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United States Department of the Interior 

IN REPLY REFER TO: 

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 
P.O.BOX 37127 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20013-7127 

June 4 , 1992 

Memorandum 

To: Park Superintendents 

From: Assistant to the Director for Science and Technology 

Subject: BIG BEND NP: KEEPING PARK ECONOMICS IN PERSPECTIVE 

Rob Arnberger, Superintendent of Big Bend NP, has prepared an excellent package 
discussing the economic benefits and other values and contributions attributable to 
the Park. He also notes some of the things that we all need to be careful about in 
order that economic factors be kept in proper perspective . . . for example, with 
respect to the appropriate role of tourism marketing within our primary mission of 
protecting the fundamental values of parks. Rob is using these materials in talks to 
business, community, educational and government groups. This is a very good piece 
of work. I found it particularly valuable in that it treats simultaneously the tourism-
driven economic benefits of parks AND the resource and community-related benefits 
of parks, and emphasizes the interdependence of the two . In other words, this 
material stresses that the economic benefits of parks are realized only because parks 
are very special places, and that the best way to maintain those economic benefits 
is to work collectively to preserve and protect the attributes and the resource base 
that makes the parks so valuable and unique in the first place. I think you will find 
the Attachment both interesting and useful. 

Richard HyBriceland 

Attachment 



A FEW OBSERVATIONS WHEN DEFINING ECONOMIC 
BENEFITS ATTRIBUTABLE TO 

NATIONAL PARKS 

ROB ARNBERGER 
SUPERI>rrENDENT 

BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK 

1. Purposes for defining economic benefits attributable to a 
park are: 

-to promote communication and cooperation between parks and 
the commercial and private sectors and to foster cooperation 
in matters of mutual interest and create opportunities for 
productive alliances with a wide spectrum of interests. 

-to provide leadership in increasing the awareness of the 
general public and public officials about the roles we play 
in travel, tourism, recreation, environmental education, 
resource protection, planning, and enhancement of the 
quality of life both within and outside their communities. 
Through effective regional and local linkages consolidation 
of common needs can be achieved realizing more productive 
partnerships. 

-to develop stronger identification and a bolder image with 
the needs of our constituencies in order to develop a 
broader and better informed public support base. Through 
broader economic information heightened recognition by the 
congressional delegation and state legislators of the 
values of parks and needs of parks can be achieved. By 
educating the general public and public officials about the 
socio-political and economic impacts of NPS programs and 
operations on communities greater impact can be realized in 
dealing with the variety of external threats faced by parks. 

2. Objectives to accomplish in defining economic benefits 
attributable to parks are: 

1. Conduct the MGM annually. 

2. Design and conduct a visitor use survey to acquire the 
most accurate economic expenditure information to be 
used in conjunction with the MGM. 

3. Publish/announce results of the MGM in press releases, 
newspaper feature articles, park newspaper, television 



news story, radio interview, etc. 

4. Produce slide presentation suitable for delivery at 
community service organizations and public meetings. 

5. Compile executive summary, etc., booklet on MGM for 
distribution at public meetings, public speaking 
appearances, etc. 

6. Produce a list of local service organizations to 
contact through speaking engagement highlighting 
results of MGM. 

7. Conduct speaking engagement slide show tour explaining 
results of MGM. 

8. Establish collateral duty for staff member to carry out 
objectives related to the MGM. 

9. Provide assistance to chambers of commerce in local 
area in developing tourism-related literature. 

10. Establish and maintain contact with political 
delegation regarding MGM, park economics, external 
threats, etc. 

These can be expanded, of course, as we learn the most effective 
ways to carry out our goals. 

3. Some General Thoughts: 

-the NPS should not enter the business of "promoting and 
marketing tourism." Instead, we should be in the business 
of promoting and marketing the priceless values and 
qualities of parks and managing tourism to achieve specific 
objectives. 

