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Socioeconomic Issues for the Bear River Watershed 
Conservation Area Land Protection Plan 

By Catherine Cullinane Thomas, Christopher Huber, William Gascoigne, and Lynne Koontz 

Introduction  
The Bear River Watershed Conservation Area (BRWCA) is located in the Bear River Watershed, a 

vast basin covering fourteen counties across three states. Located in Wyoming, Utah, and Idaho, the 
watershed spans roughly 7,500 squares miles (mi2): 1,500 mi2 in Wyoming; 2,700 mi2 in Idaho; and 3,300 
mi2 in Utah (Utah Division of Water Resources, 2004). Three National Wildlife Refuges are currently 
contained within the boundary of the BRWCA: the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge in Utah, the Bear 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge in Idaho, and the Cokeville Meadows National Wildlife Refuge in 
Wyoming.  

In 2010, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (the Service) conducted a Preliminary Project Proposal 
(PPP), and identified the BRWCA to have high value wildlife habitat. This finding initiated the Land 
Protection Planning (LPP) process, which is used by the Service to study land conservation opportunities 
including adding lands to the National Wildlife Refuge System (the Refuge System). The Service 
proposes to include part of the BRWCA in the Refuge System by acquiring up to 920,000 acres of 
conservation easements from willing landowners to maintain landscape integrity and habitat connectivity 
in the region. The analysis described in this report provides a profile of the social and economic conditions 
in the BRWCA and addresses social and economic questions and concerns raised during public 
involvement in the LPP process. 

Socioeconomic Profile 
Population 

The Bear River Watershed Conservation Area (BRWCA) spans fourteen counties: two in 
Wyoming, six in Utah, and six in Idaho. Table 1 lists population statistics for these fourteen counties and 
three additional counties (Bonneville County, Idaho; Teton County, Idaho; and Teton County, Wyo.), 
which, although outside of the watershed basin, have significant economic importance to the region. The 
fourteen-county region (which excludes the three out-of-basin counties) has a population of roughly 2.9 
million people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Population growth is expected throughout much of the region 
with most of the growth centered on the Cache Valley. Located in the western portion of the Bear River 
Basin in Utah, the Cache Valley is currently the most populated area in the basin. The valley’s population 
is estimated to double from 2000 levels to 297,597 by 2050 (Utah Division of Water Resources, 2004). 
Population growth in the Cache Valley is partly due to the valley’s proximity to the metropolitan Wasatch 
Front. The eastern portion of the basin has historically been sparsely populated and is expected to continue 
on this trend (Toth and others, 2010). The northern portion of the basin (which includes the Star Valley) 
and the three out-of-basin counties of interest (which include the Teton Valley) have high development 
value and are likely to face management issues in the future.  

The State of Utah has experienced a population increase of 24 percent from 2000 to 2010 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2010). The six Utah counties that are part of the Bear River Watershed have experienced 
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similar population-growth trends. With more than 112,000 residents, Cache County has grown the fastest 
with a population increase of 64 percent since 2000, and has the second largest population among the six 
Utah counties. Weber County, which has grown by 18 percent since 2000, has the largest population 
among these six counties with more than 231,000 residents, and has the highest population density with 
402 persons/mi2. The population in Box Elder County, where the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge is 
located, has grown by 17 percent in the last decade. 

Idaho has experienced similar growth in population with an increase of 21 percent since 2000 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). However, unlike Utah, not all Idaho counties that are part of the BRWCA 
have experienced an increase in population. Two counties, Caribou County and Bear Lake County, have 
decreased in population by 5 percent and 7 percent, respectively. Bear Lake County, where the Bear Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge is located, has a population of nearly 6,000 residents. With nearly 83,000 
residents, Bannock County has the largest population of the Idaho counties located within the watershed, 
and has grown by 10 percent since 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).   

The population in Wyoming has increased by 14 percent since 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). 
Lincoln County, home to the Cokeville Meadows National Wildlife Refuge, has grown by 24 percent 
since 2000, making it the county with the fastest growing population among the Wyoming counties in the 
conservation area.  

Bonneville County, Idaho, Teton County, Idaho, and Teton County, Wyo., are included in the 
socioeconomic profile due to their development patterns and their potential economic impacts on the 
entire watershed; however, they are not part of the fourteen-county region in which the BRWCA is 
located. Among the Idaho counties in table 1, Teton County and Bonneville County have experienced the 
greatest population growth since 2000, with Teton County growing by 70 percent and Bonneville County 
growing by 26 percent over the decade. Bonneville County has the largest population of the Idaho 
counties with more than 100,000 residents, and includes a portion of the Star Valley which has 
experienced high development rates in recent years. The Star Valley straddles the Idaho-Wyoming border 
roughly 30 miles north of the BRWCA. Further north of Star Valley is Teton Valley, which spans the 
Idaho-Wyoming border into Teton County, Idaho and Teton County, Wyo. The population in Teton 
County, Idaho and Teton County, Wyoming has increased by 70 percent and 17 percent, respectively, 
since 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  These two regions, Star Valley and Teton Valley, have 
potentially high development values and may impact the Bear River Watershed in the future.  

