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Introduction

Idaho is known as the Whitewater State. It includes thousands of miles of navigable whitewater, ranging from steep creeks to big rivers with huge rapids. Some of the big rivers have become especiallywell-known and rafting on four of the most popular stretches of these rivers is regulated during peak season by the U.S. Forest Service via the Four Rivers Lottery. To raft these river sections during the peak season, rafters must submit an application for a permit, and the permits are then allocated by computer lottery for the upcoming rafting season. There are at least 12 stretches of rivers in the west, for which rafting permits are distributed in this way, and most western states hold lotteries to allocate permits for hunting one or more big game species (Buschena, Anderson, and Leonard, Loomis 1982, Nickerson). Lotteries come in many forms, but they are not the only way of allocating rights for natural resource use. Noncommercial permits to raft the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River are allocated by a waiting list, although as of December 2003 the National Park Service placed a hold on adding names to the 8,000+ waiting list, and are considering alternative allocation schemes (Grand Canyon National Park).2 Rationing permits strictly by price is an alternative that tends to be good at getting permits to the right people, but it is rarely used as the primary distribution mechanism for these types of resources, often because of protest about the inequity associated with a pricing system (Sandrey, Buccola, and Brown, Loomis 1980). Those with higher incomes are more likely to obtain the permits, and this is in conflict with the idea that everyone should have equal access to natural resources. As is usually the case with lotteries for the use of natural resources, once the permits are allocated by the Four Rivers Lottery they are not transferable; the permit holder must be on the raft trip for the permit to be valid. This restriction is enforced, too; a Forest Service official verifies the permit holder’s identity at the river put-in site, and Forest Service officials may review permits at any point along the river. Financial penalties are issued for rafters without a valid permit.3 Standard economic logic suggests that allowing permit trading, even after the permits have been allocated by lottery, would increase welfare among rafters by allowing those who value rafting trips most highly to buy a permit from lottery winners who care less about rafting. In this article, we examine why this market restriction might have been imposed, and whether it should be. 

Table 1. Numbers of applications submitted and permits allocated

for the Four Rivers Lottery, average for 2000-2002.

Submitted 
Allotted
 %

Main Salmon

 2,646 

285 

10.8

Middle Fork Salmon
 9,508 

351 

  3.7

Hell's Canyon, Snake 
    807 

327 

40.5

Selway 

1,755 

  62 

  3.5

Total 

14,715 
1,025 

  7.0

Source: http://www.fs.fed.us/r4/sc/recreation/4rivers/stats.htm
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