-in some cases, unmanaged tourism is killing the very 
priceless values of the parks that draw people. Over 
crowding in some parks is real. Measuring impacts using 
"visitor experience" criteria exclusively will lead to ever 
increasing impacts and resource degradation. "Visitor 
experience" is a subjective factor highly susceptible to 
many interpretations. Impacts must be judged by specific 
"resource degradation" criteria in concert with "visitor 
experiences" criteria. 

-Hard edged economic facts derived from the priceless 
quality of parks deal with a "reality" more easily 
identified with by local communities. Often the philosophy 
of parks, the ethics of protection and preservation is a 
concept difficult to preach when communities and citizens 
are economically "strapped." When it comes to jobs and 
money in the average citizen's pocket, the concept of park 



preservation are highly susceptible to social forces that 
view parks as "extravagances" we can hardly afford. We must 
be able to effectively preach that the values of parks are 
priceless and it is that very quality that draws people, and 
when the people arrive they bring and spend money which 
creates jobs and puts money into the pockets of citizens. 

-we should avoid the "comparison battles" that will develop 
such as measuring the value of economies derived from parks 
verses the value of commodity industries frequently at odds 
with parks. We should never get into the "either - or" 
battles. Instead, the economies derived from parks should 
be integrated into the local context of overall economic 
vitality of a local and regional economy. Let the facts 
speak for themselves. 

-we should have a specific objective for more effectively 
integrating tourism promotion by the tourism industry and 
promoting the priceless values of parks. Through that 
integration of effort we can better manage the industry and 
its impacts upon individual parks and the System. The 
outcomes of this effort must benefit the park and the System 
first. We should strategically manage the tourism industry 
to achieve Park System objectives instead of allowing the 
tourism industry to manage the Park System to achieve 
tourism objectives. 

-there is a "tight-rope" that must be walked in identifying 
economic values derived by parks. Parks can become the 
"sacred fat cow" of economic development for local 
communities. Communities can begin to view parks only from 
the viewpoint of economic benefits to be derived. 
Development and commercial interests, tourism industries, 
concessionaires and others can, and will, quickly lose sight 
of the priceless values of parks and focus incredible 
energies and influence in pursuit of the almighty dollar -
at the expense of resource values and visitor experience. 
Park managers must be able to use economic data responsibly 
and carefully or the strategy can backfire. Increasingly, 
parks are being viewed solely as economic power houses for 
local economies rather than the American expression of 
preserving and protecting the very best of this country's 
natural and cultural resources for this and future 
generations. If we are not careful, we can "lose the high 
ground" and the System will become a little more than 
commercial theme parks that keep communities alive 
economically. Economic benefits attributable to national 
parks can be an effective tool to be used in preserving and 
protecting the best this country has - one of many tools. 
Economics must never become the purpose and objective for 
establishing and managing parks. 



ECONOMIC BENEFITS ATTRIBUTABLE TO BIG BEND NATIONAL PARK 

Big Bend National Park was authorized by an Act of the 74th 

Congress on June 20, 193 5, which provided that "Lands as 

necessary for recreational park purposes are hereby 

established, dedicated and set apart as a public park for the 

benefit and enjoyment of the people." 

The Act also stipulated that the provision of the NPS Organic Act 

of August 25, 1916 apply, "which purpose is to conserve the 

scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife 

therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such 

manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the 

enjoyment of future generations." 

Big Bend National Park is nationally significant as the most 

representative protected area of Chihuahuan Desert topography in 

the United States. With the donation of lands and money by the 

State of Texas the park was finally formally established in 1944. 

In 1976 Big Bend was established as an International Biosphere 

Reserve taking on increasing importance as an internationally 

significant research area. 



Big Bend is an internationally significant resource as 

articulated by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) covenant creating the Man in the 

Biosphere (MAB) Program for the purpose of promoting rational use 

of the earth's resources. 

Authorization Act of 1935 and establishment in 1944. This Act 

established the legal underpinnings of what the purpose of Big 

Bend will be. 

Big Bend is locally and regionally significant to Texas and the 

counties that lie adjacent to the park. That significance was 

well understood by Texas and nearby county citizens in the 

1920's, 30's, and 40's. 

