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Preface 

In August 1996, a group of National Park Service field managers and administrators met at 
the University of Minnesota with representatives from other federal and state agencies, user 
groups, and researchers to discuss the need for research to help design more effective 
recreation fee policies and programs for the National Park Service. The workshop was hosted 
by the Cooperative Park Studies Unit of the Department of Forest Resources, University of 
Minnesota, in response to a request from the Midwest Field Area of the National Park 
Service. This publication contains background papers that were prepared for the workshop, 
together with papers summarizing the results of the workshop. 

Although the focus of the workshop was on recreation fees in the National Park Service, it 
quickly became apparent that the problems and principles underlying recreation fees were 
common to many public agencies charged with the responsibility of providing facilities for 
outdoor recreation. We believe that the papers presented in this publication will be of interest 
to a wide audience concerned with the design and implementation of user fees and charges for 
public recreation facilities and services. 

DAVID W. LIME 

SOCIAL SCIENCE PROGRAM LEADER 

COOPERATIVE PARK STUDIES UNIT 

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 
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The Need for a Workshop on Recreation Fees 
in the National Park Service1 

William W. Schenk and John E. Townsend2 

The Workshop on Recreation Fees in the National Park Service (NPS), 
hosted by the Cooperative Park Studies Unit at the University of 
Minnesota in August 1996, was a first. At least in the memory of those 
attending, this was the first time that such a diverse and inclusive group 
with a "stake" in recreation fees in the NPS and other agencies had met 
to discuss this vital issue. 

In 1993 the NPS proposed broad reforms to the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund Act that guides recreation fee collection in the 
National Park System and on other federally managed recreation lands. 
It was our belief that the general public's acceptance of increased fees 
hinged on the idea that the fees collected would be retained by the 
parks and be outside the appropriations process. We felt that the 
retention of fees for use in the parks was an element that the park 
visitor not only appreciated, but supported. But, where was the 
evidence? 

Intuitively and empirically knowing something is not a bad thing. Many 
decisions are made because they "feel right." But "feeling right" does 
not convince Congress. What was needed was less feeling and more 
fact. This realization led to the conclusion that some type of research-
based decision making concerning the development and implementation 
of an expanded recreation fee program for the NPS could be the 
deciding factor in passing the NPSs fee legislation. 

The issue was not whether there were going to be fees; the issue was 
what kinds and levels of fees. Fees are, in fact, legally mandated (US 
Congress 1951). They are longstanding public and NPS policies. For 
example, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, announcing new fees 
in 1939, said, " . . . those who actually visit the . . . parks . . . should 

'Schenk, W. W., and J. E. Townsend. 1996. The need for a workshop on recreation fees in fhe National Park Service. 
In Recreation fees in the National Park Service: Issues, policies, and guidelines for future action, ed. A. L. Lundgren. 
Minnesota Extension Service Pub. no. BU-6767. St. Paul, MN: Cooperative Park Studies Unit, Department of Forest 
Resources, University of Minnesota. 

Respectively, Field Director and Park Ranger, Midwest Field Area, National Park Service, 1709 Jackson Street, 
Omaha, NE 68102-2571. 



make . . . contributions to their upkeep for the services [they] receive 
which are not received by other citizens . . . but who contribute to the 
support of [the] parks" (as cited by Senator Robert P. Reynolds of 
North Carolina on April 4, 1939, in 84 Congressional Record A1287-
89; see Mackintosh 1983. See also NPS 1988). 

Philosophically, fees—if "done right"—are fair. The idea is to keep 
them equitable, to meet visitor expectations of service in exchange for 
the fees paid, to be fair, to not disfranchise anyone, and to meet several 
objectives (e.g., resource protection, reduction of antisocial behavior, 
revenue generation). Fees in the NPS are analogous to many other 
public services—public transportation or attending college, for 
example. Robin W. Winks, professor of History and chair of Studies in 
the Environment at Yale University, has called the units of the National 
Park System "the branch campuses of the world's greatest university," a 
notion that harkens to the beginnings of the NPS. This is an apt 
analogy for recreation fees as well. 

Applied to the National Park System, the logic is this: the costs for 
setting aside parks and providing for their fundamental protection and 
basic operating costs are paid for by the public at large through their 
taxes; but the user of the parks (e.g., the visitor, the commercial tour 
operator) has a duty and an obligation to pay a greater share of the 
parks' costs. 

