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Abstract

Much of the recent growth in population, jobs and
income in the Greater Yellowstone Region, as well as other
parts of the rural West, has been driven by ecological and
social amenities, in contrast to the historical dependence on
resource extractive industries and agriculture. This shift has
been fueled by an increase in service occupations, retirement
and investment income. Using the states of ldaho, Montana,
and Wyoming, and the Greater Yellowstone Region as exam-
ples, statistical tests were conducted to test the relative influ-
ence of ecological, amenity, social and economic variables
on rural population growth. The results indicate that eco-
logical and amenity variables are necessary conditions for
growth, but they are not sufficient. An educated workforce
and access to larger markets via air travel are also impor-
tant.
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Introduction

The role of amenities is an increasingly important
research topic for geographers, economists, demographers
and sociologists seeking to explain the relatively recent phe-
nomena of human population growth in rural counties of the
Western United States. Resource extractive industries and
agriculture have been the backbone of rural economies, yet
their performance in the last two decades has been poor. Why
then are some rural counties growing? What role do envi-
ronmental factors play? How important are amenities in peo-

nle’s decisions to move to rural areas, and moreover, which
pie’s gecisions ¢ ve
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amenities are important? And, if amenities are 1mportant
how do they stack up when compared to socioeconomic fac-
tors? In this paper we attempt to answer these questions,
using the Greater Yellowstone area as a case study. If we
knew whether a relationship between amenities and develop-
ment exists, we would be able to shed some light on a new
approach to economic development, where the land would be
treated as more than a repository for raw materials to be
extracted and exported to distant markets. Rather, the land —
and the amenities they hold — would be considered an eco-
nomic asset that attracts and holds people and business.
From a research perspective an equaily important finding
might emerge; that geographers, economists, demographers,
and sociologists should join forces with the ecological scien-
tists in order to gain a better understanding of the role of the
landscape in human development.

The Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem has long been a
fruitful area for research for those seeking insight on how to
balance economic growth and environmental protection. It is
a complicated landscape, with multiple jurisdictions and a
wide variety of competing resource uses, including mining,
grazing, forestry, recreation, and it is valued for its many non-
use values, such as scenery and wildlife. Federal lands make
up the bulk of the ecosystem: 2.5 million acres of
Yellowstone National Park and Grand Teton National Park,
more than 11 million acres on seven national forests adjacent
to the parks, and approximately 89,000 acres of national
wildlife refuges and small parcels administered by the
Bureau of Land Management. Because federal lands make
up the bulk of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, much of
the attention of researchers, land managers and conservation-
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ists has focussed on balancing the multiple uses on these
lands (Glick et al. 1991; Rasker et al. 1992; Rasker 1993).
Private lands, which some today consider the most vulnera-
ble component of the ecosystem, consist of about 3 million
acres.

Recent trends in economic growth in the West, particular
the phenomena of amenity-driven growth, has changed much
of the Western landscape (Cromartie and Wardell 1999),
putting pressure on private lands, which are converted from
agricultural production to residential development, thereby
adversely impacting habitat for fish and wildlife (Ingram and
Lewandrowski 1999). The Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem is
a prime example of this type of habitat conversion.

This paper begins with a brief review of a growing body
of literature which states that natural amenities are important
considerations for people who migrate to the rural West.
Using the Greater Yellowstone Region as an example, we
explore which combination of ecological, social, and eco-
nomic factors are closely associated with population growth

in the last 25 vears, We first determine whether a rplannnchup

1 LAT A5 L0 yUALS. T ii1dv ULV LT Aviiivi @ 1ViGUVIISI

exists between population growth and the ecological charac-
teristics of the land by comparing county population growth
rates in the states of Idaho, Wyoming and Montana. Once it
was established which variables are significantly correlated
with growth, a finer scale model was developed for the coun-
ties of Idaho, Wyoming, and Montana that lie either inside or
adjacent to the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. At this scale
— referred to as the Greater Yellowstone Region — ecologi-
cal, economic, and social variables were compared and test-
ed against one another to test which had the highest relative
power for explaining population growth.

