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Romance Value of Range and Forest Land 
C. Arden Pope ill, H.L. Goodwin, and Don E. Aibrecht 

Editor's Note: This paper puts into words what many people feel 
about our public rangelands. 

Approximately 84% of thetotal land area in the 11 contigu- 
ous Western States is range or forest land, 55% of which is 
federally owned. Associated with this land is the romance of 
wide open spaces, free-roving wildlife, solitude, and other 
real or perceived wonders. Agricultural economists, who 
often view themselves as scientific positivists, generally feel 
uncomfortable dealing with something as illusive as this 
romance—this sentimental, emotional attraction, attachment, 
or aura associated with vast tracts of relatively undisturbed 
range and forest land. Robison, however, stated that "the 
romance associated with range is far better known than the 
truth." To ignore it is to ignore one of the most important 
elements in the debate dealing with proper management of 
public lands in the West. Economists deal with management 
issues based largely on efficiency and economic rationality; 
yet, as Nelson pointed out, "it is the romance of the public 
lands which gives them their compelling interest, and leads 
even many economists to study them." 

The objective of this paper is to draw attention to the 
importance of the romance value of public range and forest 
land and to point out the need for interdisciplinary research 
to determine its importance with respect to the management 
of this land. Four basic components of the total value of 
public land in the West are identified and used to illustrate 

how the romance with this land affects its value. 

Components of Public Range and Forest Land 

Four components of the total value of public range and 
forest land are identified as (1) productive use, (2) consump- 
tive use, (3) vicarious use, and (4) existence. Productive use 
(1) is associated with the value of the land for use in livestock 
production, timber production, and other productive uses. 
Consumptive use (2) is associated with the value of the land 
for use in sightseeing, camping, hunting, and other such 
recreational uses. Vicarious use (3) considers the values 
generated from experiencing this land vicariously through 
photographs, books, outdoor magazines, etc. 

Existence value (4) excludes any value associated with 
productive, consumptive, or vicarious use of the land, either 
current or anticipated future use. Existence values are 
altruistically motivated or at least partly generated through 
three types of altruism: interpersonal altruism, intergenera- 
tional altruism, and altruism toward the land resource itself. 
These types of altruism reflect desire that the land be availa- 
ble for others' use, desire that the land be available for future 
generations, and/or recognition of something inherently 
good or valuable about large, relatively undisturbed tracts of 
public range and forest land. 

Effects of Romance on the Components of Value 

The romance associated with vast tracts of publicly held 
range and forest land may not directly influence the produc- 
tive nature of the land itself, but it does influence the behav- 
ior of those who might use the land for productive uses. It is 
becoming increasingly clear thatthere is also a consumptive 
or recreational motive involved in ranching that is affected by 
the romance that many have with range and forest land and 
ranching. For example, Martin pointed out that the market 
value of grazing leases on public range and forest land that is 
capitalized in the transfer price for the lease is much higher 
than can be explained by the value of the land for livestock 
production alone. He explains that there are "groups of peo- 
ple who know no other way of life and/or who romanticize 
the carefree independent life of the cowboy." He also 
explains that there are also many people who purchase 
ranches both as "a resource to be used for production pur- 
poses as well as a resource for personal consumption." 

The romance associated with public land in the West 
obviously enhances its consumptive use and vicarious use 
values. As the U.S. population continues to grow, the 
demand for these uses is also expected to grow. Cordell et al. 
project that demand for primitive, semiprimitive, and roaded 
natural and rural areas will outstrip growth of the population 
in the years to come. Consumptive or recreational use is 

The romance associated with vast tracts of range and forest land 
influences the behavior of those who use the land for productive 
purposes. 
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multidimensional, involving the satisfaction of anticipation, 
participation, and reflection of outdoor experiences. Kelly 
suggests that four basic types of psychological experiences— 
environmental, social, developmental and health—are de- 
rived from the consumptive use of resource based activities. 

Such benefits are found irrespective of regional origin of the 
participant and are consistently high-valued. In addition 
they are usually resource-dependent, based on being in the 
environment or engaging in an activity requiring a special 
outdoor resource. 

Scenic landscapes clearly make an important contribution 
to the consumptive value of publicly held range and forest 
land. This is also true with respect to the vicarious use value 
of this land. Much of the satisfaction gained from vicarious 
use of land through photographs and paintings can be 
attributed to physical and perceptual qualities. A study by 

Brown and Haas identified a high value associated with 
recollection of resource-based use experiences through 
sharing tales of conquering the wild, climbing, camping, 
fishing, and hunting with friends, family, and associates. 
This is often partially facilitated through the use of photo- 
graphs. Not only does the land itself have vicarious use 
value, but there also is a vicarious use value associated with 

the production of livestock products on these lands. As 
Stoddard pointed out, "cattle and sheep are a part of the 
public image of the West. Cowboys and livestock are glam- 
orously fabled in novels, movies, television, and ballads." 

Of the four components of total value of public land in the 
West, romance most directly influences its existence value. 
This land has value to many who do not use it directly. In 
addition to their possible vicarious consumption of this land, 
they value knowing that it will exist for other generations and 
may provide habitat for various plant life and wildlife. The 
fact that this land exists, relatively undisturbed and publicly 
owned, may give a certain degree of pride, and national unity 
and identity. Like the Statue of Liberty, public range and 
forest land in the West is a symbol of part of our national 
heritage. A public rangeland committee assembled by the 
National Academy of Sciences stated; 

Public rangeland supplies only a small amount of the national 
demand for meat, but an extremely large amount of the 
national demand for myths of free-ranging rugged individual- 
ists.. . It is evident that public rangeland may be far better at 
producing the stuff of myth and national identity than econom- 
ically prudent beef and mutton products. Yet, in the long run, 
the production and perpetuation of national myth may be one 
of the most valuable resources harvested from public range- 
land (As quoted by Nelson). 

Conclusions 

Recently, debate on the future of public range and forest 
land has increased. Some argue that this land can best meet 
the needs of the American people while under federal and 
state ownership and management. Others maintain that this 
land can best meet its full potential if reverted to private 
ownership. This paper emphasizes that the romance—the 
sentimental, emotional attachment, or aura—associated with 
vast tracts of relatively undisturbed public land in the West is 
an important element in the debate over the proper use and 
management of this land. It is shown that this romance is the 
source of, or at least enhances, some components of the 
value of this land. Neither economists or range scientists 
have the necessary tools to deal adequately with this source 
of value. Future research and dialogue dealing with this issue 
in a useful informative way, linking the efforts and ideas of 
both social and biological scientists, will likely be of interest 
and benefit in dealing with public range and forest land 
management issues. 
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Anticipation, participation, and reflection of public range and 
forest-based recreational experiences add value to these lands. 

The fact that range and forest land exists, publicly owned and 
relatively undisturbed, may give a degree of national pride and unity 
and serve as a symbol of part of our national heritage. 


