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INTRODUCTION 
Throughout the history of the National Park Service (NPS), there 
have been differences of opinion as to how the national park 
system should be financed. These differences continue to 
influence the scope and success of revenue initiatives, 
particularly fee collection. The differences basically lie 
between those who feel that park experiences should be available 
to everyone free of charge and those who believe that some por­
tion of the costs of providing services should be borne by users. 

In more recent years, fewer contend that all services and 
facilities should be free. The concern has narrowed to what 
types of services and facilities should fees be levied for and 
how much can be fairly charged. The guiding philosophy emerging 
in the arena of public services is that users should pay more 
than nonusers for the services or facilities they enjoy. 

Tradition and emotion have had as much or more influence as 
economics in deciding how park and recreation services are to be 
financed. Park managers have also had limited information on how 
to: (1) decide the services for which fees should be charged; (2) 
define and apply the six criteria set by Congress in 1965 for 
setting fees; and (3) determine acceptable methods of collection. 

Chapter Profiles 
This handbook provides information on why and when user fees and 
other revenues are appropriate for most national park units, 
defines the factors on which equitable fees should be based, and 
presents strategies to optimize net revenue and minimize adverse 
impacts. 

For the National Park Service, revenue management is one of our 
continuing responsibilities as managers. As such, we must bring 
the same measure of professionalism to enhancing revenue that we 
bring to other basic functions such as resource protection, 
interpretation, and law enforcement. Examining how and when 
revenues can be generated and making sure that each strategy 
works for the park as well as the people served is what revenue 
management is all about. Chapter 1 looks at the progress of 
revenue management in NPS today. 

Chapter 2 outlines the benefits of revenue management. Also 
covered, are some of the philosophical and practical concerns 
which usually surface in any discussion of revenue management. 
For many of these concerns, there are no easy answers. However, 
there is a growing body of evidence that shows many demographic 
groups nationwide have accepted user fees as a reasonable and 
fair method of helping to pay for park and recreation 
opportunities. 
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Chapters 3f 4, and 5 explore the variety of revenue strategies 
available and provide the process of approval once strategies are 
selected by park managers. Both recreation and non-recreation 
fee opportunities are covered. All fee revenues are paid either 
into special Treasury accounts from which the NPS receives direct 
allocations such as the Land and Water Conservation Fund (L&WCF) 
or into the General Treasury from which the NPS operating budget 
is appropriated. In addition, several forms of revenue which may 
be retained by NPS or credited to its appropriation are 
presented. 

Fees are one of the most politically sensitive and technically 
difficult areas in which Park Service managers must make fair and 
objective decisions. Chapter 6 examines the six legislative 
criteria that can help determine if recreation fees are 
appropriate and how much to charge. 

In 1983, NPS moved to strengthen its revenue management efforts. 
Managers were asked to review a wide range of services that might 
qualify for user fees and to consider any changes to existing fee 
schedules. Strategies for reducing the cost of collection were 
to be considered as well. Chapter 7 profiles many of these 
individual revenue strategies. 

Finally, Chapter 8 outlines why good public relations is 
essential to any revenue program. By carefully explaining the 
need for fees, staff can nurture a level of understanding and 
public acceptance so crucial to a program's success. 
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Revenue management in the national park system is not new. Fee 
collection actually predates the 1916 establishment of the 
National Park Service. Mount Rainier, the first park at which 
the government levied visitor fees (for auto permits), was 
collecting as early as 1908. By 1915, General Grant, Sequoia, 
Crater Lake, Glacier, Yosemite, Mesa Verde, and Yellowstone parks 
had followed suit. In 1916, seasonal auto permits ranged from $2 
at Glacier to $10 at Yellowstone, with lower rates for single 
trips. As a result, fee revenues in 1916 exceeded operation and 
maintenance costs at 5 of the 16 newly established national 
parks. 

When the Park Service was established, Director Stephen Mather 
testified before Congress that park entrance fees and other 
revenues would eventually be sufficient to cover all National 
Park Service operation and maintenance costs. He envisioned 
Congress would only have to appropriate funds for new land 
purchases and development projects. 

At that time, the Park Service was highly motivated to collect 
auto fees because the receipts were deposited in a special 
account and could be spent for park purposes without 
Congressional appropriation. But Congress viewed this arrange­
ment as circumventing its prerogatives and beginning in 1918 
required that fee receipts go to the General Treasury. Lost was 
a strong incentive to collect fees. 

During Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration, fee collection 
became general executive policy. From 1939 to 1942, the Service 
designated 40 parks where fees could be collected. In his 1939 
announcement of new fees for more parks and services, Secretary 
Ickes stated that "those who actually visit the national parks 
and monuments should make small contributions to their upkeep for 
the services those visitors receive which are not received by 
other citizens who do not visit the parks that are available to 
them, but who contribute to the support of these parks." 

Legislative support came with Title V of the Independent Offices 
Appropriations Act of 1952 which authorized that any federal 
service, benefit, or privilege rendered to special beneficiaries 
be "self-sustaining to the full extent possible." 

Chart 1 summarizes the more recent events, primarily legislative 
actions, affecting the Service's recreation fee program. 
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Chart 1 
RECREATION FEE PROGRAM 

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY 

1962 THE OUTDOOR RECREATION RESOURCES REVIEW COMMISSION (ORRRC) 
PROVIDES THE PRESIDENT AND CONGRESS WITH THE FOLLOWING 
RECOMMENDATION: 

'Public agencies should adopt a system of user fees designed to 
recapture at least a significant portion of the operation and 
maintenance costs of providing outdoor recreation activities that 
involve the exclusive use of a facility, or require special facilities.' 

1965 THE ORRRC REPORT LEADS TO PASSAGE OF THE LAND AND WATER 
CONSERVATION FUND ACT OF 1965. 

The Secretary of the Interior is given the legislative authority 
to designate outdoor recreation areas at which entrance and 
user fees could be charged. The act authorized a S7 annual 
permit, the Golden Eagle Passport, good for all areas with 
entrance fees, lesser charges for visits to single areas, and a 
variety of user fees for developed facilities such as camp­
grounds. All proceeds from visitor fees collected by the 
bureaus would go into the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund account for recreational land acquisition. 

1972 ONE OF SEVERAL AMENDMENTS TO THE LAND AND WATER CONSERVA­
TION FUND ACT IS ENACTED. 

Recreation fee revenues no longer went to the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund but to a special Treasury account 'for 
appropriation, without prejudice to appropriations from other 
sources for the same purposes, for any authorized outdoor 
recreation function of the agency by which the fees were coll­
ected.' The price of the Golden Eagle Passport was also raised 
to $10. 

In practice. Congress could not easily ignore the existence of 
fee receipts in making appropriations. Rather than treating the 
fee income as a bonus, it was viewed as a way to offset NPS 
budget requests. For this reason, the Office of Management 
and Budget urged even higher fees. 

1979 CONGRESS PLACES MORATORIUM ON PARK ENTRANCE FEES. 

In early 1979, the Service proposed increases in entrance fees, 
averaging 74 percent over 1978 levels, to offset cuts of $12 
million in its operating budget. In October 1979, Congress, 
concerned about the basis for the proposed increases, froze 
existing entrance fees at their January 1, 1979 levels and 
prohibited the Service from initiating any new entrance fees 
at other units. The freeze was to be a temporary measure 
to ensure that Congress' concerns were properly addressed. 
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Chart 1 
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1980 CONGRESS ONCE AGAIN DESIGNATES T H A T FEDERAL RECREATION FEES 
BE PAID INTO THE LAND AND WATER CONSERVATION FUND. 

This action abolished the special Treasury account estab­
lished in 1972 and virtually eliminated whatever financial 
incentive provided park managers. 

1982 TO REPEAL THE CONGRESSIONAL MORATORIUM, NPS SENDS'THE REC­
REATION FEES A N D IMPROVEMENTS ACT OF 1982' TO CONGRESS. 

This draft bil l would have authorized all federal recreation 
providers to collect entrance fees, repeal most legal restrict­
ion on collection, eliminate the $10 ceiling on the Golden 
Eagle Passport, and enable each agency's revenues to be 
returned to a special account for its use. 

This bill was quickly withdrawn after i t was interpreted to 
involve federal hunting and fishing license fees. 

'THE N A T I O N A L PARK SYSTEM FEE DEDICATION AND PARK IMPROVE­
MENT ACT OF 1982' IS SUBMITTED TO CONGRESS. 

