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O
	
pen spaces are often overlooked as important  
	contributors to a community’s tax base. 

On the surface it seems logical. Open spaces are 
non-taxed parcels of public land which do not generate annual  
revenues for a county assessor to collect (like residential and 
commercial property taxes). Furthermore, open spaces, such 
as the nearly 38,000-acre Nature Reserve of Orange County,  
are typically void of land lease agreements which produce  
significant sales or hotel tax dollars. In addition, open spaces 
generally function without a daily use fee (other than a small 
parking fee at some locations).

So how do land preserves like the properties enrolled in  
the Orange County Central-Coastal Natural Community 
Conservation Plan/Habitat Conservation Plan (NCCP/HCP) 
positively contribute to the economic sustainability of places 
like the County of Orange, and the Cities of Irvine and  
Newport Beach?

How Open Spaces Deliver an Economic Benefit
Proximity to open spaces and parks is an important feature 
homebuyers take into account when looking for a home. Stud-
ies have revealed properties near open spaces tend to have 
higher real estate values, as much as 8-20%, depending on the 
type and quality of the open space. This enhanced real estate 
value ultimately results in heightened property tax dollars.

Open spaces attract business, including restaurants, shops 
and tourism based enterprises. For example, Crystal Cove 
and its shopping center, restaurants, and beach cottages  
are bountiful revenue sources. These places encourage  
spending by both residents and tourists and provide a sizable 
contribution of sales tax revenue to local economies.

Access to open spaces encourages recreation and physical  
activity and thus is acknowledged as reducing healthcare 
costs by promoting healthier lifestyles. The mental health 
benefits gained through outdoor activities and nature  
immersion may also reduce costs attributed to governmental 
agencies through stress-related illnesses.

Open spaces provide ecosystem benefits such as air and  
water purification, flood mitigation and carbon sequestra-
tion. In some cases, the need for expensive government  
infrastructure investments are often mitigated through the 
ownership and management of preserved lands.

Orange County residential and commercial properties  
adjacent to the Nature Reserve of Orange County (NROC) 
share an enhanced community appeal. This appeal  
encourages population growth, business development, 
talent retention, and expanded social recreational opportu-
nities. The net result is increased tax revenues. 

Dr. John Crompton, a research expert in the tourism and  
leisure management field, has published numerous books and 
articles regarding parks, open spaces and their influence on  
local government economies. His book, The Impact of 
Parks and Open Space on Property Values and the Property  
Tax Base scientifically navigates the ways to measure the  
economic value of urban parks and open spaces. Crompton views  
economic development as a means of enlarging the tax base 
and proclaims attracting tourists, attracting business, attract-
ing retirees and enhancing real estate values as playing a 
major role in building a community’s tax base. Crompton’s 
analysis demonstrates that in ideal circumstances, “parks (and 
open spaces) are an investment, not a cost, because they  
generate more property taxes for a city than it costs to service 
the annual debt charges incurred in creating the amenities.”
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Why Economic Development Matters
Economic development is the process by which a country or 
region improves the economic, political, and social well-being 
of its people. It does this by attracting business and industries 
which create jobs for residents. This reduces unemployment, 
generates higher tax revenues, and improves local incomes, 
leading to a more prosperous community.

Economic development can also lead to better public ameni-
ties, healthcare, housing and cultural opportunities. It ensures 
access to resources that improve residents’ overall well-being. 

When effectively implemented, economic development pro-
grams result in improvements to infrastructure such as roads, 
utilities and public transportation. These upgrades benefit 
both businesses and residents.

Eco-tourism is one of the unique ways economic develop-
ment is actively promoting environmental sustainability.  
The Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative (Y2Y) and
its wildlife viewing programs spotlight how ecotourism is  
benefitting conservation. The organization reports it is  
“creating a movement that unifies voices and people who 
support large-scale land conservation. Y2Y’s work addresses 
needs for wildlife and people, giving animals freedom to roam, 
and protecting habitat for grizzly bears, caribou, wolverines, 
wolves, and more. To protect a region this vast, we need an 
equally vast, diverse, and dynamic movement.”