Ethnicity and Education 
Relative to other counties in the fourteen-county region, Power County, Idaho has the largest 

percentage of individuals who identified as Hispanic or Latino on the 2010 Census (30 percent of the 
population) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Power County, Idaho also had the lowest percentage of persons 
who identified as white (75 percent of the population). Cokeville County, Wyo., and Morgan County, 
Utah, had the lowest percentage of persons who identified as Hispanic or Latino (2 percent of the 
population). Cokeville, Wyo., had the highest percentage of individuals who identified as white (99 
percent of the population).  

Table 2 shows the percent of the population that has obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher within 
each of the BRWCA states and counties. Of the three states, Utah has the highest percentage of 
individuals with at least a bachelor’s degree (29 percent of the population), followed by Idaho (24 percent) 
and Wyoming (23 percent) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010). Among the Utah counties, Summit County and 
Cache County have a higher percentage of the population with a bachelor’s degree relative to the state 
average (48 percent and 35 percent, respectively). Among Idaho counties, Teton County, Bannock 
County, and Bonneville County have greater percentages of the population with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher relative to the state average (28 percent, 27 percent and 26 percent of residents, respectively). In  
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Table 1.  Population statistics for counties in Utah, Idaho, and Wyoming that contain the Bear River Watershed 
Conservation Area (BRWCA).  

  
Residents (2010) Persons per square mile Percentage population   

change since 2000 

Utah      2,763,885  33.6 24 
Cache County         112,656  96.7 64 
Rich County              2,264  2.2 16 
Summit County            36,324  19.4 22 
Weber County         231,236  401.8 18 
Morgan County              9,469  15.5 33 
Box Elder County            49,975  8.7 17 

Idaho      1,567,582  18.9 21 
Power County              7,817  5.6 4 
Bannock County            82,839  74.4 10 
Oneida County              4,286  3.6 4 
Franklin County            12,786  19.2 13 
Caribou County              6,963  3.9 -5 
Bonneville Countya         101,234  55.8 26 
Teton Countya            10,170  22.6 70 
Bear Lake County              5,986  6.2 -7 

Wyoming         563,626  5.8 14 
Uinta County            21,118  10.1 7 
Teton Countya            21,294  5.3 17 
Lincoln County            18,106  4.4 24 

Source: (Utah Governors Office of Planning Budget, 2008) 
a.Indicates counties outside of the BRWCA 

 
 
 
Wyoming, the only county with a rate higher than the state average is Teton County, with 50 percent of 
residents having a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

Regional Economy, Employment, and Income 
Table 2 shows median household income and poverty rates for each of the BRWCA States and 

counties. Among the three States, Utah had the highest median household income in 2009 ($55,183 per 
year), followed by Wyoming ($54,400), and Idaho ($44,644 per year) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). Idaho 
had the highest statewide poverty rate at 14.4 percent, and Wyoming had the lowest (10.2 percent). Within 
the fourteen-county region, Morgan County, Utah had the highest median household income ($75,164 per 
year) and the lowest poverty rate (4.9 percent). Power County, Idaho had the lowest median household 
income ($38,509 per year) and one of the highest poverty rates (16.6 percent).  The highest poverty rate in 
the fourteen-county region was in Cache County at 16.7 percent. Although all but two of the counties in 
Idaho had poverty rates less than the statewide average, none had a poverty rate less than 10 percent. In 
2009, each of the counties in Wyoming had a poverty rate lower than the statewide average and a median 
household income level higher than statewide average. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009) 
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Table 2.  Income, education, unemployment, and poverty rates for counties in Utah, Idaho, and Wyoming that 
contain the Bear River Watershed Conservation Area (BRWCA). 

