
R U R A L  R E C R E A T I O N

“ Golf courses are replacing cotton fields, barns 
are becoming vacation cabins, duck blinds crouch at 
the edge of rice fields, and tents are being pitched 
in farm woodlands.”  These are the words used by 
former Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman a 
few years ago in describing rural recreation, a com 
paratively new incom e-producing enterprise for 
farmers and an aid in rural area development for 
many communities.

Growing Need for Outdoor Recreation W ith  the 
growing desire of urban residents to get away from 
the pressures of crowded city life and to enjoy the 
out-of-doors, demand for open space for outdoor 
recreation is multiplying with each passing year. 
The President’s Outdoor Recreation Resources R e
view Commission (O R R R C ) reported in 1962 that 
130.4 million people 12 years old and over took part 
in 17 specified forms of outdoor recreation on 4y$ 
billion separate occasions during the summer of 
1960. The report anticipated that participation in 
these activities will increase to 7y 2 billion occasions 
by 1976 and to 1 4 }i billion by the year 2000, pro
vided facilities are available to meet the demand. 
This would be more than a threefold increase by 
the turn of the century.

The survey concluded that the expanding market 
for outdoor recreation is the result of four m ajor 
factors— population, disposable income, auto travel, 
and leisure time— all of which are expected to in
crease in the years to come. Population, the most 
basic factor, is expected to double by the year 2000. 
Disposable consumer income is expected to qua
druple. And more than a fourfold increase is an
ticipated for auto travel. The growth in leisure 
time, much of which can be expected to go into 
outdoor recreation, is indicated by both a shorter 
workweek and an increase in paid vacation.

W ith the surging demand for outdoor recreation 
estimated to be only a foretaste of what is to come 
in the years ahead, considerable expansion is planned 
for recreation facilities in national, state, and local 
park and forest areas. Even with the planned ex 
pansion, the anticipated demand reportedly cannot 
be met on public land alone. A ccording to a study 
made by the U . S. Department of Agriculture, the 
greatest potential for meeting future outdoor recrea
tional needs is on private rural land. M ost privately 
owned land is in farms, forests, and rangeland. This.

then, is where farmers and other rural landowners 
fit into the outdoor recreation picture.

Recreation on Family Farms T here  w ere 2,428 
Fifth District farmers— around 1%  o f the total—  
who reported receiving recreation income in 1964, 
according to the Census of Agriculture. O f this 
number, 252 were located in Maryland, 573 in V ir 
ginia, 303 in W est Virginia, 863 in North Carolina, 
and 437 in South Carolina. Total recreation income 
reported amounted to some $2.6 million in the D is
trict as a whole. For the farms involved, recrea
tion income per farm averaged $1,089 and ranged 
from $758 in North Carolina to $1,849 in Maryland.

The accompanying chart shows the proportion of 
farmers reporting recreation income by amount re
ceived. F or the District, 38%  of all farmers re
porting recreation income received under $100; one- 
third reported from  $100 to $499; 10% were in the 
$500 to $999 classification; 8 %  reported from  $1,000 
to $1,999; while 11% received $2,000 and over. 
Data for North and South Carolina reveal a similar 
picture to that in the District, while Maryland data 
show the greatest departure. W ith by far the 
greatest proportion of the District’s farmers report
ing less than $500 in this type income, it is apparent 
that most of them consider their recreation enter
prises to be only a supplementary source of income. 
From  a study of county data, it would appear that 
farms receiving the largest average amount o f recrea
tion income are generally located near large popula
tion centers.

The kinds of rural recreation enterprises which 
farmers can develop vary widely, running the gamut 
from nature walks to fishing, camping, and “ hunting 
preserves.”  A  study made by the Department of 
Agriculture lists seven categories. These are logical 
groupings, but they do not cover fully all kinds of 
income-producing recreation enterprises.

Vacation farms are primarily a type of operation 
in which paying guests live at the farm during their 
stay, which may vary from  a week to an entire 
summer. A  reasonably modern farm home, with 
enough sleeping, eating, and living space for a few 
visitors, is the basic requirement. G ood home cook
ing is a top attraction. A  comfortable climate, 
country air, pleasant surroundings, and a chance to 
participate in some farm activities are also con
sidered essential. Generally, there are other fa
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cilities, such as ponds for fishing and swimming or 
horses for riding, which add to the pleasures o f the 
guests. Charges are generally moderate when com 
pared to those for other vacations.

Vacation farms have special appeal for those who 
want to escape from  the confinements of city life. 
They also provide the opportunity for city-bred 
children to experience country life such as their 
parents or grandparents did. Vacation farms can he 
found scattered throughout the District.

Picnic and sports areas offer a combination of 
recreation facilities, often to groups for part or all 
of a day. Charges can be made either separately or 
on a daily fee basis. Such areas are usually within 
about an hour’s drive from  cities and near good 
highways.

Fishing can be provided in natural waters such as 
streams, lakes, and rivers, or in man-made lakes or 
farm ponds. A  farmer whose land adjoins public 
water— a lake or river— can offer access privileges 
for a fee. By adding the rental of boats and motors 
and the sale of tackle, bait, and supplies, it is pos
sible to develop a sizable business. Farm ponds 
built for irrigation, watering livestock, and fire pro
tection are becoming increasingly important for fish
ing. For the privilege of fishing in private water, 
fees charged are generally per pole or per fisher
man on a daily basis. But for a specialty such as 
trout fishing, charges are usually based on the weight

or length of the fish caught. The eager trout fisher
man who wants to keep his catch can find a number 
of “ catch-out”  lakes in the mountain counties o f 
North Carolina and Virginia.

