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Executive Summary 

Executive Summary 
 

In describing the Niobrara County Socio-Economic position, this report takes a particular focus 

on the natural resource industries of Niobrara County (County), while also including 

information from other relevant sectors. The document reports on three major socio-economic 

attributes of the County. First, this document describes demographic data related to the 

County. The demographic data will aim to describe the general demographics, income, and 

economic composition of the County. Next, this document explores the industries of the County 

in detail to understand their production history and discuss the outside economic influences on 

the main industries of Niobrara County. Finally, this document articulates the flow of economic 

capital that originates from the natural resources within the County to other sectors within the 

County and to stakeholders in other parts of the country.  

 

Overall, findings from this report indicate that Niobrara County’s economic activity is primarily 

driven by the agricultural sector, with additional stimulus coming from oil/gas production, 

government employment, and travel/tourism. As the County moves into the future, specific 

attention should be given to the flow of capital from natural resources into financial capital. If 

this financial gain is made to residents and businesses within the County, the tax benefit, and 

socio-economic benefits remain in the County. If most of the wealth accumulated from natural 

resource management and/or extraction in the County is leaving the County, this benefit is 

diminished greatly. 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview  
This section serves to provide some general trends and summary statistics of the major 

industries and the value of those industries across time in Niobrara County. Overall, we see that 

Niobrara County’s population has been stable at around 2,500 people, with around 1,800 jobs, 

for the past decade. Economic activity in Niobrara County is stimulated from three main 

industries: agriculture, government employment, and retail trade (primarily from gas and 

grocery). 

 

Given the nature of the County’s natural resources, sparce population, and vast rangelands, the 

natural resource industry is the primary driver of non-government economic activity and tax 

revenue generating activities. The retail service industries and the limited tourism industry in 

the area serve as important sectors in the County but exist primarily to support workers in the 

agricultural and/or mineral extraction industries. It is therefore incredibly important for these 

resource-based industries to remain economically viable for their operators to maintain the 

economic customs and culture of the County. 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

1.1 Demographics 
Shown below are a series of charts (Figure 1 – 4) and a table (Table 1) representing some of the 

most recent demographic information available for Niobrara County. This information comes 

from Headwaters Economics, which gathers data from a variety of public data sources. True 

values may vary from these estimates, but these data are useful to understand the basic social 

and economic composition of the County.  

 
Table 1- Summary statistics from the most recent demographic information of Niobrara County. Data 

come from Headwaters Economics (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

Population Growth (% change, 2010*-2019*) -0.3% 

Median Age (2019*) 45.5 

Percent Population White Alone (2019*) 94.0% 

Percent Population Hispanic or Latino (2019*) 3.9% 

Percent Population American Indian or Alaska Native 

(2019*) 
3.7% 

Percent of Population 'Baby 

Boomers' (2019*) 
  29.4% 

Median Household Income (2019*) $39,150 

Per Capita Income (2019*) $22,958 

Percent Individuals Below Poverty (2019*) 20.1% 

Percent Families Below Poverty (2019*) 19.3% 

Percent of Households with Retirement and Social Security 

Income (2019*) 
67.7% 

Percent of Households with Public Assistance Income 

(2019*) 
13.1% 

Percent Population 25 Years or Older without High School 

Degree (2019*) 
12.9% 

Percent Population 25 Years or Older with Bachelor's Degree 

or Higher (2019*) 
18.0% 

Percent Population That Speak English Less Than 'Very Well' 

(2019*) 
2.5% 

Percent of Houses that are Seasonal Homes (2019*) 2.9% 

Owner-Occupied Homes where > 30% of Household Income 

Spent on Mortgage (2019*) 
32.0% 

Renter-Occupied Homes where > 30% of Household Income 

Spent on Rent (2019*) 
31.3% 

* ACS 5-year estimates used. 2019 represents average characteristics from 2015-2019; 2010 represents 2006-2010. 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 1- Estimates of the average age and gender distribution of the county from 2015-2019 

(Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

Figure 2 - Income distribution in Niobrara County from 2015-2019 (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 3 - Individuals & Families Below Poverty in 2015-2019 (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

 
Figure 4 - Percent of Households Receiving Earnings by Source in 2015-2019 (Headwaters Economics, 

2021). 