 Median household 
income (2009) 

Bachelor's degree 
or higher 

Percentage unemployed Percentage of 
individuals below 

poverty (2009) 2008 2011 

Utah $55,183 29 3.8 7.5 11.7 
Cache County $47,064 35 2.9 6.0 16.7 
Rich County $53,783 26 2.8 4.9 10.1 
Summit County $73,769 48 3.5 6.6 7.3 
Weber County $53,094 22 4.4 8.7 12.5 
Morgan County $75,164 25 3.5 6.3 4.9 
Box Elder County $52,867 22 4.2 9.3 9.6 

Idaho $44,644 24 4.8 9.4 14.4 
Power County $38,509 20 5.0 8.4 16.6 
Bannock County $44,451 27 4.4 8.4 14.5 
Oneida County $43,057 16 3.3 5.3 12.8 
Franklin County $45,404 16 3.1 6.0 10.6 
Caribou County $51,060 18 3.4 7.4 10.9 
Bonneville Countya $49,446 26 3.3 7.1 11.9 
Teton Countya $57,999 28 2.7 5.2 10.3 
Bear Lake County $42,199 16 3.1 5.0 13.0 

Wyoming $54,400 23 3.2 5.8 10.2 
Uinta County $64,284 17 2.9 5.1 9.0 
Teton Countya $68,777 50 3.0 4.6 5.8 
Lincoln County $59,160 17 3.6 6.6 8.0 

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 2009 (mean household income and percentage of individuals below poverty in 2009) 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011a) (July 2011 unemployment) 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011b) (2011 county unemployment estimates) 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2008) (2008 county unemployment estimates) 
aIndicates counties outside of the BRWCA 
 
 
 
 

Table 3 shows the percent of employment by sector within the fourteen-county region. The 
combined fourteen-county region had a total non-farm employment of more than 265,000 individuals in 
2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). The highest percentage of total employment was found in educational 
services, health care, and social assistance (20 percent of non-farm employment). This is in part due to the 
high population and abundance of educational and health care centers in Cache County, Utah (home to 
Utah State University) and Weber County, Utah. The second and third highest percentage of total 
employment in 2010 was in manufacturing (14 percent) and retail trade (12 percent). Agriculture, forestry, 
fishing, hunting, and mining made up an estimated 4 percent of the total employment by sector.  
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Table 3.  Percentage employment by sector for counties in Utah, Idaho, and Wyoming that contain the Bear River 
Watershed Conservation Area (BRWCA).  

Employment sectors Percentage of fourteen 
-county region employed 

Total non-farm employment in 2010a 265,495 
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, and mining 4 
Construction 8 
Manufacturing 14 
Wholesale trade 3 
Retail trade 12 
Transportation and warehousing, and utilities 4 
Information 2 
Finance and insurance, and real estate, rental, and leasing 5 
Professional, scientific, management, administrative, and waste-management services 8 
Educational services, health care, and social assistance 20 
Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services 9 
Other services, except public administration 3 
Public administration 7 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011 
aNot every sector category for every county was fully disclosed due to confidentiality requirements; the table reflects the 
best and most accurate information available. 

 

Commodity Industries, Recreation, and Tourism 
Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, and mining accounted for roughly 4 percent of total jobs in 

the fourteen-county region in 2011 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). The total number of agriculture jobs 
decreased from nearly 14,000 jobs in 1970 to 10,600 in 2009 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010a [data 
complied using EPS-HDT]). Oneida County, Idaho had the largest percentage of employment in 
agriculture (23 percent), and Weber County, Utah had the smallest (0.87 percent) (U.S. Department of 
Commerce, 2010a; U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010b [data complied using EPS-HDT]). Weber 
County, Utah also had the smallest percentage of land area in agriculture (29 percent), while Morgan 
County, Utah had the largest (more than 77 percent of total land in agriculture) (U.S. Departmnet of 
Agriculture, 2009 [data complied using EPS-HDT]) .  

Regional employment in timber represents a small fraction of total employment and has decreased 
in the fourteen-county region since 1999 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010b [data complied using 
EPS-HDT]). As a percentage of the total regional employment, timber has decreased from 0.76 percent to 
0.38 percent from 1998 to 2009. During this period, employment in timber-related fields shrank from 
1,500 to 877 jobs (a 41-percent decrease); sawmill and paper mill employment decreased by 71 percent, 
and wood product manufacturing declined by 35 percent.  

Mining also represents a relatively small percentage of total employment for many of the counties 
in the region, but has increased slightly since 1998 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010b [data complied 
using EPS-HDT]). Mining accounted for less than 1 percent of total employment in 2009 for all but three 
counties in the fourteen-county region. Caribou County, Idaho had more than 23 percent of total 
employment in mining; Oneida County, Idaho had more than 12 percent, and Franklin County, Idaho had 
2.5 percent. The combined region had roughly 0.6 percent of total employment in mining in 2009, up from 
0.38 percent in 1998. From 1998 to 2009, the total number of mining jobs in the region increased by 84 
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percent from 750 jobs to 1,381 jobs. Within the mining sector, nonmetallic mineral mining jobs increased 
by 124 percent, oil and gas extraction jobs decreased by 64 percent, and metal ore mining jobs decreased 
to zero jobs by 2009  (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010b [data complied using EPS-HDT]). One of 
the most economically significant non-metallic mining activities during the past 50 years has been 
phosphate extraction, with roughly 40 percent of the U.S. reserves located in southeastern Idaho (Van 
Every, 2004).       

