
Protecting waterfront property values, local tax base 

 
A growing body of research shows that waterfront property owners, local communities and taxpayers benefit 
economically from the amenities shoreland protection standards preserve: clean water, wildlife, scenic beauty, and peace 
and quiet. Here s a sampling of the benefits:          

Benefits to private property owners         

 
A 2004 study of lakes in north-central Minnesota by Bemidji State University researchers found that a change in water 
clarity (an increase or decrease) can influence property values by as much as $400 per foot of shoreline, or $32,000 on an 
80 foot lot. Removing native trees and plants and introducing lawns, as often results from development, can send more 
polluted runoff into a waterbody, altering its ecology and water quality.1    

 

Shoreline frontage values in Vilas and Oneida counties increased an average of 7 to 12 percent when towns had 
zoning requirements of a minimum 200 feet of frontage for lots, according to a University of Wisconsin study based 
on data collected on the selling prices of 892 vacant lakefront properties in those counties from 1986-1995. The study 
indicated that the zoning requirement, by preserving clean water, natural scenic beauty and peace and quiet, generated 
an economic gain that more than offset the economic loss resulting from the constraints on development. 2  

 

A 3-foot improvement in water clarity would result in $11 to $200 more per foot of shoreline property value, 
potentially generating millions of dollars in increased value per lake according to a 5-year Maine study of 900 
lakefront properties on 34 lakes. Likewise, declining water clarity accounted for a 10-20 percent drop in selling price.3   

 

Peace and quiet, a rural atmosphere, recreational activities, privacy and natural amenities were ranked by  recreational 
home owners in Burnett and Forest counties as the most important reasons for their site selection, according to a 1996 
University of Wisconsin study. 4 These findings echo findings of a 1995 survey of Maine waterfront residents, which 
found that the reasons for choosing the location to buy included water clarity (98%), quality of swimming (87%) and 
scenic beauty (82%). 3  

Community benefits from safeguarding clean water, good habitat, scenic beauty 

 

Scenic beauty and relaxation were the top reasons tourists gave for visiting Wisconsin and spending $11.8 billion in 
the state in 2004.  Tourism supported 309,000 full-time jobs and generated $1.8 billion in revenues for state and local 
governments.5  

 

Each year 1.4 million licensed anglers spend 22 million days fishing in Wisconsin and  $1.1 billion on retail goods. 
That spending generates $2.1 billion in economic activity and $90 million in tax revenues.6    

 

400 Wisconsin business executives surveyed in 2000 gave Wisconsin its highest rankings relative to other states for 
its quality of life, government services, and loyalty to area.  Availability and quality of water were the highest 
ranked quality of life topics. 7  

 

A Maine study showed that lake water clarity declining below the regional average caused a loss in property value -- 
and a resulting loss in tax valuation for the community. A 3-foot decline in average minimum water clarity would 
cause a loss of $10.5 million, roughly 5 percent in total property value. 3  
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