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Public Opinion Strategies is pleased to present these key findings from a statistically valid telephone survey of 300 voters throughout Sheridan County on May 25-27, 2010.   The margin of error associated with a sample of this type is + 5.66%.  Interviews were distributed proportionally throughout the county and are demographically representative of voters likely to participate in a November 2010 election.

Overall, the survey found that Sheridan County voters clearly value local government investing in natural lands, parks and trails.  In fact, a proposed measure to continue the excise tax is dramatically strengthened by the inclusion of these elements.  Finally, a solid majority also side with a viewpoint that advocates for some portion of this funding being used for conservation of natural areas over an alternative view that the county should focus on other needs.  

Among the specific key findings of the survey are:

· Sheridan county voters are more likely to support a tax continuation ballot proposal if conservation, parks and trails are included.  In order to assess the impact that the inclusion of conservation, parks and trails would have on voters, we designed the survey so that half of the respondents were read ballot language very similar to that asked in 2006, while the other half were read ballot language that also specifically included conservation, parks and trails funding.  
Half of respondents heard:
Shall the Board of County Commissioners for Sheridan County continue to impose an excise tax of one percent upon retail sales of tangible personal property, admissions and services within the county, for the purposes of general revenue?  

The other half of respondents heard:
Shall the Board of County Commissioners for Sheridan County continue to impose an excise tax of one percent upon retail sales of tangible personal property, admissions and services within the county, for the purposes of general revenue, and for the conservation of lands that preserve water quality and quantity, wildlife habitat, and working ranches, and creating and improving parks and trails in the county?
As the following graph illustrates, both overall support and the intensity of support increase dramatically when the specific conservation components are included on the ballot:   
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Every key voter sub-groups demonstrates higher support for the proposal that specifically includes conservation, parks and trails.  This includes both City of Sheridan voters (65% Yes on the general revenue only ballot; 76% Yes when conservation is included) and those in the remainder of the county (59% Yes and 65%, respectively).   
· Voters who heard the proposal which dedicates some portion of the funding to conservation, parks and trails, specifically point to these types of projects as worthwhile investments.  Respondents were provided with the opportunity to explain why they would support or oppose the proposal.  While opponents generally cited tax concerns whether or not conservation was included, supporters often focused on the conservation uses of the funds as something they particularly value.  For example, some reasons that respondents provided for voting Yes in favor of the proposal which includes conservation are…

“I(m an outdoors man. I fish… Conservation. Preserving the land from development, so it(s not overdeveloped.”  GOP man, 65+

“To keep the parks up and maybe make new ones, and the upkeep of the water ways.” – GOP woman, 45-54

“I(m into ranching and I think that(s very important.  And conservation is also important, and I also use trails on the mountains.” – GOP man, 35-44
“Well, it also takes care of the water and the wildlife. It does a lot of good.” – Democratic man, 65+
“I guess the main reason would be for conservation purposes, like wildlife and natural resources. I mean, I(m that kind of guy who enjoys nature, I think that(s important to the quality of life we enjoy in Sheridan County.” – GOP man, 25-34
“The wildlife. That(s the only reason (I’m voting Yes).” – GOP woman, 65+

· A solid majority of Sheridan County voters agree with a rationale in support of including natural lands, parks and trails for funding from this tax, rather than a rationale opposing its inclusion.  Respondents were provided with two viewpoints about ensuring some portion of the funding would be dedicated to conservation, parks and trails and asked which one comes closer to their views.  A majority of voters reject the idea that there are more important needs for the county that would necessarily postpone funding for conservation.  As one can see below, they think the county should include conservation, parks and trails as a worthwhile and immediate component:

55%
Some people say that if tax is extended it should continue to be used for the purposes of funding improvements in the county as well as ensuring some portion is used to protect our natural areas and water for our children and grandchildren before they are developed and gone forever.
...WHILE...

38%
Other people say that our county has critical needs in the areas of health care, public safety, and transportation. We should deal with these urgent problems first.

Majorities of nearly every key sub-group side with including conservation funding as a priority for the county.  This includes majorities of all partisan groups, all ages, and residents of the City of Sheridan and those in the rest of the county.  It is worth noting that this view is strongly held among parents of children under the age of 18 (62% include conservation, parks and trails; 33% deal with other issues first).  

· When asked to rate a number of different types of conservation efforts, county voters tend to value those that relate to water, wildlife habitat, and maintaining the rural character of the county.    Specifically, survey respondents said the following elements are important to be funded:

Top Conservation Related Funding Projects ranked by % Extremely Important to Include
	Funding Projects
	Extremely Important
	Ext/Very Important

	Protecting and restoring the water quality of rivers, streams and creeks
	18%
	68%

	Protecting natural areas threatened by development 
	15%
	51%

	Protecting land around rivers, streams and lakes
	14%
	54%

	Protecting fish and wildlife habitat
	14%
	51%

	Maintaining the rural character of Sheridan County 
	12%
	43%

	Protecting working ranches
	11%
	45%

	Providing access for additional hunting and fishing opportunities
	11%
	43%

	Protecting natural areas
	10%
	48%

	Protecting open space
	10%
	46%

	Protecting land for outdoor recreation
	9%
	54%

	Protecting scenic views and mountain vistas
	9%
	44%

	Creating and improving parks, pathways and trails
	5%
	36%

	Creating and improving neighborhood parks
	4%
	44%


In Conclusion

Sheridan county voters clearly perceive a value in conserving natural areas, water, fish and wildlife habitat, and improving trails and parks in the county.  Voters are more inclined to support the tax continuation proposal if conservation, parks and trails are included.  Even when voters hear rationales on both sides of whether or not to include these purposes for funding, voters squarely side with the idea that it is important to protect these areas and do not view them as something that can be postponed.  
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