Camping, scenery, and nature recreation areas re
quire a rather special environment. Access to scenic 
attractions, a variety of wildlife habitat, special plant 
or animal attractions, and varied topography are 
some of the essentials. The m ajor source of income 
comes from privilege fees, although additional in
come may be derived from  sales of supplies and 
from  guide or outfitting services.

M ost farmland produces wild game of one kind or 
another and can be used as hunting areas. M ore 
and more farmers are marketing hunting privileges 
by charging for the privilege of entering their prop
erty to hunt. Permits can be sold to individual 
hunters by the day, or they can be sold in the form 
of a seasonal lease to a group of sportsmen. W here 
individual farms are too small, neighboring farmers 
can combine their properties into a single hunting 
area for lease to a group of hunters. Quality o f 
the hunting will determine the rates which can be 
charged.

A  “ hunting preserve,”  unlike a hunting area, is a 
commercial operation which offers guaranteed shoot
ing of pen-raised game for a fee. It is usually the 
main business of the operator, with farming a sup
porting activity. Hunting preserves are usually
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licensed and regulated by state laws. Large pre
serves may find it profitable to raise their own game, 
but as a rule the game are bought from a com 
mercial producer. Operators usually provide hunting 
dogs and a handler as part of the service.

Selling cottage and recreation sites, or recreation 
use rights, is another type of enterprise considered 
suitable for farmers. It involves the development 
of an attractive recreation area on farmland which 
provides the opportunity for selling cottage, camp, 
or home sites, or leasing rights to use the facilities 
built by the owner. Land in the mountains, along 
a stream, or around a lake may be divided into lots 
for sale or lease. Another possibility is the sale or 
lease of land with interesting natural features to 
school districts for “ outdoor classrooms”  or science 
study.

Some Pros and Cons W h ile  privately  ow ned 
rural recreation enterprises can be profitable, they 
sometimes involve problems. On the plus side, they 
offer farmers opportunities to increase their incomes 
without leaving their farm s; they frequently aid in 
diverting cropland from surplus production to a more 
profitable u se ; and they contribute to the prosperity 
of other local business establishments. A t the same 
time they do not remove land from private owner
ship or reduce the tax base.

On the other hand, a rural recreation enterprise 
is likely to involve an individual farmer in a set of 
management problems quite different from those 
ordinarily associated with farm operation. Am ong 
the most frequent of these a re : the need to learn the 
skills required in meeting the general pu b lic; a 
changed tax situation; a changed position with re
spect to other local ordinances and state law s; re
cruitment of la b or; adequate liability insurance 
coverage; and vandalism.

Rural Community Recreation Facilities M any of 
the limitations inherent in an individual’s efforts to 
establish a successful rural recreation enterprise can 
be overcome by the formation of a recreation co 
operative. Advocates of the cooperative approach 
argue that it has many advantages over the indi
vidual approach. It can provide the means of ob 
taining the larger land area and the larger amounts 
of other resources often needed for development of 
rural recreation facilities. It can make possible a 
more diversified recreation program and often af
fords greater management skills. Other advantages 
include joint promotional efforts, joint purchasing, 
more efficient use of equipment, and limited lia
bility and risk.

A  rural user-controlled cooperative near Terra

Alta in Preston County, W est Virginia, illustrates 
the cooperative approach. This year-round recrea
tion com plex formally got underway in July 1965 
with an $820,000 loan from  the Farmers Hom e 
Administration and $180,000 contributed by 1,200 
farmer and rural resident members. W ith  most 
major developments completed, it opened for busi
ness in July 1967. Encompassing more than 2,000 
acres of land with a 65-acre lake for boating and 
fishing, the project includes a lodge, winterized guest 
cabins, swimming pool, golf course, a camping area 
for tents or trailers, and a ski lift. Both bow and 
arrow and regular hunting seasons are observed. 
The com plex supplies recreation to its members and 
to the public as well. Fees for use of the facilities 
have been set up, with members getting special dis
counts and nonmembers paying the full fee. The 
association’s primary aim is to aid the economy of 
this rural area by drawing vacationers to it.

Evidence that rural community recreation facilities 
aid in rural area development is shown by an illustra
tion from North Carolina. Near Scotland Neck, in 
Halifax County, a recreation association has built 
a new 175-acre recreation area. Included in the 
complex are an 18-hole golf course and pro shop, 
tennis courts, playgrounds, and a manager’s quarters. 
Designed to serve nine nearby communities, it is al
ready credited with contributing to the decisions of 
two new industries to locate in the area.

Summary G row in g  population, incom e, leisure 
time, and travel are increasing the demand for out
door recreation. This booming market and its an
ticipated future expansion cannot be met by public 
facilities alone. There is considerable potential, 
therefore, in the development of rural recreation 
enterprises on private land. Farmers and other 
rural landowners may find it profitable to convert 
some or all of their land into some form  o f outdoor 
recreation. Selling recreation privileges to vacation
ers and weekend visitors can be a tricky business, 
however. Before an individual invests heavily in a 
recreation enterprise, he should carefully study his 
situation— his potential market, his resources, and 
his own aptitudes. Rural recreation appears to be 
a “ specialty crop.”  Farmers with the right talents, 
in the right location, and with the needed resources 
will succeed in reaping a profitable harvest. Others 
will fail. W here a privately owned enterprise is not 
feasible, it may be possible to use a cooperative ap
proach. A  community-developed recreation com 
plex can, in fact, aid in the economic development 
of the surrounding rural area.

Sada L. Clarke
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