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Surprised?  So were we. That’s equivalent to approximately one-
third of the revenues from Wisconsin’s dairy industry ($3.1 billion) 
or Minnesota’s cash receipts from corn and dairy products, two 
of the state’s biggest agricultural commodities ($3.5 billion).  The 
economic benefit of angling in the Driftless Area far exceeds the 
combined revenues of Illinois’ professional sports teams, the 
Bears, Bulls, Cubs and White Sox ($728 million).

What many may not realize is that the Driftless Area is home to 
one of the country’s most remarkable freshwater resources – with 
over 600 coldwater limestone spring-fed creeks supporting a 
world-class trout fishery. Roughly equivalent in size to West 
Virginia, several thousand miles of mineral-rich streams weave 
across the landscape and represent one of the highest concentra-
tions of the rarest forms of freshwater on Earth.  These streams 
support abundant populations of trout, which in turn, attract 
tens of thousands of anglers to the region each year.  These visitors 
spend their days exploring the valleys, fishing for native and wild 
fish, but spend their money here as well, in hotels, restaurants 
and local businesses.

A recent study by the Congressional Sportsmen’s Foundation 
found that hunting and fishing in the United States is a $76 
billion economic force.  The confluence of natural resource 
potential, good stewardship, and wise investment in restoration 
and access has enabled those of us in the Driftless Area to capture 
a sizeable portion of those economic benefits. Conservation is a 
good investment not only because it keeps our landscape beautiful 
and our water clean, but it also supports our diverse and robust 
local economy.

From the dizzying amount of 
water, to the easy access, to the 
caretaking aspect of landowners, 
our move [to Vernon County, 
WI] to open up a fishing 
specific business was a no-brain-
er. What tipped the scale was 
seeing all the [restoration] work 
that had been done, and was 
going to be done on the area 
streams. There was no way we 
could pass up an opportunity to 
be a part of it.”
— Mat Wagner 

Driftless Angler owner

As soon as the season is open 
we have fisherman staying  
at our hotel.  And once they 
have fished the area they keep 
coming back all summer long.”
— Trina Schaner,  

Super8 Motel manager 
Viroqua, Wisconsin 

 Recreational angling in the Driftless Area  
of southeast Minnesota, southwest Wisconsin, northeast 
Iowa, and northwest Illinois generates an impressive  
$1.1 billion annual economic benefit to the local economy  
– in other words, more than one thousand million dollars. 

D
A

V
iD

 H
o

bb
s

u
sd

a
-n

r
c

s
u

sd
a

-n
r

c
s

u
sd

a
-n

r
c

s

T
ro

u
T

 u
n

lI
m

IT
ed



Over the past 25 years the state Departments  
of Natural Resources, USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, County conservation agencies, Trout 
Unlimited chapters, and other organizations 
have invested approximately $45 million in  
restoring more than 450 miles of streams  
across the Driftless Area. Today, average costs to 
improve a mile of stream range from $80,000 
to $120,000.

Investing in Land,  
Streams, and Fish
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Restored Streams 
in the Driftless Area

Agricultural practices in the late 1800s and early 1900s 
ill-suited to the steep hills and easily eroded soils of 
the Driftless Area caused massive amounts of soil to be 
washed into the valley floors and increased flooding in 
local communities. 

Better farming and soil conservation practices, as well as 
other land use changes have helped heal the landscape and 
improve water quality. 

State and county agencies have invested in public lands and 
worked to secure public access on private lands for fishing.

Stream restoration practices have helped repair the legacy  
of past damage, reduce streambank erosion, improve water 
quality, and recreate habitat for fish and other aquatic species. 