This bi l l , a more modest fee legislative proposal, affecting 
only NPS, proposed that the Service's fee receipts would 
be placed in a special appropriations account for 'the 
repair, maintenance, and improvement of facilities, the 
provision of safety and services, and the restoration, 
protection, and preservation of natural and cultural 
resources, for the benefit and enjoyment of visitors to 
the National Park System.' It would also l i f t the freeze 
on entrance fees. 

Congress did not act on the bil l before adjournment. 
A similar bill was transmitted to the next Congress in 
March 1983 but it, too, was not acted upon. 

1984/85THE SECRETARY REAFFIRMS THE DEPARTMENT'S COMMITMENT TO 
PURSUE LEGISLATION PROVIDING INCENTIVES FOR FEE COLLECTION. 
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Where NPS Stands Today 
Mather's vision of a self-supporting park system was eclipsed, in 
part, because of the rapid and costly expansion of the system. 
By fiscal year 1984, the cost of operating and maintaining the 
national park system totaled $594.4 million. Recreation fees 
collected in 1984 (approximately $21.1 million) represented only 
3.5 percent of the operating budget. Use of recreation areas and 
facilities and the costs of providing them have grown at a far 
greater rate than the funding available for maintaining, 
refurbishing, and improving those areas and facilities. 

A close look at visitor fee receipts in relation to tax 
appropriations shows that the taxpayer-at-large has had to pay an 
increasingly greater share, while the park visitor has paid an 
increasingly smaller share of park visitor costs. Between 1971 
and 1981, operation and maintenance costs rose 149 percent from 
$0.61 to $1.52 per visitor, while entrance fee receipts per 
visitor declined 30 percent. 

Revenue Management Planning Begins 
To adjust for some of these inequities and to let fees rise to a 
fair level, the National Park Service, in 1983, initiated a 
revenue management planning program. The goal of revenue 
management planning is to optimize the income from users and 
donors, consistent with the recreational resource protection 
mission of individual NPS units. Each park unit was asked to 
thoroughly assess and upgrade its revenue programs. The intent 
was to explore the range of services that might qualify for user 
fees, and to consider any changes in fees for existing services 
and any options for private sector support. 

Many parks submitted revenue management plans containing proposed 
strategies. Some of the revenue enhancement strategies preferred 
by Park Service managers included: 

collect fees for secondary, more specialized, and costly 
interpretive programs such as special guided tours 

increase the cost effectiveness of fee collection by 
using an honor system, particularly for campsites 

increase commercial use license fees to reflect the costs 
to administer and monitor the commercial activity 

increase entrance and camping fee revenue by extending 
collection hours, collecting during the off-season, etc. 

centralize fee collection, for example, collect 
camping fees at the entrance station or collect entrance 
fees at the visitor center during the off-season 
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Use of recreation areas and facilities and the costs of providing them have grown 
much faster than the funding available to support them. 

• identify new areas for appropriate user fees (e.g., 
parking fees at special events, reservation fees for 
backcountry permits, charges for sanitary disposal, pet 
impoundment fees, etc.) 

• keep camping fees comparable to prices charged at nearby 
private campgrounds 

• extend campground stay limits when desirable 

• price individual campsites to reflect their true value 
(i.e., it would cost more for an attractive river front 
site than a hillside location) 

• sell park brochures 

• increase park entrance fees, and the price of the Golden 
Eagle Passport, through Congressional legislation 

• bill for medical evacuations 

• initiate special use fees for various facility uses such 
as weddings held on-site or organized events such as 
festivals, charity runs, etc. 
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In some cases, park managers proposed strategies such as raising 
entrance fees or charging for backcountry use/camping, which 
would require new legislation to remove existing restrictions. 

In addition to fee activities, the park revenue management plans 
also considered private sector contributions (e.g., donation 
boxes in the parks, gifts catalogs, or fundraising campaigns) as 
well as options for shifting costs from the federal government to 
user groups, nonprofit organizations, or concessioners/permittees 
through cooperative agreements (see Chapter 5). 

Soine Immediate Results 
The plans submitted in 1983 reveal there are a number of revenue 
opportunities as well as cost effective ways to collect revenues 
that can be readily implemented by park units (see Chapter 7). A 
comparison of FY 1982 and FY 1983 recreation fees indicates 
a 19 percent increase in fee revenue. Much of this was 
attributed to the newly established fees, fees raised to levels 
comparable to other service providers, and cost effective 
collection methods. 

