be Important in Re-location 
Decisions,” July 1994. 
6 Florida, R. 2002. The rise of the creative class. New York: Basic Books. 
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2.  Open space increases adjacent land values. 
 
The desire to live close to a large natural park creates a willingness to pay a premium 
of 5 to 20 percent for properties depending upon their proximity to the park according 
to several studies and the National Association of Homebuilders.7  In Dallas-Fort 
Worth, it was found that properties adjacent to parks received a 22 percent price 
premium relative to properties a half a mile away.  This analysis showed that 75 
percent of the value associated with parks occurred within 600 feet of the park, and 
even properties over 1,000 feet from neighborhood parks had increased value.   
 
This same analysis showed that the increased tax valuation on properties in proximity 
to parks was more than two times the amount necessary to service the debt on a 20-
year $1,000,000 general obligation bond at 5 percent.  Analyses for Boulder CO, 
Portland, OR, Austin TX, Madison WI, Kansas City, and Hartford Park CT showed similar 
premiums in property values related to proximity to open space.8  Salem, Oregon 
found that land adjacent to a greenbelt was worth about $1,200 more per acre than 
land just 1,000 feet way.9  Homes bordering on the 12-mile Burke-Gilman trail in 
Seattle sold for 6 percent more than outer houses of comparable size.10 
 
3.  Open space is key to attracting tourists. 
 
Across the nation, parks, protected rivers, scenic lands, wildlife habitat, and 
recreational open space help support a $502-billion tourism industry. Travel and 
tourism is the nation’s third largest retail sales industry, and tourism is one of the 
country’s largest employers, supporting 7 million jobs, including 684,000 executive 
jobs. At present rates of growth, the tourism/leisure industry will soon become the 
leading U.S. industry of any kind.11 
 
Ed McMahon states,12 “Virtually every study of traveler motivations has shown that 
along with rest and recreation, visiting scenic areas and historic sites are among the 

                                             
7 Darryl Caputo, “Open Space Pays: The Socioenvironomics of Open Space 
Preservation,” Morristown: N.J. Conservation Foundation, 1997. “According to Greg 
Delosier of the New Jersey Association of Realtors, the exact amount by which a 
home’s value increases with proximity to open space varies by community. But many 
studies have shown that in general, homes located adjacent to trails, parks, and even 
golf courses sell more quickly, are assessed at higher values, and are more likely to 
increase in value than homes not near open spaces.” Ulrich, Dana. April 25, 1996. “Put 
a value on open space,” Recorder Publishing Company. 
8 The Economic Benefits of Land Conservation. 2007.  Edited by T.F. de Brun. 59pp. 
The Trust for Public Land. 
9 Elizabeth Brabec, On the Value of Open Spaces, Scenic America, Technical 
Information Series, (Washington, DC: Scenic America, 1992), 5. 
10 Elizabeth Brabec, On the Value of Open Spaces, Scenic America, Technical 
Information Series, (Washington, DC: Scenic America, 1992), 4.  
11 National Park Service, Rivers, Trails and Conservation Assistance Program, Economic 
Impacts of Protecting Rivers, Trails, and Greenway Corridors, 4th ed. (Washington, DC: 
National Park Service, 1995), Section 3, p 5. 
12 Ed McMahon, “Community Appearance and Tourism: What’s the Link?” Heritage 
Tourism Update Winter 1993. 
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top two or three reasons why people 
travel.”  Protecting scenic views and 
vistas are among the eight 
recommendations McMahon makes to 
the tourism industry for making a 
community interesting, memorable, and 
attractive.  
 
Locally, the Badger Mountain Centennial 
Preserve has attracted thousands of 
resident and visiting hikers (Figure 2).  
Between April 2008 and October 2010, 
about 210,000 total visits to the Skyline 
and Canyon Trails were recorded.  
Annual visits continue to increase, with 
over 100,000 visits recorded in just the 
first 10 months of 2010.  In 2010, a 
combined average of 2,425 visits per 
week occurred on Badger Mountain 
trails, with up to a maximum of 3,400 
visits being recorded.  As discussed 
above, it has been estimated that the 
economic benefit to the Tri-Cities of 
Badger Mountain hikers could be as high as $1.4 Million per year. 
 