1.2 Summary of Employment  
The employment situation in Niobrara County is demonstrated by the below figures (Figure 5-

9), which show time trend changes in the county with respect to employment. Data used to 

create these charts come from public sources such as the Bureau of Economic Analysis, the 

Bureau of Labor, and the Census Bureau.  

 

From 1970 to 2018, the population in Niobrara County decreased from 2,920 to 2,388 people, a 

18% decrease. In this same time period, employment grew from 1,573 to 1,829, a 16% increase 

and personal income (the sum of total taxable income of all individuals in the County) grew 

from $77.3 million to $124.8 million, a 62% increase. (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 5 - Population trends in Niobrara County. (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

 
Figure 6 - Employment trends in Niobrara County. (Headwaters Economics, 2021) 

 

 
Figure 7 - Personal income trends in Niobrara County. (Headwaters Economics, 2021) 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 8 - Average Annual Unemployment Rate, Niobrara County, WY (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

 
Figure 9 - Average Earnings per Job & Per Capita Income, Niobrara County, WY (Headwaters Economics 

2021). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

full composition of the employment in 2019 can be found in Figure 10. (Headwaters Economics, 

2021) 

 

 

Figure 10 - Employment Composition of Niobrara County, WY in 2019.  
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 11-  Employment by Industry in Niobrara County from 2001-2019. (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

 
Figure 12 – Earnings by Industry in Niobrara County from 2001-2019. (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

1.5 Employment and Wages by Industry  
In 2019, 864 jobs had an average wage of $37,632. Non-services related jobs paid the highest 
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largest number of people (133), and the federal government employed the smallest (10 jobs). 

Of the total jobs for Niobrara County in 2019, approximately 58% were Wage and Salary Jobs. 

From 2000 to 2019, the average number of employees to proprietors was 1.47.  

 

 

 
Figure 13 - Components of Employment, Niobrara County, WY (Headwaters Economics, 2020). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

1.6 Unemployment 
Since 1990, the annual unemployment rate ranged from a low of 2% in 1997 to a high of 9.3% 

in 1985. (Headwaters Economics, 2021) 

 

 
Figure 14 - Average annual unemployment for Niobrara County. (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 
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Section 1: General Socio-Economic Overview 

compared to other counties in the state, is the agricultural land in Niobrara County. This 

contributes 34% of the total value to Niobrara’s assessed value, but also ranks higher than all 

other industries in the county when compared to the state at large.  

 

 
 

Commercial $3,989,488.00 

Residential $13,338,490.00 

Agricultural $12,064,300.00 

Other 

manufacturing  $241,077.00 

Oil/Gas/Coal 

Extraction  $2,884,757.00 

Industrial $3,172,829.00 

Total value  $35,690,941.00 
Figure 15 - Local assessment of Niobrara County from the 2020 Wyoming Department of Revenue Annual 

Report. 
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Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile  
 

2.1 Oil/Gas 
The combined oil and gas sector in Niobrara County is responsible for ~$2.1 billion (in 2020 

dollars) of revenue from oil and gas extraction within the county since the year 2000. This is 

demonstrated in the below figures that track the price of both natural gas and oil across time 

alongside Niobrara County production. According to the Wyoming Department of Revenue 

assessment of Niobrara County, mineral assets in the county are worth ~$45 million dollars in 

2020, ranking 16th out of the 23 Wyoming counties in the value of minerals.  

 

In 2018, the oil and gas sectors were reported to contribute 8.3% of total jobs in the county, 

though the wages of the non-support mining jobs were reported to be 218% higher than the 

average county wage (Headwaters Economics, 2021). 

