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Impact of ATVs on Public Lands, Harm or Help?

According to the Specialty Vehicle Institute of America (SVIA), in 2002 there were fifteen million All Terrain Vehicle (ATV) users in the United States (Wisconsin 3).  In another study done five years later in 2007, there were 44 million users nation-wide, an increase of 29 million (Jakus, Keith, & Liu 4).  The use of ATVs and other Off Highway Vehicles (OHV) is on the rise in many states; however the restriction of ATV use in public parks is also on the rise.  The attempt to “protect” the environment will end up doing more harm than good. What has been witnessed, in changes since the implementation of stricter rules regarding OHV use little more than 2 years ago in the Ocala National Forest, has already eliminated the fire-breaks that were created by frequent use of the existing trails. This will cause a naturally occurring or prescribed-burn fire to spread more rapidly and endanger not only the wildlife but the homes in the immediate area. The proper management of public lands is essential. If the concerns of the OHV user are completely ignored, then they will tend to vote with their wallet and go elsewhere, hurting the local businessperson who has built a livelihood out of catering to a particular customer. Likewise, if the concerns of the environmentalists are completely ignored, then the beautiful and natural resources that have been enjoyed for generations will not be present for the next. 

The ATV and OHV industry impacts national forests and other public lands in various ways.  Unmanaged recreational use of ATVs can result in soil erosion and destruction of habitat, causing many state and federal parks to become wary of allowing widespread use (6).  This is why many states are attempting to ban the wide-use of ATV and OHVs, especially in state and national forests.  For example, there has been an increase in restrictions placed upon ATV usage in the Ocala National Forest.  On the other hand, wise management of trails and diligent licensing practices, also known as best practices, can help insure that ATV use in public lands leaves little damage upon the environment (Camoin 2).  Such use of best practices would allow OHV and ATV riders to continue a sport and recreational activity they love while also contributing to the local economy of communities where trails are located.  As studies across the country are showing, recreational use of ATVs and OHVs can be economically beneficial to public lands and surrounding communities.  Reducing access to trails and the amount of public land available for use by ATVs and OHVs might even have a detrimental effect on the economy of the surrounding communities.

Most studies that examine the economic impact of ATV and OHV recreational use on a geographical area send out a survey by mail or conduct one by telephone and, sometimes in person by visiting local businesses or local hot-spots for OHV users.  These studies ask about rider profiles, number of OHVs or ATVs owned in a household, trail usage, number of people who typically go on a trip at one time, location of trip and duration of trip.  The studies also ask whether the travelers are staying in-state or going out-of-state.  For the economic aspects, the researchers typically ask about costs in many categories. These categories include lodging, food and beverages, transportation to the trail site, cost of renting an OHV/ATV, cost of repairing a vehicle, parking fees, trail use fee, gasoline, and any OHV or ATV equipment purchased for a specific trip (English, Menard, and Jensen 12).
Surveys are then sent to local businesses to ascertain the economic impact of OHV and ATV use in the local economy.  Business are asked about their type of business, total sales for a particular year, and the estimated percentage of business sales attributed to OHV or ATV users (English, Menard, and Jensen 2).  Many studies also send questionnaires to manufacturers and retailers in the ATV sector asking about numbers of employees, average hours worked, and average hourly wages.  All of these factors are then put together and figures are calculated to show the direct, indirect, and induced economic impact of OHV and ATV use within a certain area. 

When university or private researchers look at the economic impact of ATVs and/or OHVs, they typically study three categories: the direct, indirect, and induced impacts.  The direct impact involves the new spending that occurs in a region to support ATV use and trips including cost of fuel for the vehicle that hauls the ATV as well as the ATV itself.  Direct impact also includes vehicle maintenance should it need repair, restaurant visits, store purchases, and lodging or campsite/recreational vehicle rental while in the area (Camoin 3, Sylvester 4, Wisconsin 6).  Trail fees, park entrance fees, and sometimes a permit or vehicle tag must also be purchased.  Safety gear sometimes gets damaged or broken while out on the trails.  When this happens, riders must purchase replacements for items such as goggles, helmets, gloves, jackets, chest-protectors, and leg or knee protectors.