Average Spending Per Outing by Driftless Area Anglers*

ReSidenT AngleRS non-ReSidenT AngleRS

Fishing Supplies $43.22 $31.84
Guiding Services $13.93 $37.37
Restaurants / Bars $39.73 $86.76
Amusements / Entertainment $5.78 $9.58
Auto-related Expenses $47.08 $60.77
Lodging $20.75 $112.54
Groceries $32.29 $40.89
Souvenirs / Gifts / Apparel $3.65 $8.57
Other $3.07 $3.55

Total Per Outing $209.50 $391.88

Total Direct Spending by Driftless Area Anglers*

ReSidenT AngleRS non-ReSidenT AngleRS

Total Per Outing $209.50 $391.88
Number of Outings per Year 22.5 9.27
Total Amount Spent on Outings Annually $4,713.75 $3,632.73
Annual Average Spent on Equipment $113.43 $117.22
Total Annual Spending per Angler $4,827.18 $3,749.95
Percentage of Respondents 39.1% 60.9%
Weighted Average of Trout Angler Spending $4,171.15
Trout Stamp Holders 155,070

Total Annual Direct Spending $646,819,673
* Due to rounding, the sums and products of the numbers shown in these tables may not appear to exactly equal the totals. However, these 

totals are correct and are based upon the calculation of the precise mean spending figures. 

TOTAL ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION: 
$646,819,673 Direct Effect + $464,691,659 Indirect/Induced Effects 

= $1,111,511,332
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Anglers in the Driftless Area spend an impressive 
$647 million each year that goes directly into the 
local economy. However, the total economic 
impact is actually much bigger than that. That 
money produces a “ripple effect” of nearly an 
additional $3,000 per angler. These indirect and 
induced effects represent the money spent by 
Driftless Area anglers continuing to flow through 
the local economy as the benefiting local business 
people turn around and buy additional goods  
and services. The total annual “ripple effect”  
of spending by anglers in the Driftless Area is 
approximately $465 million. Adding the direct 
spending total to the indirect and induced 
spending total reveals that trout anglers produce 
an economic benefit to the Driftless Area in 
excess of $1.1 billion every year.

Many factors have contributed to the creation of 
the Driftless Area as a major destination for trout 
anglers – the natural potential of the streams, 

good land stewardship, public access, as well  
as stream restoration. For every dollar spent  
on stream restoration an additional $24.50  
is returned to the regional economy each year 
thereafter. It is clear that clean water, resilient 
streams, and healthy fish populations help support 
a thriving economy in the Driftless Area.

Return on Investment
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in the Driftless Area by Anglers
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Fishing Habits  
of Driftless Anglers
Some trout stamp holders fish more than 100 times each year, but 
on average make 15 fishing outings each year in the Driftless Area. 
The majority of respondents do most of their trout fishing in the 
Driftless Area. Anglers who reside in the Driftless tend to go fish-
ing more often, about 23 times each year, while those who must 
travel to the Driftless make about 9 fishing trips each year. 

Trout angling tends to be a solitary sport. Approximately one-
quarter of the respondents (23%) fish alone, while a majority 
(59%) fish with small parties of two to three people on a typical 
trip. Anglers have the opportunity to fish year round in the 
Driftless because of different regulations in each state, but most 
fish between March and September, with May and June being the 
most popular time. The vast majority of respondents (90%) fish 
for trout, but at least 15% also reported fishing for smallmouth 
bass. Most anglers fly fish (74%), while nearly one-third (29%) 
use spinning gear. Some anglers do both. Overall, trout anglers 
have a light impact on our natural resources. Many anglers release 
the fish they catch back to the stream and treat the areas they fish 
with respect. 

Eating and Sleeping Habits  
of Driftless Anglers 
The average angler traveling to the Driftless Area from outside 
the region takes fishing trips of extended duration – roughly 12 
days – and spends approximately eight nights in the region. Many 
anglers (39%) stay at campgrounds and eat in picnic areas or 
campsites (25%). More anglers report staying at local hotels, mo-
tels, bed and breakfasts, or rented cabins (46%), while the bal-
ance (15%) stay in their own recreational vehicle or at the home 
of friends or relatives. Most anglers report eating at local cafes, 
taverns, or family restaurants (53%).

