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Economic Engines for Local Communities
Outdoor recreation is big business. In 2006, 33.9 million U.S. sportsmen 

spent a combined total of $76.7 billion on hunting and !shing. Even more 
popular, wildlife watching was enjoyed by 71.1 million Americans, who spent 
$45.7 billion that same year.1 With a diverse collection of habitats, a mandate to 
prioritize wildlife-dependent recreation, and a steadily growing number of visi-
tors, the National Wildlife Refuge System provides an expansive base of lands 
and waters on which to support this booming industry.

According to 2006 data, recreation on America’s refuges has been estimated 
to generate $1.7 billion in annual sales for local communities alone, creating 
nearly 27,000 U.S. jobs and $543 million in employment income, and contrib-
uting more than $185 million in tax revenue.2 By those numbers, every dollar 
invested in our Refuge System by the federal government returns an average 
of $4 to local communities, though that !gure is likely much higher when fac-
toring in the ripple e"ect as recreation expenditures #ow through the economy.

Local communities bene!t from more than recreation, though. Numerous 
studies have shown that property values are higher near parks and open space.3 
Refuges are no exception. For example, homes close to Great Meadows National 
Wildlife Refuge in Massachusetts are valued $984 higher than those just 100 
yards away, and they generate more local tax revenue.4 By protecting ecological 
processes that !lter our water, pollinate our plants, bu"er us from storms, and 
control mosquito populations, refuges also reduce infrastructure costs to govern-
ments and taxpayers.
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With the Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge literally on 
the doorstep of the beach- and bay-front properties 
he sells and rents, Realtor Jim Kelly of Virginia Beach, 

Virginia, has a sure!re sales tool at his disposal. Kelly works with 
Siebert Realty, a local company specializing in home sales and 
rentals along a !ve-mile stretch of Sandbridge Beach, directly 
adjacent to the Back Bay refuge. “The refuge is one of southern 
Virginia’s greatest treasures,” says Kelly. “I am always amazed at 
the wide variety of wildlife and delighted to show this to all of 
my prospective clients. The reactions I receive are always noth-
ing short of amazement. I can con!dently say that having the 
Back Bay Wildlife Refuge nearby has been the deciding factor for 
many happy home-buyers who have chosen Sandbridge Beach 
over other seaside communities.” Kelly, his wife, and six-month-
old daughter should know. They’re in the process of selling their 
city home and buying their own house in the refuge’s back yard. 
“Having a successful, healthy wildlife refuge at our back door is 
one of the greatest attractions of having a home here,” he says.
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Having the Back Bay NWR in the neighborhood is a big selling point for Realtor 
Jim Kelly, who rents and sells homes in the Sandbridge Beach community near 
Virginia Beach, VA. | Photo courtesy of Jim Kelly