We recognized that there are many divergent views about recreation 
fees, and that developing an appropriate program of recreation fees was 
one of the biggest challenges (and opportunities) that faced the NPS. 
In response, we contacted David W. Lime, project leader of the 
Cooperative Park Studies Unit Social Science Program at the 
University of Minnesota, about doing research on recreation fees in the 
NPSs Midwest Field Area. We wanted high quality research-based 
information—the kind of information that meets rigorous statistical 
testing and has run the gauntlet of critical peer review—to corroborate 
our view of the public's support for fee legislation. Lime suggested that 
before undertaking research on recreation fees we first develop a better 
understanding of what is already known about this subject and find out 
who the players are with an interest in this issue. 

It became evident from these discussions that there was a need for a 
Workshop on Recreation Fees in the NPS. By gathering together a 
diverse and representative cross section of people who had an interest 
in this issue, including some of the better known researchers, it was 
hoped that two things could be accomplished. First, a better 
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understanding could be gained of the key recreation fee issues and 
problems confronting the NPS. Second, through a nominal group 
process or Delphi technique, a list of the most needed research related 
to recreation fees could be generated. The workshop did this, and did 
it well. As a bonus it also produced a consensus statement of 
recreation fee principles which can serve as a guide for the 
development of recreation fee programs in the NPS and in other federal 
and state agencies. 

The Workshop was particularly successful, and the efforts of Allen 
Lundgren, David Lime, and the staff of the Cooperative Park Studies 
Unit and the Department of Forest Resources at the University of 
Minnesota, who put the whole thing together, are to be commended. 
The research that the workshop has identified will be invaluable to the 
management of the NPSs recreation fee program. But perhaps most 
important is the idea that the stakeholders in this important issue can, 
and should, work together to find common ground and common 
solutions. 
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Recreation Fees in the National Park Service: 
An Overview of the Workshop 
and Accomplishments1 

Allen L. Lundgren2 

The National Park Service (NPS) is authorized by law to charge 
recreation fees, including entrance fees, daily recreation use fees such 
as campground fees, and special recreation use permit fees. Such fees 
have been viewed as a means of increasing revenue and meeting 
management objectives such as protecting the resource, providing 
recreation opportunities, and managing visitor use. However, there has 
been little systematic research to determine how changes in fee levels 
and structures might affect the objectives of the NPS, how users would 
react to changes in fees, or what alternative measures might be used to 
achieve NPS objectives. A well-directed program of research could 
help the NPS identify and plan better for potential challenges and 
opportunities in changing user fees to meet management needs or 
broader government objectives, by providing information on potential 
impacts of various fees on users and others affected by such fees. Such 
research also would benefit other public agencies charged with the 
management of outdoor recreation areas. 

As a first step in developing a program of research on recreation fees in 
the NPS, the University of Minnesota's Cooperative Park Studies Unit, 
in cooperation with the NPS Midwest Field Area, held a workshop at 
the St. Paul Campus of the University of Minnesota, August 13-15, 
1996. The workshop brought together 32 participants, who 
represented NPS, other federal and state agencies, researchers, and 
user and commercial groups, for a series of discussions on recreation 
fees in the NPS. A list of the participants is provided at the end of this 
publication. 

'Lundgren, A. L. 1996. Recreation fees in the National Park Service: An overview of the workshop and 
accomplishments. In Recreation fees in the National Park Service: Issues, policies, and guidelines for future action, ed. A. 
L. Lundgren. Minnesota Extension Service Pub. no. BU-6767. St. Paul, MN: Cooperative Park Studies Unit, Department 
of Forest Resources, University of Minnesota. 

2Research Associate, Cooperative Park Studies Unit, Department of Forest Resources, University of Minnesota, 1530 
Cleveland Avenue North, St. Paul, MN 55108. 



Purpose of the Workshop 
The purpose of the workshop was to: 

1. Review the history and current status of recreation fees in the NPS 
and other federal and state agencies; 

2. Examine the role of recreation fees in NPS management and the 
effectiveness of recreation fee options in achieving NPS 
management objectives; 