4.  Open space requires minimal public services. 
 
Open space lands, public and private, usually require minimal public services, yet can 
contribute significantly to the economic welfare and vitality of a community and its 
citizens.  Whether public funds are used or not to protect and support natural urban 
green space, the community is enhanced by the scenic and recreational benefits of 
preserving the landscape, culture, and heritage.  Often, in the Mid-Columbia, public 
natural open spaces are maintained with significant labor volunteered by non-profit 
and other community groups. 
 

Ecosystem Services and Wildlife Benefits 
 
Ecosystem services are benefits afforded us at no cost by the natural environment.  A 
few examples are discussed below. 
 
1.  Open lands help control floods. 
 
Open lands in floodplains are important to decreasing the impacts of floods in our 
area.  Wetlands and low-lying areas help to disperse and absorb excess surface waters 
and allow percolation back into the ground, decreasing the amount of water that is 
released rapidly.  These areas slow the flow of water, helping to prevent major 
property and infrastructure damage.  Although precipitation is low in our area, open 
lands help protect against localized flooding by allowing infiltration of precipitation 
into the ground.  
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2.  Open lands help protect water quality. 
 
Nonpoint source pollution from agriculture and urban run-off is one of the main 
contributors to contaminated source waters.  Vegetative cover on open lands and 
buffer strips helps to trap and filter pollutants before they reach rivers and streams.  
Vegetation slows the flow of water over the land allowing the water to percolate into 
the ground where particles are filtered and pollutants absorb into plant roots or 
adhere to soils.  Increased infiltration also helps to recharge aquifers and maintain 
year-round flow in streams.  A prime local example is Amon Creek.  Vegetation also 
decreases soil erosion into waterways, benefiting water quality and fisheries. 
 
3.  Air quality is enhanced. 
 
Vegetative cover decreases the amount of wind-blown dust that is a major air 
pollution source in our region.  Although winds are very strong in eastern Washington, 
very little dust is lifted from native shrub steppe and other vegetated areas.  Trees 
help to trap airborne particulate matter and are known to absorb ozone and sulfur 
dioxide pollutants. Vegetation absorbs carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas, from the 
atmosphere.  In return, oxygen is released back into the atmosphere.  
 
4.  Open space provides wildlife habitat and corridors and helps sustain 
fisheries. 

 
The rivers and open lands in the Mid-Columbia are 
home to diverse populations of wildlife, including fish, 
bird, amphibian, and mammal species.  The Yakima, 
Columbia, Snake, and Walla Walla River corridors with 
their adjacent floodplains and riparian vegetation are 
extremely important to a multitude of species, 
especially in our hot and dry 
climate.  Upland habitats are 

also important for numerous species, including Black-tailed 
jackrabbits and Burrowing owls.  Maintaining suitable corridors 
connecting larger habitat areas within and outside of the 
concept plan boundaries helps sustain and replenish wildlife 
populations.  Seasonal deer migrate up and down the Yakima 
River corridor and its drainages.  River otters travel from main 
stem Columbia waters to the Yakima River and its tributaries.  
The Black-tailed jackrabbit, listed as a species of concern in 
Washington State, relies on large shrub steppe buffers and 
corridors that connect to other habitats to maintain its 
threatened population.   
 
Open space allows for natural riparian corridors and stream function.  Development 
along river corridors, shrinking shrub steppe buffers, and severing connective habitats 
is a threat to these resources. 
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Health and Recreation Benefits 
 
1.  Accessible open space and trails can play a role in reducing obesity and 
improving the health of Mid-Columbia residents. 
 