 According to the 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation, 
approximately 2.9 million residents participated in wildlife-associated recreation activities in Utah, Idaho, 
and Wyoming in 2006 (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2008). It was estimated that residents and visitors 
combined spent $3.3 billion on wildlife-associated recreation activities in 2006 in the three states 
combined. Among participants, wildlife watching was the most frequently reported activity followed by 
fishing and hunting. In Wyoming, 84 percent of individuals surveyed watched wildlife, 27 percent fished, 
and 13 percent hunted; in Utah, 77 percent watched wildlife, 33 percent fished, and 15 percent hunted; and 
in Idaho, 75 percent watched wildlife, 35 percent fished, and 19 percent hunted (U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, 2008). Following the national trend, wildlife viewing has become increasingly popular while 
hunting and fishing have decreased or remained stable in popularity. From 1996 to 2006, it was found that 
the number of Idaho residents who went fishing declined by 21 percent and hunting declined by 33 
percent. Wyoming residents who went fishing declined by 19 percent, while hunting and wildlife viewing 
numbers remained relatively constant. During the same time period, Utah residents who watched wildlife 
increased by 30 percent, while hunting and fishing remained relatively constant.  

Land Use and Ownership Changes Surrounding the Refuge  
Current Land Use  

The Bear River originates in the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest in Utah’s Uinta Mountains, 
meanders through the mountains and foothills of Utah and Wyoming into the foothills and valleys of 
Idaho and Utah, and terminates its course in the Great Salt Lake. The Upper Bear River area is located in 
part of Summit and Uinta counties, Utah, and Lincoln County, Wyo. The headwaters of the Bear River, 
near the border of Summit and Uinta counties, is forested; the remaining land cover in the high elevation 
Upper Bear River area is primarily grasslands and shrublands, with about three-quarters of the land used 
for grazing (Utah Water Research Laboratory, 2011). As of 2006, about 63 percent of the land in the 
Upper Bear counties was federally owned, primarily by the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. 
Forest Service; about 24 percent of the land was privately owned, 4 percent was State owned, and 7 
percent was tribally owned  (Conservation Biology Institute, 2006 [data complied using EPS-HDT]). Very 
few people live in the Upper Bear River area; the largest municipalities in the region are Evanston and 
Cokeville, Wyo., and Randolph and Woodruff, Utah (Utah Water Research Laboratory, 2011).  

The Middle Bear River area is located in part of Bear Lake, Caribou, Franklin, Bannock, Oneida, 
and Power Counties in Idaho. Grasslands and shrublands account for about 77 percent of the land cover in 
the Middle Bear Counties, and croplands account for about 11 percent of the land cover. As of 2006, 
urban development accounts for only about 0.2 percent of the land cover in these counties; the largest 
municipalities in the region are Grace, Preston, Montpelier, Soda Springs, and Malad City, Idaho, and 
Richmond, Smithfield, North Logan, and Garden City, Utah (NASA, 2006 [data complied using EPS-
HDT]); Utah Division of Water Resources, 2004). As of 2006, landownership in the Middle Bear River 
counties was 48 percent private, 38 percent Federal, 5 percent state, and 6 percent tribal  (Conservation 
Biology Institute, 2006 [data complied using EPS-HDT]).  

The Lower Bear River area includes part of Box Elder, Cache, Rich, Weber, and Morgan Counties 
in Utah. The rich soil and abundant water in this portion of the Bear River Basin support a mix of urban 
and agricultural uses. About 9 percent of the land cover in the Lower Bear counties is water. Mixed 
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croplands account for 21 percent of the land cover in the Lower Bear counties, with croplands 
concentrated in Cache, Weber, and Morgan Counties (NASA, 2006 [data complied using EPS-HDT]). As 
of 2006, about 1.6 percent of the land in these counties is urban development, with much of the 
development concentrated in the Cache Valley (NASA, 2006 [data complied using EPS-HDT]). Major 
municipalities within the Lower Bear River area include Ogden, Brigham City, Logan, and Tremonton, 
Utah. As of 2006, landownership in the Lower Bear counties was 52 percent private, 31 percent Federal, 
and 6 percent state owned (Conservation Biology Institute, 2006 [data complied using EPS-HDT]).   

