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BY NATURE FROM OUTDOOR RECREATION
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ANNUALVALUE OF OPEN SPACE
AND:NATURAL SYSTEMS

PROTECTING THE OUTDOORS
PROTECTS OUR FUTURE.

Cumberland County’s environmental resources supply our communities with sparkling
clean drinking water, critical wildlife habitats, flood protection, and impressive
recreational and tourism opportunities. The Cumberland County Return on Environment
Study demonstrates how open space and a healthy environment are integral to

our economy, cost of living, and the well-being of our residents. By understanding
nature’s financial value, we are better equipped to strike an effective balance between
protecting our natural resources and supporting smart economic growth.
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Funding for this project was provided by a grant from the Community Conservation Partnerships Program, Environmental Stewardship Fund, under the administration of the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, Bureau of Recreation and Conservation.
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'I OPEN SPACE AND NATURAL SYSTEMS DELIVER SIGNIFICANT
ECONOMIC VALUE

Cumberland County’s forests, farms, wetlands, and protected open spaces generate almost $1.3 billion annually

in avoided public costs, revenue, and related community benefits. These natural assets function as cost-saving
infrastructure — supporting the local economy, sustaining affordable services, enhancing recreation, and helping attract
and retain residents and businesses.

2 ROE FINDINGS AND TOOLS HELP INFORM SUSTAINABLE
LAND USE DECISIONS

The level of water filtration, flood mitigation, air quality improvement, pollination, and habitat protection is closely
tied to land cover and land use. Because zoning, development, and conservation decisions are primarily made locally,
municipalities, landowners, and conservation organizations play a central role in sustaining these benefits. ROE
findings, mapping and valuation tools provide practical support for informed local decision-making.

3 PLANNING AHEAD FOR OPEN SPACE IS MORE COST-EFFECTIVE
THAN RETROFITTING

As development continues, demand for parks, greenways, and natural areas is increasing. Proactively planning and
protecting open space —rather than attempting to preserve land after build-out — is significantly more cost-effective. ROE
findings help demonstrate the long-term fiscal and quality-of-life returns of integrating conservation into growth strategies.

4 ROE SUPPORTS OPEN SPACE PRESERVATION, SMART GROWTH
AND INFRASTRUCTURE DECISIONS

Across the region, ROE studies have been used to inform land-use planning, justify open space investments, guide green
infrastructure strategies, and address rising infrastructure costs associated with rapid development. Originally used

to promote and validate investing in county open space preservation programs (still used in multiple locations), ROE
evaluations have evolved to address many resource conservation and economic impact solutions. The Cumberland County
analysis provides a comparable economic framework to support a range of similar policy and investment decisions.

5 UPDATED FINDINGS PROVIDE A PLATFORM FOR ACTION

The original 2015 Cumberland County ROE outlined initial actions to conserve natural assets and sustain community
benefits. The 2026 update offers refined data and mapping to evaluate past progress and inform next steps. Together
with municipal and partner input, the county can use these findings to strengthen strategies that protect natural
systems while meeting evolving growth and infrastructure needs.
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