The current debate about health care reform highlights the growing concerns about 
the state of our nation’s health and the costs associated with illness care.  Prevention 
is a key to cost containment.  If the population of our nation, and our two counties, 

can begin to shed some excess pounds, we will be much 
healthier and the demand for illness care will be 
decreased.  
 
The incidence of obesity and overweight has risen from 47 
percent in 1976 to 56 percent in 199413 to 67 percent 
today.14  Since the early 1970s, the percentage of 
overweight children in the United States has increased by 
a factor of 4.  The percentage of overweight adolescents 
has increased by a factor of 3 over the same time period.  
Nearly 20 percent of children aged 6-11 are seriously 
overweight.15   

 
Locally, obesity and overweight are associated with four of Benton and Franklin 
counties’ five leading causes of death — heart disease, stroke, some forms of cancer, 
and chronic lower respiratory disease.16    
 
The foundation of a healthy life is a healthy diet of 
moderate portion sizes and regular physical activity.  
Physical activity does not have to be in a gym or an 
organized sport.  Open space and accompanying trails 
provide the venue for accessible and inexpensive 
exercise.  Research has shown that moderate exercise 
such as walking or biking at least 30 minutes a day can 
have a positive effect on overall health.  The CDC 
estimates that burning an extra 100 calories per day 
could eliminate the nation’s obesity epidemic.17 
                                             
13 L.D. Frank. and P. Engelke, “How Land Use and Transportation Systems Impact 
Public Health: A Literature Review of the Relationship Between Physical Activity and 
Built Form.  ACES: Active Community Environments Initiative Working Paper #1”, 
Georgia Institute of Technology. 
14 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention 
15 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “Prevalence of Overweight Among 
Children and Adolescents: United States, 2003–2004” (Hyattsville, MD: U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health 
Statistics),http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/pubs/pubd/hestats/obese03_04/overwght_child_03.ht
m. 
16 Center for Health Statistics, Washington State Department of Health, November 
2008 
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People are more likely to engage in physical activity when it is easily accessible.  
Studies have shown that people that live close to parks, greenspaces, natural areas, 
and recreation facilities exercise more and are less likely to be overweight than 
people that live farther away.   
 
2.  Trails and open space can reduce health care costs. 
 

A 2007 Milken Institute report surmised that preventative 
measures to reduce obesity across the nation could 
decrease the number of medical cases by 14.8 million in 
2023, resulting in a cost savings of $60 billion.  In 
California, the Department of Health Services estimates 
that $13.3 billion is the cost for medical care, workers’ 
compensation, and lost productivity arising from physical 

inactivity.  They estimate that a cost savings of over $1.3 billion could be realized if 5 
percent of California residents’ weight could be lost over a 5-year period. 
 
In a 2004 cost benefit analysis of trails for physical activity conducted by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta and the Nebraska Health and Human 
Services System, every $1 invested in trails gained a direct medical benefit of $2.94.18  
The study concludes that building trails is cost beneficial from the perspective of 
public health. 
 
3.  Open space reduces stress and improves mental and spiritual health. 
 
The health benefit of open space is not limited to 
improved physical health.  A growing body of research 
examines the links between open space and health 
restoration as well as psychosocial stress reduction.19  
Simply viewing natural settings can bring about feelings 
of relaxation and peacefulness, reduce fears and anger, 
and enhance mental alertness and cognitive function.  
Viewing nature reduces mental fatigue and 
procrastination and promotes an attitude that problems 
are less severe and can be solved.20  Patients that have 
views of trees through their windows have shorter 
hospital stays and need fewer pain killers than patients 
that have views of brick walls.21   

                                                                                                                                    
17 A. Gardner, “Neighborhoods That Nudge People to Exercise”, Health Day News, 
December 14, 2003. 
18 G. Wang, C.A. Macera, B. Scudder-Soucie, T. Schmid, M. Pratt, D. Buchner.  “Cost-
Benefit Analysis of Physical Activity Using Bike/Pedestrian Trails,”  Health Promotion 
Practice, April 2005, Vol. 6, No. 2, 174-179 
19 N. Morris, “Health, Well-Being and Open Space Literature Review”, OPENspace 
Research Centre, Edinburgh College of Art/Heriot Watt University, July 2003 
20 E. Gies, “The Health Benefits of Parks,” The Trust for Public Lands, 2006. 
21 R. S. Ulrich, “View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery,” 
Science 224 (1984): 420–21. 