Quantifying the Economic Impacts  
of the Nature Reserve of Orange County
The Natural Communities Coalition (NCC) recently complet-
ed an Economic Benefits Study to understand and articulate  
the wide range of benefits that are generated by the Orange 
County Central-Coastal Subregion NCCP/HCP. NCC engaged 
the firm Economic and Planning Systems Inc. (EPS), based on 
their experience of evaluating the economic impacts on parks, 
open spaces, and conservation plans to implement the study.

Three key indicators were selected as part of the research 
framework. Those indicators included a Property Value Analysis, 
a Recreation Value Analysis and a Permit Streaming Analysis. 

The property value research focused on identifying real estate 
valuations for owner occupied and renter occupied house-
holds. The first assessment focused residential properties 
within 500 feet of parks and open spaces enrolled in the Or-
ange County Central-Coastal NCCP/HCP. A second assess-
ment evaluated residential property values within 500 to1500 
feet of the Reserve. The home value premium for rental and  
owner-occupied homes within 500 feet was $356.9 million. 
The home value premium for rental and owner-occupied  
homes ranging from 500 to 1500 feet was $577.5 million. 
Therefore, the economic value attributable to NROC on  
properties adjacent to the Reserve is $934.4 million.

Property Value Within 500 Ft . 500-1500 Ft. Overall Total

Owner-Occupied  
Home Value Premium

$300.1 
million

$478.4
million

$778.5
million

Renter-Occupied  
Multifamily develop-
ment Value Premium

$56.8 
million

$99.1
million

$155.9
million

Combined Total Open 
Space Value Premium

$356.9 
million

$577.5
million

$934.4
million

The Recreational Value Analysis utilizes an established  
methodology which estimates what Reserve visitors would 
be willing to pay for open space resources and recreational  
opportunities. A $15 per visit fee was established and reflects 
a mix of hiking, biking and equestrian activity in the Reserve. 
The weighted per-day value for activities is applied to annual  
visitation estimate. The graphic at the next page represents 
the economic value of specific locations within NROC in annual 
dollars. The total annual recreation value is nearly $88 million. 

https://y2y.net
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Reserve Areas Annual Visitation Estimate Recreation Value
Crystal Cove State Park 1,605,683 $24,085,245

Irvine Regional Parks 759,997 $11,399,955

Aliso and Wood Canyons 215,943 $3,239,145

Ridge Park 1,698, 663 $25,479,945

Peters Canyon Regional Park 318,209 $4,773,135

Upper Newport Bay Nature Preserve 652,516 $9,787,740

Whiting Ranch 111,933 $1,678,995

City of Irvine – Quail Hill 94,913 $1,423,695

Laguna Coast Wilderness Park 79,979 $1,199,685

Santiago Oaks Regional Park 40,792 $611,880

Black Star Canyon 32,259 $483,885

Upper Newport Bay Ecological Preserve 8,813 $132,195

Irvine Ranch Open Space 37,602 $564,030

City of Irvine Open Space 24,121 $361,815

City of Irvine Wilderness Access 124,816 $1,872,240

City of Newport Beach 55,302 $829,530

Total 5,861,541 $87,923,115

Project Section 7 Consultation Inquiry Opinion Days to Process Days Saved

Portola Center Project 9/23/14 12/23/14 91 44

Bowerman Landfill 5/4/12 5/30/12 26 109

City of Irvine Planning Area 1 5/28/20 7/15/20 48 87

Serrano Pinnacle Housing Development 10/30/14 3/6/15 127 8

Upper Newport Bay East Bluff Drainage 7/31/17 8/23/17 23 112

Bison Park Lot, UCI 12/1/17 1/3/18 33 102

Syphon Reservoir Improvement 7/3/23 8/3/23 31 104

Peters Canyon Bikeway 2/22/21 3/15/21 21 114

Summary
Will Rogers, President Emeritus at the Trust for Public Land, is a nationally recognized advocate for 
land conservation. Rogers clearly understands the economic advantages of open space and reflected 
upon its value through the following statement. “Too many community leaders feel they must choose 
between economic growth and open space protection. But no such choice is necessary. Open space 
protection is good for a community’s health, stability, beauty, and quality of life. It is also good for the 
bottom line.”