3. Identify key issues and concerns of NPS stakeholders regarding 
potential changes in recreation fees; and 

4. Develop research priorities related to NPS recreation fees. 

Workshop Agenda and Activities 
The first afternoon session of the workshop provided an historical 
overview of recreation fees in the larger context. A legislative 
perspective on recreation fees was provided by Steve Hodapp, 
Professional Staff Member, Subcommittee on Parks, Forests, and 
Public Lands, Committee on Natural Resources, U.S. House of 
Representatives; and Tom Williams, Professional Staff Member, Energy 
and Natural Resources Committee, U.S. Senate. Benjamin Simon, 
Economist, Office of Policy Analysis, Department of the Interior, 
discussed Entry Fees in the National Parks. Michael Cobus, Regional 
Coordinator, Prairie and Northwest Territories, Parks Canada, 
discussed the Parks Canada perspective on revenue management and 
public fees. This was followed by descriptions of the legislative history 
and current status of recreation fees in several federal agencies: the 
NPS by Tim Stone, National Fee Program Manager; the U.S. Forest 
Service by Francisco Valenzuela, Outdoor Recreation Planner, Eastern 
Region; the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers by Darrell Lewis, Chief, 
Natural Resources Management Branch; and the Bureau of Land 
Management by Hal Hallett, National Recreation Program Leader. An 
outline of fees in state parks and the Minnesota park system was 
presented by Bill Morrissey, Director, and Patricia Arndt, Assistant to 
the Director, Division of Parks and Recreation, Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources. Paula Degen, Executive Director of the 
Conference of National Park Cooperating Associations; Keith Griffall, 
President of Western Leisure Inc. and representing the National Tour 
Association; and Phil Voorhees, Associate Director for Policy 
Development of the National Parks and Conservation Association, 
expressed their views of some of the key issues and principal concerns 
associated with recreation fees in the NPS. 
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During the next session of the workshop, participants discussed the 
effectiveness of recreation fees in achieving NPS management 
objectives, and identified some of the key issues and concerns regarding 
recreation fee options in the NPS. Will LaPage, Senior Park Policy 
Lecturer, Colorado State University and the University of Wyoming, 
led off with a discussion of fees as dedicated park income: linking user 
fees to system costs and objectives. Hans Gregersen, Professor, 
University of Minnesota, outlined a framework for assessing and 
designing user fee systems. Individual discussion groups then identified 
key issues and concerns regarding the use of various fees to achieve 
NPS park management objectives in terms of efficiency and equity. 

At the third workshop session, participants discussed potential options 
for changing recreation fees for NPS facilities and services, and 
identified the principal issues and concerns of various stakeholder 
groups regarding fee options. 

The fourth and final session of the workshop was devoted to 
formulating an initial draft statement of principles that could be used to 
guide the development of fee programs in the NPS, and identifying 
priority research needed to provide information to implement the 
principles. Time during this final session did not permit completing the 
final statement of principles. Therefore, immediately following the 
workshop all participants were contacted and requested to review and 
comment on the initial draft statement of principles developed at the 
workshop. Based on the reviews and comments received, a final 
statement of recreation fee principles was developed. 

Time also did not permit setting priorities on the research needs 
identified during this final workshop session, so immediately following 
the workshop all participants were polled and asked to assign priorities 
to the proposed research topics. The results were compiled into a final 
listing of top priority research themes and topics. 

Workshop Accomplishments 
This workshop provided a needed forum to exchange ideas and views 
regarding recreation fees in the NPS and other public agencies. This 
diverse group had an opportunity to become better acquainted with the 
history and current status of user fees in public parks and other outdoor 
recreation areas in the United States and Canada. The discussion was 
not confined to fees in the national park system, but included 
experiences with recreation fees in other public agencies as well. 
Participants exchanged views on the role and effectiveness of recreation 
fees in the management of the national parks, and identified key issues 
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and concerns of stakeholders regarding potential changes in NPS 
recreation fees. 

Based on their group discussions, workshop participants drafted a 
statement of 14 basic principles they believed would be helpful in 
designing and implementing programs of user fees and charges, not 
only in the NPS, but in other public agencies as well. These principles 
are presented in a paper by Manning, LaPage, Griffall, and Simon, 
"Suggested principles for designing and implementing user fees and 
charges in the National Park Service." 

An important outcome of the workshop was the identification of high 
priority research needed to design and implement an effective policy 
and program of recreation fees for the NPS. A listing and brief 
discussion of the 21 identified priority research topics is presented in a 
paper by Gregersen, Lundgren, and Lime, "Priorities for research on 
recreation fees in the National Park Service." 

