
Policies in support of Outdoor Recreation and Public 
Lands Conservation

Overview  
Outdoor recreation presents a unique opportunity to serve diverse constituencies because it is a 
powerful driver of economic growth, produces jobs, strengthens families and communities, and provides 
tangible physical and mental health benefits. In addition to fulfilling a basic human need for fun and 
relaxation, time spent outside has been shown to reduce the risk of obesity, reduce stress and help 
treat ADHD in children, and ameliorate PTSD symptoms in veterans. Outdoor recreation programming 
can be a powerful tool for diverting at-risk youth from dangerous behaviors and for building skills and 
confidence in people with special needs. Furthermore, participation in outdoor recreation activities can 
galvanize support for public land conservation.

Legislation  
There are several state legislative approaches to promoting outdoor recreation and protecting public 
lands, including:

Grant Programs  
State-supported programs can help ensure outdoor access for underserved youth. An example 
is Washington’s No Child Left Inside program (2007), which also employs veterans. 

Office of Outdoor Recreation  
Designating state offices serves to support the outdoor industry and improve outdoor 
recreation opportunities. Examples include Colorado (2015), Utah SB73 (2013), and 
Washington SB5843 (2015), and most recently Oregon HB3350 (2017) and North Carolina 
(2017).

Outdoor Preschool  
Most states require brick-and-mortar learning environments, but states can enable outdoor 
preschool and child care programs to get kids outside and increase affordability. An example 
is Washington SB5357 (2017). 

State Economic Analysis  
Commissioning a state study on the economic benefits of outdoor recreation provides valuable 
information about the industry’s impact both at the state and district level. An example is 
Washington state, with 2014 budget language available here and the report here. 

Public Lands Day 
States have selected a specific day to promote outdoor recreation and organize annual events. 
Examples include Colorado SB21 (2016), Nevada SB413 (2017), New Mexico SM11 (2016), 
Ohio HR120 (2015), Oregon HB2143 (2017), and Virginia HJR640 (2017).

Increasing Park Access  
States can grant free entry to state parks for students of a certain age or grade, such as 
Nevada AB385 (2017) which applies to students ages 9 to 11. 

For more information, contact NCEL Program Director Dylan McDowell at (202) 744-1006 or mcdowell@ncel.net. The 
NCEL/Meridian team is prepared to offer personalized assistance such as sample legislation and ongoing connections to 

experts and more than 70 legislators pursuing outdoor recreation policies.

http://www.rco.wa.gov/grants/ncli.shtml
https://choosecolorado.com/gov-hickenlooper-establishes-colorado-outdoor-recreation-industry-office-appoints-luis-benitez-as-director/
https://le.utah.gov/~2013/bills/static/SB0073.html
http://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5843&Year=2015
https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2017R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB3350/B-Engrossed
https://outdoorindustry.org/article/we-got-another-one-north-carolina-establishes-office-of-outdoor-recreation/
http://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5357&Year=2017
http://leap.leg.wa.gov/leap/budget/lbns/2014Omni6002-S.SL.pdf
http://www.rco.wa.gov/documents/ORTF/EconomicAnalysisOutdoorRec.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb16-021
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/App/NELIS/REL/79th2017/Bill/5484/Overview
https://legiscan.com/NM/text/SM11/id/1297355
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/legislation-status?id=GA131-HR-120
https://olis.leg.state.or.us/liz/2017R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB2143/Enrolled
http://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?171+ful+HJ640ER
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/79th2017/Reports/history.cfm?BillName=AB385