In many states, ATV use causes a direct economic impact that adds up into the millions of dollars.  One such study done in Minnesota in 2005 showed direct spending amounted to $260.3 million (Schneider and Schoenecker 2).  In another study done in Montana in 2008, direct expenditures totaled $123 million (Sylvester 4).  In Nantahala National Forest, located in parts of North Carolina along the eastern border of Tennessee, a study of 2008 expenditures showed the direct economic spending to be around $4.80 million, including total industry output from OHV users and OHV related spending (English, Menard, and Jensen 6).  Wisconsin ATV riders spent a total of over $295 million in the state, with the majority of the money being spent on lodging, food and drink, and gasoline (Wisconsin 9).  Out-of-state visitors made up $35 million of Wisconsin’s $295 million total, roughly 12% (10).  
Looking outside of the Western and Midwestern states, one study done in New Hampshire in 2003 showed the direct spending amounted to $123 million (Okrant and Laurence 4).  Also in the Northeast, in the Tug Hill County Region of New York, the direct impact amounted to $23.1 million (Camoin 3).  It is safe to say that ATV and OHV use in many states has a positive direct economic impact on the areas used for such recreation.  In just these half-dozen places, the total direct economic impact is over eight hundred million dollars.  Often when people think of tourism’s economic impact, the majority of the time it is the direct impact they think of, rather than the indirect impact.

Another aspect most studies examine is the indirect impact of ATV and OHV use for recreational activity.  The indirect aspects include employment within the area at places used by travelers, and it also accounts for business’ expenditures on raw materials and supplies as well as operating expenses (English, Menard, and Jensen 2).  The indirect effects of ATV use are usually in the hundreds of thousands of dollars while some reach into the millions.  A good example of this would be in the Nantahala National Forest where researchers looked at wholesale trade, management of companies, banking, motor vehicle parts manufacturing, and electric utilities in the tri-county area which all amounted to $611,700 in 2008 (English, Menard, and Jensen 7).  In the New York area of Tug Hill, $23.1 million of new sales caused an indirect impact of nearly $5 million to be generated just within that area (Camoin 3).  In the research done for Minnesota in 2005, the contribution from ATV use to wages and salaries amounted to $39.2 million, contributing to tax revenue of $6.9 million (Schneider and Schoenecker 2).  All of this shows that ATV users are not only contributing directly to an area’s economy but also indirectly to it as well.  

Induced economic effects were also calculated by many of the studies.  The induced impacts, also known as ripple effects, come about as a result of the new income generated by the direct and indirect money being spent in the local economy (English, Menard, and Jensen 2).  The New Hampshire study from 2002-2003 included manufacturing, transportation, government, hospital services, and police services (Okran and Laurence 5).  The total indirect and induced amount caused by ATV travelers in New Hampshire for those years amounted to an estimated $194.6 million (5).  In New York, the $23.1 million in direct economic impact caused a $5 million indirect impact and a $7.2 million induced impact (Camoin 3).  For the Nantahala area in North Carolina, the $4.8 million direct spending resulted in $1 million indirect and $1.8 million induced impact on the economy (English, Menard, and Jensen 6).   

It is quite obvious to see from the research presented in this paper that ATV and OHV riding can be an important part of various states’ tourist economy.  Sales and subsequent recreational use of all-terrain vehicles has significantly increased throughout the United States over the last 10 years.  Surveys in Montana, North Carolina, Minnesota, New York, Utah, New Hampshire, and Wisconsin have all shown this to be true.  One study done in Minnesota estimates the numbers of ATV recreational riders will continue to increase at least into 2014.  
In conclusion, the economic impact of ATV and OHV recreational activities contribute greatly to many places, and outweigh any negative environmental impact, if managed properly. In our attempts to protect the environment, maybe we should focus a little more on the economic impacts of our actions before arbitrarily closing off such economic win falls for the local communities, most especially in this troubled economic time.  States should embrace ATV and OHV riders rather than shun them because, simply put, it is good business. 
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