It is that local significance I want to speak of today. Not just 

significance in terms of biological values; not just significance 

in terms of scenic values; not just significance in terms of the 

values realized by setting aside the most special places in our 

country for special protection; But significance in terms of 

hard-edged, real life economic values to the lives of people 

whose very livelihood depends upon the park and its preservation 

etc. 



Let's look at a few Big Bend National Park facts: 

— The park is approximately 801,000 acres in size—some 

1,2 00 square miles; 

— 37,000 acres within the authorized boundary are still in 

private ownership, one day to be acquired by the Federal 

Government; 

— Visitation to the park in 1990 was 259,612; in 1991 we 

estimate 312,140 people; 

— Three (3) campgrounds in the park when filled to maximum 

occupancy can add close to 2,000 people per day staying 

overnight; 

— The Chisos Mountains Lodge has 78 units which can add 

several more hundred people to the overnight occupancy in 

BIBE; 

— As well, employees and families of the NPS, two 

concessionaires, the U.S. Border Patrol, the U.S. Postal 

Service and the San Vicente Independent School District 

live in the park with an approximate census of 3 00-3 50 

people; 

— In short, during our heavy visitation periods in the 

Spring it is possible to have close to 3,000 people 

staying overnight within the park each day and at least 

that number of people as day visitors who don't stay 

overnight. 
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Let's look at some economic facts: 

— The NPS work force at Big Bend varies from 85 people to 

as high as 120 people; 

— The NPS annual payroll in this county is approximately 

$2,552,431; 

— National Park Concessions, Inc. employs an average 73 

employees; 

— NPCI payroll is about $750,000 per year; 

— San Vicente Independent School District employs around 11 

people; 

— SVISD payroll is around $200,000 a year; 

— U.S. Border Patrol employs 2 people with an approximate 

annual payroll of $80,000/year; 

— U.S. Postal Service employs 2 people with an approximate 

annual payroll of $40,000/year; 

— The Chisos Remuda, a park concessionaire, employs several 

people with an annual payroll of nearly 40,000/year; 

— In total the Big Bend payroll in Brewster County exceeds 

$3,662,431 per year. It is easy to assume that the vast 

majority of this payroll is spent in the surrounding Big 

Bend communities on food, gas, lodging, taxes and all 

those things we all require in order to live. 

Additionally, each year contracts for construction or other 

operational needs are let within the park by the NPS, 

concessionaires, or school district. 
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Some examples: 

— At present, the NPS has a 2.3 million dollar contract out 

for reconstruction of the Ross Maxwell Scenic Drive. 

Almost all of the 3 0-3 5 workers hired by the construction 

firm and subcontractors were hired from South Brewster 

County; 

— This fiscal year a 1 million dollar construction program 

will focus on building a fire station in the Chisos 

Basin, putting exhibits in a visitor center, etc. Much 

of that construction will hire local help and at the very 

least return earned wages into the local economy; 

— SVISD last year let a contract to build two houses at Big 

Bend and is looking at a similar construction effort this 

year; 

— last year the scenic drive to the Chisos Basin was 

reconstructed and added significant dollars into the 

local economy; 

— There are many other examples such as these. 

Let•s look at some facts that indicate there are many commercial 

interests outside the park directly dependent upon the park, its 

residents and the visitors that come to the park: 

— We manage over 3 0 Commercial Use Licenses from operators 

outside the park who bring tours into the park: float 

operators, bicycle trips, auto tours, etc. Their entire 

business depends upon their license—issued by us—for 

making money and providing a needed visitor service in 

the park; 



— We recently made a list of over 4 0 businesses in the 

Terlingua, Study Butte, and Lajitas area that either 

directly or indirectly depend on Big Bend National Park 

for their very existence. Without the park, its 

community and its visitors being attracted to an 

internationally significant resource, most of these 

businesses would dry up and blow away; 

— I don't think it would be stretching the truth much in 

saying that much of the business structure within the 

gateway communities of Alpine and Marathon are equally as 

dependent on Big Bend. 