demographics of  
driftless Anglers 

Men and women of all ages and  
income levels fish in the Driftless Area, 
according to the survey responses. 
Trout angling in the Driftless is 
dominated, however, by men (93%), 
over 40 (64%), who have a college, 
graduate, or technical school degree 
(69%), and a median annual household 
income of $60,000 to $80,000, much 
higher than the 2006 U.S. median 
household income of $48,201.  
Nearly one-third of the survey 
respondents reported an annual 
household income of $100,000 or 
greater. This is important since any 
activity which draws a substantial 
number of high-income people to 
regularly visit or live in the region has 
the potential to contribute substantially 
to the area economy. Interestingly, 
these older, well-educated, and 
relatively affluent men also happen  
to be married at a higher rate (78%) 
than the national average for men 
30-74 (69%). 

15%

39%

46%

7%

15%

25%

Anglers’ Preferred Lodging for  
Overnight Trips to the Driftless Area

Anglers’ Preferred Dining Options on 
Fishing Trips to the Driftless Area
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155,070 Number of trout stamp holders  
in Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa

7 Number of states represented  
by survey respondents

50 Number of states represented by trout stamp  
holders in Driftless Area states

2.5 Average number of anglers per group

60 Percentage of anglers who live outside  
of the Driftless Area

12 Average number of years fished by anglers

15.7 Average number of years fished by anglers who have 
fished in the Driftless Area for 1 or more years

80 Percentage of anglers who are aware of stream 
restoration efforts in the Driftless Area 

90 Of those, percentage who said that restoration work 
made them more likely to fish in the Driftless Area

11 Percentage of anglers who own recreational real 
estate in the Driftless Area

86 Percentage of recreational property owners who 
said trout angling was a factor in their land purchase

47 Percentage of anglers who do not currently own 
property but have considered purchasing land

Driftless Area Restoration Effort 
The Driftless Area Restoration Effort (DARE) is an endeavor to 
advance restoration and protection of streams and watersheds in 
the unglaciated Driftless Area located in the heart of the Upper 
Mississippi River basin. TU and partner groups, principally the 
state Departments of Natural Resources, USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the  
Driftless Area Initiative, The Nature Conservancy, County con-
servation agencies, and other conservation organizations work 
cooperatively with landowners to implement land conservation 
and stream restoration practices to benefit water quality, fish and 
wildlife, land health, and rural economies. Increased coordina-
tion among numerous agencies and organizations has resulted in 
the ability to leverage significantly more resources for restoration 
and improve the quality of work being done. 

To download a copy of the complete Economic Impact report,  
to learn more about Trout Unlimited and the Driftless Area  
Restoration Effort, or make a donation to the project, please  
visit our website at www.tu.org/driftless. 

Conducting the Study 

Trout Unlimited (TU) contracted with 
NorthStar Economics to conduct a 
study identifying the economic impact 
of angling in the Driftless Area of 
southwest Wisconsin, southeast Min-
nesota, northeast Iowa, and northwest 
Illinois. NorthStar prepared a survey 
document, based in part on a previous 
economic impact study focused on 
the Kickapoo River area of southwest 
Wisconsin conducted by University of 
Wisconsin-Extension and TU. With the 
cooperation of the Iowa, Wisconsin, 
and Minnesota Departments of Natu-
ral Resources, the survey was mailed 
to more than 1,500 trout stamp hold-
ers – roughly 1 for every 100 of the 
155,000 trout stamp holders in these 
states – representing approximately 
1% to 2% of the total trout angling 
population in the multi-state region. 
A formula was devised to ensure a 
representative sampling of anglers. 
The survey was also made available 
on the NorthStar Economics web site. 
NorthStar received more than 300 
mailed and on-line survey responses. 
Survey data were segregated between 
those respondents who live in Drift-
less Area and those who travel to fish 
there since their spending patterns are 
significantly different. The data from 
the two groups were weighted pro-
portionately to determine the overall 
economic impact. 

Driftless Angling Index
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