Changes in Land Use 
The Bear River watershed is located in both the Pacific and Central migratory flyways, and 

provides one of the most significant resting, staging, feeding, breeding, and nesting areas for large 
populations of migratory birds and waterfowl traveling these flyways (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
2010). The watershed also provides habitat for species such as the Greater sage grouse, Columbian sharp-
tailed grouse, Bonneville cutthroat trout, pronghorn antelope, grizzly bear, Canada lynx, wolverine, and 
gray wolf (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2010). These species benefit from the three existing refuges in 
the watershed but also utilize and depend on adjacent public and private lands and waters. In 2009, The 
Nature Conservancy (TNC) conducted a Conservation Action Planning (CAP) study in the Bear River 
Watershed and found residential development and water-allocation policies to be the greatest threats to 
wildlife conservation in the watershed (The Nature Conservancy, 2010).  

Much of the land cover in the BRWCA is comprised of a mix of public lands and large tracts of 
privately owned ranchlands and croplands. Private ranchlands and croplands provide dual benefits by 
supplying wildlife habitat on working landscapes. These valuable landscapes are threatened by residential 
development. In 2000, the American Farmland Trust identified 4.0 million acres of prime ranchlands1 in 
Idaho, 3.4 million acres in Utah, and 2.6 million acres in Wyoming as being vulnerable to low-density 
development by the year 2020, with ranchlands located in high mountain valleys and mixed grassland 
areas surrounding the Rocky Mountains at highest risk of conversion. Within the Rocky Mountain Region 
(which includes 263 counties in Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico), 
Uinta County, Wyo., and Summit County, Utah ranked in the top 25 counties for acres of strategic 
ranchland2 at risk (American Farmland Trust, 2000).  

Development risk for ranchlands and farmlands is largely driven by population growth and 
housing demand. Human populations have been expanding rapidly in the three Bear River states, and are 
projected to continue growing. The Utah Governor’s Office of Planning and Budget projects that the 
population in Utah will increase by more than 250 percent between 2008 and 2060 (from 2.7 million to 
6.84 million people), with Cache and Box Elder Counties housing an increasing share of the state’s 
population. To accommodate this growth, 32,000 new households are expected to be built statewide every 
year, resulting in a 75 percent increase in developed land and a 7.3 percent loss of agricultural land by 
2030 (Utah Governors Office of Planning and Budget, 2008). In Wyoming, Lincoln County has seen a 
24.3 percent population growth over the last decade (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010), with about 200 new 
homes built each year (Royster and Gearino, 2006), and Uinta County has experienced 7.0 percent 
population growth over the decade. Ranches in the Star Valley (located in Lincoln County, just south of 
Teton County) are rapidly being lost to development. The picturesque Star Valley is in close proximity to 
Jackson Hole and has become a popular location for second-home owners and people commuting to 
Jackson. High land prices have spurred many longtime ranchers to sell their land to developers (Royster 
and Gearino, 2006). The Valley once supported about 200 full-time dairy operations; as of 2006, there 
                                                           
1 Prime ranchlands are defined as ranchland with high quality agricultural land and desirable wildlife characteristics.  
2 Strategic ranchlands are defined as both prime and threatened.  Threatened ranchlands are located in rural areas projected to 
grow to suburban density within 20 years or are along major road corridors in counties with growth rates great than 10 percent 
per decade. 
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were only about six dairy farms left (Royster and Gearino, 2006). Idaho has also seen a large boom in 
population over the past decade. The percent of population growth in Idaho ranks fourth nationally, with 
21 percent growth between 2000 and 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  Much of the growth in Idaho has 
been in urban areas, with 80 percent of the State’s growth occurring in metropolitan counties (State of 
Idaho Department of Labor, 2011). Idaho counties within the BRWCA have seen less growth, and Bear 
Lake and Caribou counties have seen a decline in population over the decade. Of the BRWCA counties in 
Idaho, Franklin and Bannock counties have experienced the greatest growth (12.9 percent and 9.6 percent 
growth over the decade, respectively).   

Ecosystems in the three existing refuges in the Bear River Watershed are highly dependent on 
water availability. Since the Bear River Watershed is considered one of the last areas of Utah with a 
developable water supply, there is a concern that development pressure and demand for water will 
negatively impact sensitive refuge habitat and ecosystems (Toth and others, 2010). With much of the 
undeveloped water claimed by municipalities along the Wasatch Front, it has been estimated that one fifth 
of the current Bear River flows could be diverted within the next 50 years (Utah State University 
Extension, 2006). Agricultural operations, roads, dams, and grazing practices along sensitive riparian 
environments have contributed to the degradation of the main stem Bear River (Utah State University 
Extension, 2006; Utah Water Research Laboratory, 2011). Although flood irrigation has provided water 
for many waterfowl that use the valley, irrigation threatens to lower the water table of the watershed and 
in turn threatens ranching and conservation efforts.  