Frequently it is asserted that when Federal lands are withdrawn 

from the local tax base there are significant impacts. Let's 

look at the facts: 

— Public Law 94-565 passed in 1976 created the "Payments in 

lieu of Taxes Act" which compensates local governments 

for revenue lost from non-taxable Federal lands; 

— Each year the Secretary of Interior makes annual payments 

to the smallest unit of local government with taxing and 

spending authority in which these "entitlement lands" are 

located. However, Congress placed a ceiling on the total 

payment that cannot exceed 1 million dollars annually; 

— Two formulas are used to compute the "in lieu of tax" 

return: bottom line is that the Federal government is 

returning to Brewster County approximately $328,000 (1988 

figure) which is the maximum possible given the amount of 

land using the required computation formulas. 



We recently conducted an economic survey which we will soon be 

releasing called the Money Generation Model (MGM). This model is 

a frequently used statistical model to measure both direct and 

indirect economic outputs generated by an economic "producer" 

such as Big Bend National Park. The MGM can reasonably 

demonstrate the economic contribution of Big Bend to the local 

community. Let's look at some facts: 

— The MGM relies on data gathered in the park such as: 

recreational visitor days; visitor expenditures based 

upon a survey conducted by the American Automobile 

Association; economic multipliers representative of the 

complexity of the economy of the Big Bend region; park 

operating budget; park capital improvement expenditures; 

and other federal funds that support services, such as 

schools, in lieu of taxes, etc.; 

— The report estimates 3 types of benefits to the local 

area economy: 

1) SALES BENEFITS: Dollar value of goods and services 

purchased from local area businesses by non-local 

visitors, Federal government, etc.; 

2) TAX REVENUE BENEFITS: That increase in the local 

area tax revenues that result in expenditures by 

non-local visitors, Federal government, etc.; 

3) JOB BENEFITS: That amount of jobs in the local 

area created and supported by expenditures by non

local park visitors, the Federal government, etc. 



— The local area is defined as the area within a 100-125-

mile straight line radius of park headquarters and 

encompasses the gateway communities of Presidio, Marfa, 

Ft. Davis, Alpine, Marathon, and the local communities of 

Lajitas, Terlingua, and Study Butte. 

— So what was the bottom line? 

Summary of economic benefits attributable to the park 

from the combined effects of visitor expenditures, 

Federal government expenditures, and other non-local 

parties expenditures: 

A. Combined sales benefits: 

— between 25 and 34 million dollars annually; 

B. Combined increased tax revenue benefits: 

— between 1.6 and 2.3 million dollars annually; 

C. Combined jobs created: 

— between 879 and 1189 jobs annually. 

TOTAL ANNUALLY: 

— Between 26.6 and 36.3 million dollars of 

economic benefits plowed back into the economy 

in a 100-mile radius, and 

— Between 879 and 1189 jobs are created! 



So what does this all mean? 

1) Don't misconstrue the data—parks and protected areas are 

priceless. What they protect and what they mean to our people in 

this country and across the world is beyond a dollars and cents 

value; 

2) It is those "priceless" qualities of parks—of Big Bend 

National Park—that attract people—and it is that attraction 

that does bring a dollar and cents value; 

3) It is clear that what does attract people (and the money they 

bring) can be a major force in a community's economic lifeblood; 

4) Communities that depend on this lifeblood must participate 

in, and support, the priceless qualities of parks—because it is 

in their own self interest to support those things that bring 

value to the community. Such things as the quality of life which 

parks add to communities and the dollars that flow from that 

preservation of park values; 

5) Communities must not be mislead by those that frequently 

claim that parks add little to a community or view parks as 

threats to the vitality of a community or that parks "take" more 

from a community than what they replace or add to it. The hard-

edged economic facts of the value of parks to a community speak 

for themselves. Parks add a priceless value to a community, to a 

region, to a state and to a nation. That priceless value 

translates into an economy that is a major force in the economic 

well being of all communities. 