We used this two-tiered approach to test two hypotheses:
First, that variation in county population growth can be estab-
lished, in part, by the presence of certain environmental char-
acteristics (used interchangeably in this paper as ecological
and amenity characteristics) and second, that in the Greater
Yellowstone Region, ecological and amenity characteristics
are important, but so are certain social and economic factors.
In other words, we wanted to test the hypothesis that ameni-
ties matter, but only in relation to certain socioeconomic con-
ditions.

Natural Amenities and Rural Development

Previous research on the economy of the Greater
Yellowstone Region was motivated by a need for a solution to
the “jobs versus the environment” debate regarding the man-
agement of public lands of the ecosystem. Commonly held
beliefs dictated that the backbone of the rural communities
of the region were the jobs produced by the extractive indus-
tries operating on the seven national forests surrounding

Yellowstone National Park (U.S. Forest Service 1985); that
only resource extractive industries constitute the “base” of
the economy (Polzin 1990); and that because the region has
historically been dependent on resource extraction, its future
must necessarily be like the past (Corporation for Enterprise
Development 1989, Montana Ambassadors Association
1989). Several researchers, including Power (1991), Rasker
(1991), and Rasker et al. (1992) discovered that the economy
of the Greater Yellowstone is diverse and growing, with the
bulk — over 95 percent — of the existing and new jobs in
industries other than resource extraction. The “base” has
broadened to include employment in a variety of business and
producer services, such as finance, insurance, real estate,
telecommunications, software development, research, and
management consulting. Many of these are “footloose,” in
the sense that the owners of these businesses are often not
tied to a particular locale and therefore able to locate to areas
with a desirable lifestyle (Rasker and Glick 1994).

Much of growth in the Greater Yellowstone Region

however. is not immediatelv gbvious (i.e. does not annear in
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the form of new stores on main street). For example, 51 per-
cent of the growth in real personal income the last 25 years
has been driven by non-labor income, such as retirement or
earnings from past investments (US Department of
Commerce 1997). Power (1991, 403) summarized the senti-
ment of the “jobs versus the environment” debate in Greater
Yellowstone when he wrote: “the residents of the [Greater
Yellowstone] area do not face some tragic choice between
sacrificing the unique natural systems and landscape in which
they live or facing ongoing impoverishment due to lack of
economic opportunity. During the last two decades the oppo-
site has been the case.”

This research has helped uncover a new paradigm for
economic development in the West: protection of the wild
and scenic character of the landscape and the quality of life
in local communities serves as a magnet to attract and retain
local people and their businesses. These qualities are a vital
part of the economic well-being of local residents, and help
insulate communities from the out-migration that is all too
common for the rest of rural America (Power 1991; Rasker
1994; Rasker et al. 1992; Rasker and Glick 1994; Johnson
and Rasker 1995; Glick et al. 1991).

To test the hypothesis that amenities draw business
Johnson and Rasker (1995) conducted a telephone survey of
500 business owners and managers in the Northern portion of
the Greater Yellowstone Region: Madison, Gallatin and Park
Counties. The purpose of the survey was to determine which
variables influence an entrepreneur’s business location deci-
sion, including “amenities” such as the community setting,
natural environment, and recreational opportunities, as well
as traditional factors such as the tax structure, cost of labor
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and raw materials and the proximity to markets. Another  that amenities were relatively more important than tradition-
objective was to add some refinement to the findings of pre-  al “profit maximizing” reasons, both as a draw for new busi-
vious survey research which indicated that “amenities” are  nesses who relocated to the area, as well as a magnet for
important to immigration, without much differentiation  retaining existing businesses. The relative importance to fif-
between different forms of amenities. The results showed  teen business location variables revealed that the highest
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Figure 1. Idaho, Montana, Wyoming; the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem; and the Counties of the Greater Yellowstone Region.