Conservation Easements 
One of the Service’s high-priority objectives is to guide residential and commercial development 

away from high-priority conservation areas by securing appropriate conservation easements. The purpose 
of the BRWCA is to conserve critical resources in the watershed that have direct positive impacts on the 
management of the three existing refuges (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2010). Conservation of these 
key habitats will be accomplished through the purchase of conservation easements from willing land 
owners. Conservation easements leave land in private ownership, protecting private property rights, while 
providing the Service with a cost-effective conservation strategy that enables the conservation of large 
blocks of habitat. Within the BRWCA, the Service proposes to protect up to 920,000 acres of significant 
wildlife habitat to maintain landscape integrity and habitat connectivity (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 
2010). 

A conservation easement is a voluntary legal agreement entered into between a landowner and a 
conservation entity. Conservation easements are binding in perpetuity; the landowner reserves the right to 
sell or bequeath the property, but the easement and its associated restrictions remain with the property in 
perpetuity. Under a conservation easement, a landowner maintains ownership of their property, but 
transfers some of their ownership rights to the conservation entity. Landowners have a set of rights 
associated with their land. For example, landowners have the right to run cattle, grow crops, harvest trees, 
build structures, and subdivide and sell part of their land. The most common right transferred under a 
conservation easement is the right to develop or subdivide the land.  

Conservation easements in the BRWCA may require the transfer of additional rights. A 
conservation easement on a parcel of land may have restrictions on the development of vertical structures 
(including wind turbines and buildings). The significant concern with vertical structures in the Bear River 
Watershed is the potential negative impact on sage grouse populations; a conservation easement that 
precludes vertical structures may protect critical sage grouse habitat cover. Roughly 60 percent of the Bear 
River Watershed is shrub-steppe, and protection of this land cover may provide an opportunity for crucial 
habitat protection for sage grouse (Dobkin and Sauder, 2004; Rich and others, 2005; Rowland and others, 
2005).  Water sources on private lands also provide critical habitat in the BRWCA. Protecting these 
sources of water will be a key objective within the Conservation Area, and easement agreements may 
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include restrictions on the sale or diversion of water from the land. Water laws are sensitive to State 
requirements; therefore, water issues will need to be addressed individually for each easement (Utah State 
University Extension, 2006). In all cases, the terms of a conservation easement must be mutually agreed 
upon by the landowner and the easement holder.    

Subsurface rights are often severed from the surface rights of a parcel of land. Conservation 
easements only apply to surface rights; therefore the mineral interest may be extracted at any time by the 
person who holds the qualified mineral right (Byers and Ponte, 2005). For this reason, the Service is 
unlikely to enter into a conservation easement agreement for a parcel of land that has a viable subsurface 
mineral interest. Exceptions may be made if the parcel has high habitat value and the probability of 
mineral extraction is low.  

Social and Economic Impacts of Conservation Easements 
Conservation easements are a public good that generate benefits for local residents, communities, 

and governments.  Easements also reshape future development patterns, affect property values, and inject 
new money into local communities. There are many dynamic variables at play when considering the social 
and economic effects of conservation easements. This analysis addresses the following effects of 
conservation easements in the BRWCA: 
• Conservation values in the region,  
• Benefits to local communities, 
• Landowner compensation, and 
• Effects to local government net revenue. 
Table 4, located at the end of this section, provides a summary of the social and economic impacts of 
conservation easements in the BRWCA. 

Conservation Value 
  Conservation easements can protect values associated with biodiversity and wildlife abundance, 

maintain aesthetic beauty, and protect social and culturally significant features of landscapes and 
livelihoods (Millennium Ecosystem Service Assessment, 2005; Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1992; Daily, 1997).  
Ecosystem services, such as water purification, oxygen production, pollination, and waste breakdown, are 
also maintained for local residents through conservation easements (Millennium Ecosystem Service 
Assessment, 2005). The primary public benefit of Service conservation easements is enhanced and 
preserved wildlife habitat. As development stressors increase over time, many key off-refuge habitat areas 
may become less available due to conversion to non-wildlife habitat uses. Habitat preservation has been 
shown to stabilize and increase wildlife populations (Reynolds and others, 2001). Conservation easements 
on private lands strengthen the resiliency of species habitat and provide opportunities for wildlife 
movement and adaptation for years to come.  