 

 
Figure 16 - Oil Production and Price Across Time for Niobrara County, WY. 

 



18 | P a g e  

 
Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

 
Figure 17 - Natural Gas Production and Price Across Time for Niobrara County, WY. 

 

2.2 Mining  
Mining represents a very small proportion of economic activity in Niobrara County and is 

therefore not explored in detail in this report.  

 

2.3 Agriculture  
The agricultural sector in Niobrara County from 2000 to 2019 produced ~$970 million in 

revenue (in 2020 dollars). Of this revenue, the majority is primarily associated to livestock 

business (~89% in 2019). This is due to the limited nature of water and soil that would lend 

itself to farming activities. Estimated county level net incomes for farming operations are 

reported as positive (i.e., profitable) in 80% of the years from 1970 to 2019.  

 

In addition to being a stable economic driver for the county, agriculture is an important aspect 

of the custom and culture of the county, as identified in the 2021 Natural Resource 

Management Plan. 
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Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

 

 
Figure 18- Cash Receipts from Agricultural Sector for Niobrara County, WY (Headwaters Economics, 

2021). 

 

 
Figure 19 - Total Net Income Including Corporate Farms, Niobrara County, WY (Headwaters Economics, 

2021). 

Any agricultural business is based on the use of or extraction of natural resources. Be it 

livestock ranching or farming, the ability to produce agricultural products is a function of water 

availability (either through direct precipitation or storage and irrigation), soil capacity, and 

climate. Figure 20 demonstrates the drought cycle and severity of Niobrara County according to 

the Palmer Drought Severity Index for the past 40 years. The drought cycle, similar to the 

commodity prices for oil/gas or cattle, is likely to affect the economic wellbeing of the county, 

given the dependence of the region on rangeland-based agricultural production.   
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Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

For Niobrara County, we see that there is potential for significant drought, such as the one from 

2012, that can significantly impact the local economy, given the importance of rangeland 

production to economic activity in the area.  

 

 

 
Figure 20 - Drought History of Niobrara County, WY. 

 

Niobrara County’s agricultural production is predominantly based on rangeland forage 

extraction through livestock. Farming activities that take place predominantly serve to provide 

winter forage for livestock. Ranching is a definitive part of the custom and culture of Niobrara 

County and is an important part of the economy. The following describes the production history 

economic standing of cattle, sheep, and farming production in Niobrara County.  

 

  



21 | P a g e  

 
Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

2.3.1 Cattle  

Cattle are the most important agricultural commodity in Niobrara County, both economically 

and socially. There are approximately 60,000 cows in the Niobrara County cow herd, though 

this fluctuates with drought and cattle market cycle.  

 

 
Figure 21 - Cattle Production and Prices for Niobrara County, WY. 
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Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

2.3.2 Sheep 

Sheep served an important function to the history of Niobrara County agricultural sector, but 

today comprise a very small portion of the livestock that are grown within the county. Prices of 

lambs continue to rise as the number of sheep grown domestically shrinks. In large part, this 

decrease in production is due to increases in production costs (labor, fence, etc.) in the 

production of sheep and the difficulties associated to marketing in the Intermountain West.   

 

 
Figure 22 - Sheep Production and Prices for Niobrara County, WY. 
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Section 2: Natural Resource Industry Profile 

2.3.3 Crop Production 

Crop production in Niobrara County is limited and is primarily focused on growing feed for 

livestock locally, with very minimal cash crop export. Figure 22 describes the acres of the major 

crops in the county grown through the past 10 years. Alfalfa and hay are by far the top crops 

grown in the county.  

 
 
Figure 23 - Crop Production in Niobrara County, WY.
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Section 3: Other Economic Sectors 

Section 3: Other Economic Sectors  
 

3.1 Government 
Federal, State, County, and Municipal governments all provision and manage resources in 

Niobrara County. Additionally, these government entities manage regulations and rules that 

dictate the economic system for the county. Niobrara County has approximately 460 

government jobs that produce approximately $37 million in annual income to the county. This 

is an important source of economic stimulus for the county, particularly because Federal and 

State level jobs are often not paid for with taxes generated within the county.  