Chapter 7 also contains basic tips on developing effective 
revenue management plans. 
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Charging fees is not a means to total self-sufficiency. Nor is 
the goal to recover all the costs associated with special 
activities, programs, or services at each and every park. The 
compelling reason for more entrance and user fees is equity, to 
shift some of the burden of financing park benefits from the 
general taxpayers to park users. 

Today, public park and recreation agencies and the people they 
serve increasingly favor entrance and user fees as a fair means 
to help pay at least a portion of these expenses. Users and 
taxpayers alike agree that people fortunate enough to use the 
parks ought to be willing, to some reasonable degree, to pay a 
larger share of the cost of providing these recreation 
opportunities. 

Public vs. User Benefits 
The issue of "equity," that is users paying a larger share of 
related costs, can perhaps be better understood with an 
explanation of public versus user benefits. 

Parks as "public goods" are appropriately supported by tax 
revenues. Public goods are those materials or services that 
benefit all citizens whether all the citizens use the public 
goods or not. Public tax support of parks guarantees the 
acquisition and preservation of natural, cultural, and 
recreational areas from which all Americans benefit indirectly. 
In the case of the national park system, these public benefits 
include: 

• preservation of natural areas and wildlife; cultural 
properties; unique recreation areas and opportunities 

• resource protection and its benefits, including oxygen 
generation, watershed management, habitat preservation, 
maintenance of plant and animal species diversity, and 
an uncompromised national heritage 

• educational and research opportunities for present and 
future Americans 

• scientific advances based on research conducted in the 
national park system 

On the other hand, "user benefits," as distinguished from public 
benefits, are enjoyed only by those who visit the parks. 
Therefore, it seems appropriate for park users, rather than the 
taxpayer-at-large, to pay a proportionately greater share of 
operation and maintenance costs for special user benefits, such as 
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overnight accommodations or recreational activities and 
facilities, so long as they are reasonable. 

User Acceptance 
According to a nationwide study of 800 households, Evaluation 
of Public Willingness to Pay User Charges, conducted by Economics 
Research Associates (ERA), respondents felt that an equitable fee 
system more justly places the burden of payment on the user while 
offering all citizens the opportunity to choose, through payment 
of a fee, those services they wish to use. 

Equity concerns, such as making recreation available to low 
income users, are often cited as justification for free public 
facilities. But this fear ignores the fact that the costs of 
traveling to many of the national park units usually are much 
greater than the entrance or user fees at the park. In fact, the 
ERA study showed that there was support from disadvantaged groups 
for more user pricing: 

The greatest support for user fees came from 
the elderly, the low income, and rural 
residents. Often these characteristics 
corresponded to persons with low rates of 
participation (nonusers). Lesser support for 
user fees (although supporters are still a 
majority in all cases) came from the young, 
high income, and college-educated groups. 
Often, these characteristics corresponded to 
persons with high rates of participation 
(users) . 

The ERA study also pointed out that respondents typically 
accepted user fees as a reasonable way to pay for outdoor 
recreation activities such as swimming, camping, boating, and 
picnicking. In fact, most of those interviewed felt that more 
recreation services should be on a fee basis. These citizens 
believed that fee revenues should contribute heavily towards 
special facilities and general operation and maintenance costs. 

Congress had the above principles in mind when it established 
policy that: 

each service or thing of value provided by an agency 
(except a mixed-ownership Government corporation) to 
a person (except a person on official business of 
the United States Government) is to be self-
sustaining to the extent possible. (See 31 U.S.C. 
9701, Fees and Charges for Government Services and 
Things of Value) 
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The view that users should pay a larger share than taxpayers has been 
reinforced in public surveys. 

In addition to creating an equitable fee structure which helps 
offset general tax revenues needed for appropriation, 
charging fees has other benefits. Table 1 summarizes these 
benefits. 

A LOOK AT THE CONCERNS 
Benefits to be gained from revenue management must be carefully 
examined and weighed in terms of each park's own set of unique 
circumstances. And, each revenue proposal must be deliberated 
within the context of the dual mission to protect resources and 
serve visitor needs. 

Invariably, many philosophical and practical concerns will arise. 
Some of these concerns are addressed below. 

Do Fees Decrease Visitation? 
Fee programs can have a wide range of impacts depending upon 
such factors as market conditions, price changes, competition, 
methods of implementation, and the extent of public awareness. 
The most obvious indicator of impact is visitation. Many 
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