Benefits to Local Communities 
Although local residents may not be able to explicitly use or access land protected by conservation 

easements, protected lands act as a buffer which benefits residents through increased biodiversity, 
recreational quality, and hunting opportunities on publicly accessible wildlife refuges and on some private 
lands (Rissman and others, 2007). It is well documented that open space carries positive values to local 
residents and communities, as well as to passers-by (McConnell and Walls, 2005). This is evidenced by 
the success of open space preservation ballot initiatives at the local, county, and state levels. Banzhaf and 
others (2006) point out that between 1997 and 2004, over 75 percent of the more than 1,100 referenda on 
open space conservation that appeared on ballots across the United States passed, most by a wide margin.  
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It is also well documented that open space and protected natural areas can increase surrounding 
property values (see McConnell and Walls, 2005, for a comprehensive review). The reciprocating value of 
open space on property values will vary depending on landscape characteristics and location attributes (for 
example, distance to the conserved area) (Kroger, 2008). The permanence of the open space is also an 
influencing factor. Typically, open space that is permanently protected (such as refuge lands and lands 
protected with perpetual conservation easements) will generate a higher enhancement value of local 
properties than land that has the potential for future development (Geoghegan and others, 2003). Location 
and demographic factors in the region can also influence the relative level of property enhancement value. 
For instance, open space may generate larger amenity premiums for property in more urbanized areas and 
where median incomes are higher (Netusil and others, 2000); this is not to say there isn’t the chance for 
property values to increase substantially in rural areas as well (Vrooman, 1978; Phillips, 2000; Crompton, 
2001; Thorsnes, 2002).   

Conservation easement purchases may also inject new money into the local economy. The sale of 
conservation easements provides landowners with additional revenue. Landowners may spend some 
percentage of these funds in the local economy, including purchasing new real estate, consumer goods, or 
services in the local area. This spending activity can directly impact local industries (such as construction 
and various service sectors), with additional indirect impacts to follow suit.   

Conservation easements may also help maintain the character of a region by protecting a 
traditional and historic way of life and the associated working landscape. Land with historic commercial 
use, such as ranching, forestry, and farming, is often compatible with or beneficial to wildlife refuge 
objectives (Jordan and others, 2007; Rissman and others, 2007). Conservation easements provide financial 
benefits for landowners that may enable them to preserve the natural and historic value of their farm, 
ranch, and open space lands, and to pass this legacy on to their children and grandchildren.  

Landowner Compensation  
The Service proposes to buy conservation easements from willing sellers at fair market value. The 

fair market value of a conservation easement is determined through an appraisal process. An appraiser 
estimates how much the land would sell for unencumbered by the conservation easement (the “before” 
value) and how much the land would sell for with the conservation easement in place (the “after” value). 
The value of the conservation easement is equal to the before value minus the after value, or the difference 
in the fair market value of the property with and without the easement. Landowners may also choose to 
donate conservation easements to the Service. The donation of a conservation easement may qualify as a 
tax-deductible charitable donation, which may result in Federal income tax benefits. The sale of a 
conservation easement for less than its fair market value (called a “bargain sale”) may also qualify for tax 
deductions. Landowners may be able to claim a charitable income-tax donation equal to the difference 
between the fair market value and the bargain sale price of their easement. Income from the sale of a 
conservation easement may be taxable. Please note that the Service does not give tax advice. Landowners 
considering entering into a conservation agreement with the Service should consult a tax advisor or 
attorney for advice on how a conservation easement would affect their taxes and estate.  

Conservation easements reduce the value of the encumbered property. A conservation easement 
will reduce the fair market value of an estate, because the easement permanently removes some of the 
estate’s development potential. The reduction in value depends on the potential development value of the 
land and the level of restriction agreed upon in the easement. In general, an easement on land located in an 
area with high development pressure will have a greater effect on the value of the land than an easement 
on land located in an area with low development pressure, and an easement that is more restrictive will 
have a greater effect on the value of the land than an easement that is less restrictive. The Service will 
purchase easements at their appraised fair market value; therefore, easements on lands with high 
development pressure will receive higher payments.   
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Effects on Local Government Net Revenue 
The effect of conservation easements on local government net revenue is complex and speculative; 

many variables are at play, and realizing the effects often requires time. Local governments collect 
revenue through intergovernmental transfers, property taxes, sales taxes, personal income taxes, and other 
charges, such as permitting. These revenues are then spent to provide community services such as fire and 
police services, schools, infrastructure, and public spaces. Conservation easements affect the location of 
future development, and therefore affect both future revenues and costs for local governments. The 
following sections describe the possible effects to local government revenues and costs. Overall, the 
effects of the BRWCA conservation easement program on net revenues (revenues minus costs) to local 
governments are expected to be marginal.      