 

Importantly, while government jobs provide resources and economic activity to the county, 

similar to the service economy, the number and salaries of the positions only grow if primary 

production industries grow, such as agriculture, manufacturing, and mineral extraction. 

 

3.2 Manufacturing  
Niobrara County does not boast a large manufacturing sector, with only approximately 36 jobs 

in 2019. While this industry is small, is does prove as a viable sector to grow in the coming 

years. Niobrara county has the power infrastructure and space available for manufacturing. 

While Niobrara County is not near any major metropolitan area, through local incentives for 

companies and because of the availability of land and power resources needed for 

manufacturing, this could be an area of growth for the county.  

 

3.3 Services/Tourism 
According to the 2020 Wyoming Dean Runyan Associates publication, Niobrara County boasts 

around $8-12 million a year in tourism spending, with earnings ranging from $3-4 million 

annually. This supports approximately 100-150 jobs and leads to approximately $400,000-

$600,00 in annual tax revenue. These numbers, of course, change from year to year and are 

affected by public health, weather, and trends in tourism.  
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Section 3: Other Economic Sectors 

 
Figure 24 - Total Tourism Spending by Category across Time in Niobrara County. 

 

 

 

We see from the above chart that 2020 showed a dip in tourism, as would be expected due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, but that share of spending by category is relatively stable across time. 

Tourism in Niobrara County, as shown above, is a relatively low volatility industry with an 

average 11.2% variation in total spending over this time period (for comparison, livestock 

revenues in the county in the period from 2010-2019 had an average 12.2% variation).  

 

The main sources of tourism in Niobrara County are pass through tourism and recreation 

(primarily hunting). Mule deer, pronghorn, elk, and some bird/small game hunting all 

contribute to tourism revenue streams. Southwick Associates estimates that the average cost of 

a hunting trip was $184/person. Using this cost estimate and the 2020 Wyoming Game and Fish 

Reports for the hunting regions in Niobrara County, we created Figure 25 to estimate revenues 

by big game animal class.  
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Section 3: Other Economic Sectors 

 
Figure 25 - Niobrara County Spending by Animal on Hunting in 2020. 

 

The above chart demonstrates that mule deer populations boast the largest economic 

contribution in terms of hunting revenue and should therefore continue to be a priority in 

natural resource management.  

 

While tourism is not the largest source of economic activity in the county, the custom and 

culture around hunting, as well as the contribution of tax revenue and local jobs makes it an 

important sector in the County. Open space and wildlife are valuable natural resources that 

people are willing to pay for and offer continuous income without permanent resource 

extraction (such as the case with oil/gas).  
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Section 4: Economic Flow of Capital 

Section 4: Economic Flow of Capital 
As we have discovered, Niobrara County is a resource-based county, with the primary driver of 

economic activity coming from the agricultural and mineral extraction sectors. This industry 

takes natural capital that is stored in the form of grass, soil, oil, and gas, and converts the 

resource to financial capital that is then moved around the County, and the greater economy.  

 

An important analysis to provide the county, is to demonstrate how the natural capital that 

Niobrara County possessed in the form of its natural resources, is being extracted, capitalized 

into financial assets, and moved out of the county. The more of the financial gains made by 

natural resource extraction that the county can keep in the county, the greater the economic 

benefits to the county are from these natural resource industries.  

 

The below two maps represent the two main resource industries in Niobrara: agriculture and 

oil/gas. Figure 26 represents the tax address locations of the top companies that manage oil 

and gas extraction in Niobrara County and the level of production in BOE (barrels of oil 

equivalent) of their oil and gas wells since 1980. This map is provided to demonstrate the 

location of companies that are both invested in Niobrara County, as well as to demonstrate the 

location of the ownership of the oil/gas asset in the county. Over the past 40 years, only 

approximately 5% of production has been owned by companies located in Niobrara County. 

