USE AND ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE OF THE

WEST BRANCH OF THE FARMINGTON RIVER

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report presents the results of a comprehensive study of the recreation users, use and

economic benefits, economic impact on towns, and effects on nearby property values of the 14-

mile Wild and Scenic segment of the West Branch of the Farmington River in west central

Connecticut. The study was conducted in 2001 and 2002 and was a cooperative effort involving

North Carolina State University, American Rivers, the National Park Service, the Farmington

River Watershed Association and the Farmington River Coordinating Committee.

Four hundred and eighty-three users were interviewed at the West Branch with 51% of them

returning follow up mail questionnaires. Users tended to be well-educated, middle-aged males

on day trips who had traveled 30 miles or less to get to the river. Fishing, tubing and boating

were the three most common activities, in that order. Forty percent of users were either on their

first trip to the Farmington River or had first visited five years ago or less, but over a quarter had

made their first trip more than 25 years ago. Seventeen percent used the services of a

commercial outfitter during their visit. Nature-oriented motives were the most important reasons

people visited. On average, levels of satisfaction were quite high and levels of problems were

low. Problems, although minor for most visitors, included crowding, too few

rangers/management staff on the river, and conflicts with other users. Parts of the Housatonic

and Salmon Rivers appeared to be the closest substitutes for the West Branch, but many users

apparently felt there to be no substitutes for the segment and what they did there. Over half of all

users were unaware that the West Branch was designated wild and scenic. After a brief

description of designation and its intended protections, most felt wild and scenic river

designation was important for the river. Likewise, most felt the current “partnership model” was

appropriate and effective for the Farmington.

The West Branch is estimated to receive 77,400 recreation visitors annually. Sixty percent of the

visits are for fishing, 30% for tubing, and 8% for boating. Recreational river use generates an

estimated annual economic impact of $3.63 million for the five river towns. This is an estimate

of direct as well as the indirect and induced effects from user expenditures on the local

economies. This economic impact is quite large considering the small area under consideration,

its relatively rural character, and the fact that only 10% of visits involved overnight stays. The

total economic benefits (consumer surplus) to recreational users was estimated to be $9.45

million, that is, the total social value of the river segment to users over and above what it costs

them to visit.

The Farmington River and its proximity to residential lands explain approximately 8% of their

values. Property owners demanding properties nearer the river placed a higher economic value

on the river than those at distant locations. The river’s effect on residential land values at a onemile

distance is $3.76 per foot and at a six-mile distance is $0.63 per foot.

Overall, the results of this study indicate that this segment of the West Branch is providing the

kinds of settings and experiences intended by the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968. Based on

the user responses and further study analyses, maintaining the quality of the river resources and

natural environment along its shores are the most important things that river authorities can do to

keep river benefits high.