Effects on Local Government Revenues 
Property taxes constitute the largest source of local governments’ own revenue (Urban Institute 

and Brookings Institution, 2008), and are not expected to be substantially affected by conservation 
easements in the BRWCA. Property taxes are assessed based on the value of property. For most types of 
properties, county assessors use fair market value to determine property tax liabilities; however, 
agricultural land is often assessed differently. In many states, the assessed value of agricultural land is 
determined based on the productive value of the land rather than on the fair market value of the property. 
The fair market value of land is the amount that a property is estimated to sell for. This value includes 
both the productive value of the land and any speculative value associated with the possibility of 
developing the land. Conservation easements reduce the fair market value of property by removing the 
speculative value associated with possible development; however, conservation easements generally do 
not affect the productive value of agricultural land. The BRWCA encompasses three states: Utah, Idaho, 
and Wyoming. In all three states, property taxes for agricultural land are assessed based on the productive 
value of the land3.  The majority of properties that enter into conservation-easement agreements with the 
Service are classified as agricultural land; thus, there will be little to no impact to the current property tax 
base for the fourteen-county area.  

Local government revenue associated with personal income is also expected to remain relatively 
constant within the fourteen-county area. Conservation easements in the BRWCA would affect the 
location and distribution of development, but are not expected to change the rate or density of human 
population growth. Redistribution of population growth could affect the distribution of personal-income-
related revenues across the counties, but is expected to have little effect on total revenues within the 
fourteen-county area.  

Effects on Local Government Costs 
Land protection through conservation easements could result in a reduction in future expenditures 

for local governments and municipalities. New residential developments require local governments to 

                                                           
3 Special rules and statues apply in each state to determine if agricultural land and land in conservation easements is eligible to 
be assessed as agricultural land. To qualify in each state, land must have previously been in agriculture for a minimum amount 
of time, meet a minimum acreage requirement, meet minimum production requirements, and be operated in such a way that 
there is a reasonable expectation of profit (utah.gov, 2011; Idaho State Tax Commission, 2011; Wyoming Department of 
Revenue, 2011).  In all three states, agricultural property that meets these criteria prior to being encumbered with a conservation 
easement, and continues to meet these criteria after a conservation easement is in place, will be assessed based on productive 
value (utah.gov, 2011; Idaho State Tax Commission, 2011; Wyoming Department of Revenue, 2011).  In Wyoming and Utah, 
land must remain actively devoted to agricultural use to maintain its assessment status as agricultural land (utah.gov, 2011; 
Wyoming Department of Revenue, 2011).  In Idaho, the Wildlife Habitat Exemption allows land that is managed for wildlife 
habitat under a qualified conservation agreement to be assessed as agricultural land, whether or not it is operated as a for-profit 
agricultural operation (Idaho State Tax Commission, 2011). 
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provide services such as fire protection, police services, and schools, and to construct new infrastructure 
such as roads, parks, and water and electricity-delivery systems. The costs to provide government services 
for new residential developments often exceed new revenues derived from the developments. This is 
especially true for rural residences, which tend to have higher costs to county governments and school 
districts than urban residences. In 2001, the American Farmland Trust found that, on average, the cost to 
provide community services to new residential developments was $1.15 for every $1.00 of revenue 
 
created by those developments (American Farmland Trust, 2001; Coupal and others, 2002). A study 
conducted in Wyoming found that community service costs averaged $2.01 for every $1.00 of revenue for 
rural residential lands; in contrast, the average cost to provide services for lands under agricultural 
production averaged $0.54 for every $1.00 of revenue (Taylor and Coupal, 2000).   
 

Table 4.  Social and economic impacts of conservation easements 
 

Issue Social and economic impacts 
Conservation value • Migration corridors and habitat for deer, elk, moose, and migratory birds will 

be preserved. 

Benefits to local communities • The public will enjoy increased biodiversity, recreational quality, and hunting 
opportunities on publicly accessible refuges and some private lands. 

• Neighboring property values may increase. 
• Positive economic impacts may result from new money injected into the local 

economy. 
• Traditional and historic ranching and farming landscapes will be preserved. 

Landowner compensation • Land owners will be compensated for the fair market value of the easement. 
• Easements will reduce the fair market value of the encumbered property. 
• Landowners maintain the majority of use rights, but forfeit their right to 

develop or subdivide the land. Other possible restrictions include 
development of vertical structures, diversion or sale of water rights, and oil or 
mineral extraction. 

Affects to local government net 
revenue 

• No changes to property tax revenues are expected for agricultural lands. 
• Other government revenues, such as personal income tax, may be 

redistributed throughout the region. 
• Land protection through conservation easements could result in reduced 

future service costs for local governments and municipalities. 
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