Overview 9 



10 Overview 



Recreation Fee Issues 
in the Larger Context 

Principles for Developing Federal Recreation Fee Programs: A Legislative Perspective 13 
Tom Williams 

Entry Fees in the National Parks 15 
Benjamin M. Simon and Harvey Doerksen 

Fees as Dedicated Park Income: Linking User Fees to System Costs and Objectives 27 
WillLaPage 

The National Tour Association Position Regarding National Parks Recreation Fees 32 
Keith Griffall 

Recreation Fee Issues and Concerns of National Park Managers in the 
Midwest Field Area 35 

Allen L. Lundgren 

Lessons Learned from Past Research on Recreation Fees 49 
Stephen D. Reiling and Matthew J. Kotchen 

11 



12 



Principles for Developing 
Federal Recreation Fee Programs: 
A Legislative Perspective1 

Tom Williams2 

The 104th Congress has adjourned without enacting comprehensive 
recreation fee legislation. However, language in the FY 1996 and 1997 
Interior Appropriation's bills gives the federal land management 
agencies unprecedented authority to implement a new recreation fee 
program for three years. This fee "demonstration" program allows the 
National Park Service (NPS), Fish and Wildlife Service, and the USDA 
Forest Service to charge a variety of new fees at up to 100 units for 
each agency and to retain 80 percent of the revenue collected in excess 
of the amount collected in the previous year. While this authority 
differs in some ways from the comprehensive legislative proposal 
stalled in the Congress for the last few years, a number of similarities 
have consistently been reflected in all major fee proposals which have 
come before the Congress. 

These legislative principles include the following: 

Retention of fee revenues by the collecting agency. This is by far 
the most significant factor in a successful fee program. Last year, 
for the first time, the Appropriation's Committee agreed to this 
concept. Without it, there is little or no incentive to collect fees or 
for visitors to pay them. In addition, it is important the retained fee 
revenue be used for things the public can see (if not literally 
touch!). It is imperative that visitors understand why fees are being 
implemented or increasing, and the best way to do that is to show 
visitors the tangible results of the money they spend in their parks. 

Avoiding offsetting cuts in agency appropriations. This is the other 
side of the retention issue. To really make a difference on the 
ground, the increased fee revenue retained by the agency must not 

'Williams, T. 1996. Principles for developing federal recreation fee programs: A legislative perspective. In 
Recreation fees in the National Park Service: Issues, policies, and guidelines for future action, ed. A. L. Lundgren. 
Minnesota Extension Service Pub. no. BU-6767. St. Paul, MN: Cooperative Park Studies Unit, Department of Forest 
Resources, University of Minnesota. 

Professional Staff Member, Energy and Natural Resources Committee, U.S. Senate, Washington, D.C. 



be offset in the appropriation's process. It will be up to the agency 
and the authorizing committee to monitor this situation closely over 
the next few years. 

• Fees must be reasonable. The legislation recently enacted in the 
Interior Appropriation's bills contains no caps and very little 
guidance about how much to charge. While the recreation visitor 
has demonstrated a "willingness to pay," there are certainly limits. 
In the past, Congress has legislated relatively conservative caps on 
the amount of fees to be charged. It is necessary for the agency to 
be prudent in exercising this new authority. Legislators will 
become actively involved if the public complains fees are rising too 
far too fast. In addition, it is important that fees are not raised too 
often or many different fees charged for too many different 
activities at one park. Again, constant fee increases and the feeling 
that the government is charging for every conceivable service can 
quickly erode the good will and willingness of the visitor to pay. 

Agencies should be creative about implementing and collecting 
fees. Congress is slowly coming around to this idea. In the past, 
entrance fees and user fees for camping, boat launching facilities, 
etc. have been the most common fees. However, lots of other 
potential fees and charges exist that can be implemented as well as 
innovative ways to collect them that should be pursued. The 
agencies have a unique opportunity to be creative under this newly 
enacted fee authority. Agencies will likely try some things under 
this new program that will not work, but that is not all bad if they 
review the results, keep what works and drop what does not work. 

Need for congressional oversight. Given the very broad and 
virtually unfettered authority provided in the appropriation's 
language, it will be imperative for the Congress to conduct 
oversight on the program, evaluate it regularly, and then decide 
how the agencies should act. 

• Finally, it is important to remember that fee collection is only going 
to help with part of the problem. The budget of the NPS, for 
example, is about $1.5 billion. The most optimistic estimates of 
new fee revenues that will be returned to the NPS under this new 
program is about $50 to $100 million. Obviously, fees are not 
going to be the answer to the funding crisis facing the NPS or any 
other federal land managing agency. That does not mean we should 
not pursue them . . . it just means we should keep them in 
perspective. 
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