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Natural Capital:
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Georgia communities have a wealth of natural resources that provide economic and
community development opportunities throughout the state. These include material assets
such as agricultural resources as well as scenic beauty, recreational opportunities, and
other intangible advantages resulting from natural features. Land suited to agricultural
production is one of the most tangible and recognizable resources in many parts of the
state. According to the 2017 Census of Agriculture, Georgia ranked 15th in total market
value of agricultural products sold in the United States. The state ranked first in poultry,
peanut, and pecan production, and it was the third largest producer of peaches in the
nation. In addition, sales of Georgia cotton ranked second among the 17 states where cotton
is produced. Forest resources and related industries such as lumber and paper production
also are a large contributor to Georgia’s economy. The state had over 24 million acres of
forest land in 2018, which supported nearly 150,000 jobs and generated $977 million in
state tax revenue. Because these resources create some level of personal and community

value, they are described as natural capital.

Natural capital also includes benefits associated with natural amenities such as mountains,
beaches, rivers, lakes, and other recreational assets. Not only do these resources represent
intangible quality-of-life benefits to local residents (while also growing communities by
attracting new residents), but also they contribute to state and local economies by drawing

visitors to communities throughout Georgia. According to the Georgia Department of
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Economic Development, the tourism industry in 2018 supported 478,000 jobs and had a
total economic impact of $66.3 billion. In addition, Georgia tourism generated an estimated
$3.4 billion in state and local tax revenues. These figures illustrate why natural resources
that attract visitors are vitally important to local economic and community development in

many parts of Georgia.

Defining Natural Capital

Natural capital refers to a community’s environmental resources, such as air, water, land,
forests, vegetation, minerals, fossil fuels, local animal populations, and all other natural
resources. These resources can be considered capital assets because of the potential goods
and services derived from them, such as food, drinking water, timber, and natural beauty.
Natural capital is also the foundation on which all other capital is based, as it supplies the

basic materials for nurturing life, building infrastructure, and influencing local culture.

Like other forms of capital, natural capital can be considered a part of the overall wealth
of a community due to the material and intangible benefits it provides. The value of these
benefits is often determined by market forces, which establish the price of commodities
and other physical forms of natural capital. The value of other benefits, however, can be
difficult to assess. For example, communities benefit from the recreational opportunities
provided by local assets such as parks, but enjoyment of these resources ultimately

determines their value among the residents who utilize them.
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Using the CD+SI Toolkit™ to Measure Community
Perceptions of Natural Capital

When individuals are provided with an opportunity to share their views on community
resources, they are actively participating in a decision-making process that will shape
community development efforts. As a result, individuals become more engaged with their
communities as they share their impressions of how local resources could benefit all
community members. They also are more likely to support programs and policies related
to their specific observations. This is particularly true for residents hoping to influence
how their communities utilize local natural resources, as these resources often are
closely identified with the communities and residents that depend on them. Community
perceptions of natural capital, especially as they relate to community development, can
indicate local knowledge and appreciation of available natural resources. These perceptions

also reflect residents’ views on how these resources should be used and preserved.
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The Community Diagnostics + Social Impact (CD+SI) Toolkit™ is intended to provide
communities with a quantitative measure of residents’ perceptions of local natural
resources. Specifically, the CD+SI Toolkit™ focuses on perceptions of whether a community
(1) possesses any natural resources, (2) uses their natural resources for community
development and job creation, (3) has amenities such as parks that are open to the public,
and (4) works to preserve their natural resources. By evaluating residents’ perception of
each of these factors, local leaders and other community members may be able to better
assess the level of perceived natural capital in the community. In addition, indiviuals
may be able to better determine if their community is taking advantage of its natural

capital to implement relevant community development and job creation programs based

on the availability of specific resources. Community perceptions of natural capital and
its uses can be used to customize programs so that they reflect local natural resources.
Communities rich in agricultural resources, for example, might adapt jobs programs to
create and attract jobs related to farming and related industries. Those endowed with
scenic beauty or recreational opportunities might implement community development

programs focused on expanding tourism.

As afoundation for other capitals within a community, natural capital is critically important.
Recognizing and looking for opportunities to utilize natural capitals within a community

may provide important insights and areas for additional investigation.
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