“I go to nature to 
be soothed and 
healed, and to 
have my senses 
put in order.” 

 
 - John Burroughs 
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Physical activity in open spaces is linked to increased life 
span, decreased depression, lower rates of smoking and 
substance abuse, and increased performance at work and 
home.  It helps to reduce the pressures of modern life, 
induce relaxation, reduce anxiety, and improve one’s 
outlook.  Exposure to green settings is reported to 
decrease ADD symptoms in children.22 
 
Being in Nature is good for the spirit and for connecting to 
something larger than ourselves.  Open spaces and 

habitats provide opportunities for learning more about our surroundings and ourselves 
and developing a greater sense of wonder and awe about the world and humanity’s 
place in it.  
 
In summary, public health research demonstrates that active living is positively 
correlated with good health.  Research also shows that active living can be encouraged 
by subdivision design.  Including accessible open space into the design promotes its use 
and that results in better health for the user. (See Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s 
www.activelivingbydesign.org for more information.) 
 
4.  Open space provides recreational benefits accessible to all. 
 
Natural lands are a valuable recreational resource for many activities such as hiking, 
photography, hunting, bicycling, bird watching, and horseback riding.  They are 
excellent areas for unstructured play, stimulating creativity and the imagination.  All 
of these types of activities add to our quality of life and improve our physical health. 
 
 

Other Benefits of Open Space 
 
1.  Open space maintains the Mid-Columbia’s sense of place. 
 
Open space is vital to the function, livability, and aesthetic character of the urban 
environment.  Natural lands have an inherent attractiveness and an aesthetic value to 
many people, even if they never set foot on them.  Locally, the beautiful ridges and 
the river corridors are defining natural features 
that give the Mid-Columbia a unique sense of place.  
 
2.  Natural spaces are important educational 
resources. 
 
Teachers in the Mid-Columbia frequently utilize 
existing protected open spaces such as the Tapteal 
Greenway, McNary National Wildlife Refuge, Badger 
Mountain, and Amon Basin as outdoor classrooms 
where students absorb lessons in ecology and gain 

                                             
22 Andrea Faber Taylor et al., “Coping with ADD: The Surprising Connection to Green 
Play Settings,” Environment and Behavior 33, no. 1 (January 2001): 54–77. 
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an appreciation of the natural world.  Beyond formal education, outdoor classrooms 
allow people of all ages to enjoy and learn through nature observation.  Bird watching, 
learning about the area’s great diversity of native plants, observing seasonal cycles, 
and exploring the area’s geology are just some of the activities to participate in.  
Interpretive signage and programs could enhance this experience for residents and 
visitors. 
 
3.  Open spaces contain cultural, historic, and geologic values. 
 
The cultural, historic, and geologic features indigenous to our open lands are valued 
by many.  Sites of religious and cultural value to native tribes can be found throughout 
the Mid-Columbia, especially along shorelines and ridges.  Historic sites of early 
explorers and homesteaders are also found all across the region.  The area ridges that 
characterize the Mid-Columbia are ancient formations formed by massive lava flows 
shaped by geologic forces.  The Mid-Columbia is blessed with internationally renowned 
Ice Age Flood sites, the most dramatic of which is in the Wallula Gap area.  Glacial 
erratics are jewels of the Missoula floods found on or near the Rattlesnake Ridges and 
scattered throughout the region. 
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“To protect what is wild is to 

protect what is gentle. Perhaps 
the wilderness we fear is the 

pause within our own heartbeats, 
the silent space that says we live 
only by grace. Wilderness lives by 

this same grace.” 
 

- Terry Tempest Williams  