The Orange County Central and Coastal NCCP/HCP was founded on the principle that both  
conservation and development interests would be served through the implementation of the plan. 
With the NCCP/HCP administrative procedures in effect and replacing the status quo implementation  
of the California and Federal Endangered Species Acts, developers are assured that governmental 
consultation timeframes are streamlined. The Streamlining Value Analysis measures the number of days 
from which a development inquiry is filed with a wildlife agency to the date which an official biological 
opinion is rendered. The graphic below, from the EPS study, reveals an average efficiency of 85 days 
saved in the permitting process, thus achieving the streamlining vision of the NCCP/HCP.
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Ecotourism 
Ecotourism is a growing trend in the travel industry which is 
generating significant economic growth and conservation 
benefits to a worldwide base of nature-rich destinations.

Conservationist Hector-Ceballos-Lascurain is credited with  
the initial definition of ecotourism in 1987, which states,  
“tourism that consists in travelling to relatively undisturbed 
or uncontaminated natural areas with the specific object of  
studying, admiring, and enjoying the scenery and its wild 
plants and animals, as well as any existing cultural mani-
festations (both past and present) found in these areas.”  
A simplified definition may read that ecotourism is travel which 
has a positive impact on a destination’s ecology and economy.

According to Business Research Company, the global  
ecotourism market is expected to grow to $299 billion in 
2026. Among its key outcomes, ecotourism helps commu-
nities economically thrive, builds environmental awareness,  
educates visitors and locals, and generates respect for the  
empowerment of local and indigenous populations. Ecotourism  
also supports wildlife conservation. 

Biodiversity conservation is linked to ecotourism and its abili-
ty to attract tourists. By providing unique and meaningful ex-
periences revealing nature’s wonders, ecotourism can inspire  
travelers to engage in conservation and contribute to  
preserving our planet’s precious biodiversity. As demand for 
sustainable and responsible travel grows, ecotourism’s role 
in supporting wildlife conservation will become increasingly  
important.

The most popular ecotourism experiences are centered on 
wildlife viewing. The finches and reptiles of Galapagos Islands, 
mammals in Kenya, and tropical landscapes and species rich-
ness of Costa Rica are certainly among the more widely known 
travel destinations. For the more adventurous ecotourist how-
ever, there are opportunities to witness the biological won-
derment of the red crab migration at Christmas Island (click 
for video here) or the birding paradise in Trinidad and Tobago
(click for video here).

Gross Ecosystem Product (GEP) – 
Applying Value to Nature
In subscribing to the economic theme of this quarter’s  
newsletter, let’s take a moment to explore the term Gross  
Ecosystem Product (GEP), a metric designed to quantify the 
value of goods and services provided by ecosystems. Mod-
eled after the gross domestic product, the GEP index allows 
nations to determine the monetary value of their ecological 
systems. 

Environmental Scientist and Stanford University Professor 
Gretchen Daily developed the GEP measurement in 2014  
on both municipal and national scales in China. GEP was  
adopted by the United Nations Statistical Commission in 
2021. Click here for a brief video, where Daily contemplates,
“what would the world look like if we all valued nature,  
systematically in our decision making.” 

As climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource depletion 
have become urgent global issues, thought leaders have  
increasingly recognized ecosystems need to be accounted for 
in economic terms. By valuing natural capital, GEP provides 
a methodology and systems to strive toward economic and 
environmental sustainability.

A report contributed by Stephen Polasky, Professor of Ecological/ 
Environmental Economics at University of Minnesota, cited the 
benefits of utilizing GEP principles at a project in the Qinghai 
Province in China. The report indicated, “GEP can contribute 
to achieving important societal objectives, such as sustainable 
development, by bringing the value of ecosystem services 
and trends in ecosystem assets into public and private sector  
decision making and investment planning. Recent experience 
in Zhejiang Province shows that providing government lead-
ers with information about ecosystem assets and the goods 
and services they provide advances investments and other  
progress toward sustainable development. A tractable measure 
of GEP can be widely applied for both planning and evaluation 
purposes, including the evaluation of government policy and 
performance and land use and infrastructure planning. GEP can 
also provide the basis for determining financial compensation 
for the provision of ecosystem services.”

For a comprehensive view of GEP and its application in  
China, click here.

Ecotourism - Scarlet Ibis (left) Christmas Island (right)
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https://youtu.be/t8w45olilG8
https://youtu.be/AXWqxLaeP2M
https://youtu.be/YxRIeJ1XTac
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13280-023-01948-8