32 Human Ecology Review, Vol. 7, No. 2, 2000



Rasker and Hansen

Table 1. Percent Change in Ponulation from 1970 to 1997 for the
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Percent Population
Counties of the Change
Greater Yellowstone Region 1970 to 1997
IDAHO
Bear Lake 13%
Bonneville 52%
Caribou 12%
Clark 11%
Franklin 47%
Fremont ’ 34%
Madison 12%
Teion 124%
MONTANA
Carbon 33%
Gallatin 87%
Madison 36%
Stillwater 68%
Sweet Grass 14%
Park 42%
WYOMING
Fremont 27%
Hot Springs -6%
Lincoln 58%
Park 44%
Sublette 51%
Teton 185%

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce. 1997. Regional Economic
Information System, Bureau of Economic Analysis. Washington, D.C.

ranking variable was
“quality environment” (2nd), “a good place to raise a family”
(3rd), “desire to live in a rural setting” (4th), “small town
atmosphere” (5th), and various other “amenities” related to
recreation, plus a “low crime rate. " A major ﬁnding from the
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study was a more precise definition of the term “amenity” to

“scenic beauty” (1st), followed by

include social, cultural and recreational values.

Further analysis of the same data by Snepenger et al.
(1995) revealed that 4 out of 10 business owners interviewed
first experienced the region as a business or pleasure traveler
and later chose to locate their business in the area. The impli-
cation is that the impact of tourism extends beyond measur-
ing their expenditures — some come back to stay, adding to
the local economy in more permanent ways.

These results — that environmental amenities are close-
ly tied to migration and business development in rural areas
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(1999, 9-13) recently summarized several surveys he con-
ducted of migrants to the rural West by stating: “More people
are moving to the West for reasons that have nothing to do
with employment,” and “Development strategies need to rec-
ognize the importance of place attachments, the value of
good neighbors, social interactions, and the values people
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place on their social/physical environments” Th : li k
between environmental amenities and economic and popula-
tion growth is now widely studied (Beyers 1994; Beyers and
Nelson 1997; Nelson 1997; Cromartie and Wardwell 1999).
A recent study by McGranahan (1999) boldly proclaimed its
findings in the title of the article “Natural Amenities Drive
Population Change.”

The importance of amenities to business location was
recently tested nationwide by Beyers et al. (1995). They sur-
veyed business owners in 44 states and classified them
according to three categories: “Lone Eagles,” or export-ori-
ented proprietors; “High Fliers,” or export-oriented business
owners who employ others, and “other firms,” oriented pri-
marily to local markets. The study was significant in that it
explicitly separated export-producing services from locally
oriented services. The most frequently cited reasons for

locating their export-oriented business in a rural setting were

High Fliers) and “residence nearby” (82 percent for Lone
Eagles, 56 percent for High Fliers). In contrast, fewer than
two percent of respondents felt traditional economic reasons
(“lower local tax rates,” “presence of low-cost labor,” “lower
and/energy/occupation costs,” “government assistance”)
were important considerations for business location.

In light of the growing body of literature on this topic
the authors felt it was appropriate to revisit the Greater
Yellowstone Region to determine the relative relationship of

ical m‘n.grpty social and economic variables to popu-
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The Study Area

This study was conducted at two geographical scales:
the states of luauu, Montana and vv'y'ommg, and the rural
counties of these states that lie within or adjacent of the
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE) (see Figure 1 and
Table 1). Counties were used as the unit of analysis because
published statistics on long-term economic, social and demo-
graphic trends are readily available at the county level. The
choice of counties is admittedly somewhat arbitrary.
Previous studies have identified 20 counties as being part of
the Greater Yellowstone Region (Power 1991, Rasker et al.
1992). These counties represent ones where a significant
portion of the land lies within the ecosystem; fifty-eight per-
cent of the counties’ land base is in federal laud, and in four
of the counties over 70 percent of the land is federally man-
aged (Rasker 1993). As Figure 1 illustrates, the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem (dotted line) is a subset of the larger
Greater Yellowstone Region. While the ecosystem is approx-
1matelv 18 million acres in size (Glick et al. 1991), the

Greater Yellowstone Region consists of 33.9 million acres

Human Ecology Review, Vol. 7, No. 2, 2000

33






