What’s Sport Fishing Worth to Nebraska?

Water-based recreation consists of a variety of activities, including boating, skiing, swimming, waterfowl hunting and bird watching.  In my presentation this afternoon, I am going to concentrate on the value of water for sport fishing.  Fishing has a proud heritage in Nebraska.  In pioneer days fishing was less a sport and more a source of food than it is now.  Today, in any given year, about 40% of adult Nebraskans fish in the state; and about as many have fished in the past.  In reality, nearly 80% of Nebraskans fish, but they link in and out of fishing from year to year.  Most Nebraskans (93%) approve of  sport fishing, whether they fish or not.

Fishing is fun; a big fish bending a pole provides a unique experience.  And, a meal of fresh fish can’t be beat.  But today, fishing provides some other important societal benefits.  Many of us now spend our work week surrounded by paper, staring at a computer.  Fishing provides a great way to relax.  Twenty years ago, when anglers were asked why they fish, catching lots of fish and eating fish were the primary reasons given.  Today, people fish primarily to relax.  The second most important reason people fish today is to spend time with family and friends.  This is especially the case for females.  Fishing is among the best ways to connect generations!

At next week’s Joint Annual Convention of the Nebraska State Irrigation Association and the Nebraska Water Resources Association, an economist, Ernie Niemi, will provide information on natural resources and the economy.  For those of you who won’t be there, I want to highlight some of his key messages. 

According to Mr. Niemi, discussions regarding the use of natural resources have typically centered around jobs vs. the environment.  Many times, the banner for the environment is carried by a threatened or endangered species–spotted owl vs. logging in the Pacific Northwest; pallid sturgeon, least tern, piping plover vs. barge traffic in the Missouri River or irrigation in the Central Platte.

He says, “It was believed that exploiting the environment meant more jobs, higher incomes, and brighter futures for our children.  Hence the belief that resource-management decisions inherently entail a tradeoff between ecological health and economic health.  The current reality is much more complex, and it is now recognized that resource-intensive industries have both positive and negative impacts.  The positives dwindle as...resource-intensive industries show their weakness in generating new jobs and higher incomes, and the negatives grow as workers, families, and investors locate elsewhere when resource-intensive industries degrade water quality, recreational opportunities, scenic vistas, and other natural resource amenities.” 

Mr. Niemi will point out that where decisions have been made to favor the environment, the local economy doesn’t go into the tank like many predict.  In fact, it actually flourishes! New jobs and businesses spring up to take advantage of the situation and smart people with money relocate to these areas to experience  recreational opportunities and the high quality of life.  Mr. Niemi will provide several examples at the convention next week.  I realize that Nebraska does not have the allure of the Pacific Northwest, the mountains or the ocean, but Mr. Niemi insists that this model would apply to Nebraska, albeit on a smaller scale. 

The concept of investing in natural resources is not foreign to Nebraska.  In the November 8 Lincoln Journal-Star newspaper,  Sandy Scofield, Director of UNL’s Rural Development Initiative, speaking at Agriculture at the Crossroads Conference said, Nebraskans may want to look for ways to “convert even more land to recreation and conservation purposes and forget about agriculture, forget about the cattle business.” 

There are communities in Nebraska that currently depend heavily on recreation.  Canoeing the Niobrara in the summer and catching world class size bluegill at the  National Wildlife Refuge in the winter attracts people from all over the nation to Valentine.  These are important reasons Valentine is building more motels and flourishing. 

What does fishing contribute to Nebraska’s economy?  Every 5 years, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service conducts the National Survey of Fishing, Hunting and Wildlife-Associated Recreation.  Since 1991, the survey has included economic information.  In 1996, sport fishing generated ~$427M to Nebraska’s economy.  In 2001, it was down to ~$339M.  Most of this ~$90M decline occurred as a result of fewer “big ticket” items, like boats, being purchased in 2001.   Some of this drop can probably be attributed to the recession.  But, I wonder if the beginning of the drought played a role as well.  Why buy a boat if you can’t launch it?  I would be curious to know what boat sales in Nebraska were like in 2002.

The drought has had a profound impact on Lake McConaughy.  At Big Mac, anglers spent ~$1.3M on trip-related expenses in 2001 and harvested nearly 85,000 walleyes (15% of the adult population), weighing >227,000 pounds and valued at >$1.4M.  It would have cost ~$10M to replace the walleye population present at the beginning of 2002.  In reality, we couldn’t raise or buy walleye of the sizes needed to replace what is there and it would actually take about 10 years to rebuild the fishery, losing millions of dollars in fishing trip expenditures in the process.  Could we loose it all in 2003?  My biggest concern is that Lake McConaughy accumulates phosphorous and nitrogen and is becoming increasingly eutrophic.  A blue-green algae bloom and fish kills could occur.  If warmer water is discharged from Lake McConaughy into Lake Ogallala, I also fear for the loss of Nebraska’s premier trout fishery.  Trip-related expenditures to the “little lake” contribute upwards of $0.5M per year to the local economy.

The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission would certainly like to see higher water levels maintained in at least some western-Nebraska reservoirs.  We have talked to the irrigation districts that use water from Enders about buying water storage space for fish, wildlife and recreation.  Expenditures on fishing trips at Enders amounted to about $70,000 more when water levels were high, if you can call 17 feet below conservation level high, than was spent more recently.  The difference between high and low water levels and what anglers contribute to the local economy places the value of the water for fishing at $30-some per acre foot.  There are other recreational uses of that water as well, but that’s what fishing generates.  With even higher water levels, fishing expenditures might reach $1M per year at Enders, with much of this money coming from out-of-state (especially Colorado).

Besides better access, these are the reasons we would like to see higher water levels in our irrigation reservoirs:  

*More pounds of fish and increased potential harvests (accommodating greater angling use) because of increased reservoir volume and carrying capacity

*Older and larger fish because of lower natural mortality (less temperature, oxygen and disease stress) and reduced flushing loss

*Stronger and more consistent fish recruitment because of more stable habitat for juvenile fish

*More largemouth bass, bluegill and crappie because of increased shallow water habitat

Before we could buy water storage space in irrigation reservoirs, these changes in Nebraska water law that would need to occur:

*Allow water storage rights to be transferred to fish, wildlife and recreational uses.

*If water is being stored in reservoirs for fish, wildlife and recreational uses, allow irrigation districts to maintain their water storage use rights without exercising them.

*Allow natural inflows to be stored in reservoirs during the irrigation season.

The quality of fishing reflects the quality of life.  Could the “Good Life” be even better?  In conclusion, I am not suggesting that the state shift its primary use of water from irrigation to recreation (at least not yet).  I would, however, respectfully request that you do what you can to help facilitate a test case or two, like Enders for example.             