 

Figure 27 serves a similar function, but with agricultural landowners. This map represents the 

mailing addresses of agricultural landowners in Niobrara County as of 2020. This map 

demonstrates that while many of the large agricultural landowners in the County reside in the 

County, there is a large amount of absentee ownership. This is important because as 

aforementioned, agricultural land is one of the main assets in Niobrara County. The more of 

that land that is owned by county residents, the more likely it is that the rents (or returns) on 

that land will stimulate local economic activity, rather than be exported to other locations. In 

2020, approximately 61% of agricultural land in Niobrara County was owned by individuals with 

tax mailing addresses within the County.  
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Section 4: Economic Flow of Capital 

 
Figure 26 - Niobrara County Oil and Gas Permit Holder Ownership Location and BOE extracted from 1980-2020. 
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Section 4: Economic Flow of Capital 

Figure 27 – Location of residence and Acres Owned for Niobrara County Agricultural Landowners. 
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Section 5: Economic Positioning Exercises 

Section 5: Economic Positioning Exercises  
In order to glean more insight for the County’s economic goals, the Y2 team and the Niobrara 

County Commissioners (Commissioners) met to discuss economic objectives that the 

Commissioners hold for the community. The following articulates the current economic 

position of the County from a qualitative perspective, which is an important complement to the 

above quantitative analysis.   

 

The Commissioners hold that it is not the role of the local government to interfere with 

economic activity. Nevertheless, the Commissioners provided important context for the County 

in terms of economic goals and barriers to growth. We also worked through a SWOT analysis to 

give us a picture of the County’s economic strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 

(SWOT) (Table 2). 

 

5.1 Growth Sectors 

• The Commissioners provided three industry sectors where they would like to see 

growth: restaurants/food service, mechanic businesses, and agricultural businesses. 

• They also emphasize that a senior living center is something they would like to have in 

the community as it would allow many of the aging population to stay in the community 

as well as provide jobs. 

• Another relevant employer to maintain and support is the Wyoming Women’s Center. 

• The sustainability efforts that have been made to preserve the County’s natural 

resources are important to the long-term success of the bedrock industries of the 

community.  

 

5.2 Challenges to Growth 

• As is facing communities across the country, Niobrara County is struggling with housing 

supply issues and rising housing costs. These costs are rising at a rate that out-paces 

wage growth, making it difficult for anyone to hire individuals who would move into the 

County for a position or for renters facing increased costs of living.  

• The Commissioners discussed the need for businesses in the County to rely on business 

activity that comes from outside the county, such as online shopping and shipping or 

commodity export.  

• Securing stable broadband internet is an important next step for ensuring business 

success into the future 

 

 

 

 
 



31 | P a g e  

Section 5: Economic Positioning Exercises 

Table 2: Findings from a SWOT Analysis done with Niobrara County Commissioners on 10/18/21. 

 

5.2.1 Strengths  

• Large land base  

• Small and tight knit community  

• Stable population  

• Stable land ownership  

5.2.2 Weaknesses  

• Limited economic growth 

opportunities as of now given human 

and financial capital available  

• Regulatory threats from federal 

and/or state policy  

• Lack of good broadband internet 

• Lack the ability to refine agricultural 

products (i.e., processors)  

5.2.3 Opportunities 

• Policy to continue to promote local 

land ownership  

• Develop as a tourist destination, 

particularly for RVs and people 

passing through from the Black Hills 

to Colorado 

• Add additional places to eat in Lusk 

• Apply for grants to get better 

broadband in the area  

 

5.2.4 Threats 

• Outside ownership of natural capital  

• Closing of any business has a negative 

ripple effect as it drives more traffic to 

shop in other destinations  

• Online shopping hurts local businesses 

• Government regulations that hinder 

the ability of the communities’ 

bedrock industries to thrive 
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