National Park Service managers’ views of the
Recreation Fee Demonstration Program
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s part of the Recreation Fee Dem-

onstration Program, the National

Park Service (NPS) and the three
other federal land management agencies
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. For-
est Service, and Bureau of Land Manage-
ment) are required to evaluate the impact
of this new program on park visitors and
park operations. The Park Service is the
only agency that has initiated a detailed
study of how management personnel at
individual park units evaluate the effects
of the program on their units, and how
these individual units are responding to
the program. A study team represented
by social scientists from The Pennsylva-
nia State University, University of Wis-
consin-Madison, and Utah State
University was commissioned to conduct
a three-year survey of managers’ percep-
tions of impacts from the Recreation Fee
Demonstration Program on park opera-
tions.

This article reports on the methodolo-
gies utilized and findings from the FY1997
evaluation, which had three purposes.
These were to assess NPS management
personnel reactions to the implementa-
tion and operation of the Recreation Fee
Demonstration Program on their park
units; assess management perceptions of
the program’s efficiency, including costs
of management, revenues, and impact on
visitation; and assess how funds gener-
ated from the Recreation Fee Demonstra-
tion Program were used within individual
participating units.

Methodology

In May 1998, questionnaires were
mailed to all national park system units
participating in the Recreation Fee Dem-
onstration Program. Follow-up letters and
phone calls were made until a 100% re-
sponse rate from participating parks was
achieved. While 100 individual projects
had been authorized in the NPS Recre-
ation Fee Demonstration Program, in
some cases two or more park units par-

ticipated jointly in the program. There-
fore, a total of 109 surveys were returned
for analysis.

Findings

Key findings include the following high-
lights from park managers’ opinions and
perceptions of the Recreation Fee Dem-
onstration Program’s effects on park visi-
tation and management. First, most
managers perceived no overall effect on
visitation patterns. Seventy-five percent of
the managers felt that the Recreation Fee
Demonstration Program had not affected
visitation patterns, such as the number of
visitors coming to their park by season
of the year, or on weekends versus week-
days. Fifteen percent believed the fee in-
crease caused a shift in visitation patterns,
and 10 percent did not have an opinion.

Second, community and visitor reac-
tion to the Recreation Fee Demonstra-
tion Program was perceived to be
favorable. Managers believed the local
business community, local area citizens,
and local park users were most likely to
shift their views about the Recreation Fee
Demonstration Program, with 11%-15%
of managers indicating that these constitu-
encies’ views had shifted from initially
negative to positive. However, for these
three local area constituencies, managers
were most likely to indicate consistently
positive (24%-29%) or consistently neu-
tral (25%-37%) opinions. According to
managers, visitors supported the fee pro-
gram under two conditions: (1) if the
funds collected remained in the unit
where they were generated, and (2) if
these funds were used to improve facili-
ties and visitor services. Ninety-four per-
cent of the parks were engaged in public
information and communication activities
to explain the Recreation Fee Demonstra-
tion Program to park visitors and the gen-
eral public.

Third, the fee program was perceived
to have a positive effect on park base bud-
gets. Sixty percent of the managers had a
positive view of the Recreation Fee Dem-
onstration Program’s contribution to-
wards their park’s base budget situation.

These managers indicated that the pro-
gram allowed for greater flexibility in
budget allocations. Thirty-four percent
indicated that the program had no effect
on their base budget, attributing this to
the program’s newness. Six percent indi-
cated somewhat negative effects on base
budgets, citing start-up costs and program
operating expenses.

Fourth, managers were beginning to
perceive a positive effect of the fees on
the quality of visitor services. Forty-three
percent of the managers indicated that
the Recreation Fee Demonstration Pro-
gram improved the quality of visitor in-
formation services at their parks. These
managers believed there was general im-
provement in funding availability and
spending flexibility, which they attributed
to the program. Twenty-eight percent
indicated improvements in visitor facili-
ties. Twenty-nine percent said visitor cen-
ter operations had improved.

Fifth, it was found that initial delays in
the transfer of fee revenue to parks were
a source of some concern, though in most
cases these problems appeared to be re-
duced by the end of the program’s first
year of operation. Sixty-three percent of
the managers said they did not receive
funds in time to spend them during
FY1997, a key problem in implementing
the Recreation Fee Demonstration Pro-
gram. Of this group, 25% attributed allo-
cation delays to park-level management,
25% attributed delays to regional-level
management, and the remaining 50% at-
tributed these fiscal problems to national-
level management. Nevertheless, 60% of
participating units reported receiving their
FY1997 funds in sufficient time to allo-
cate them effectively for use in FY1998.

Finally, the study found that fee pro-
gram funds were used for priority projects
as determined by park staff. At the be-
ginning of the Recreation Fee Demon-
stration Program, park managers were
required to identify proposed projects for
which to use additional fee revenues.
Eighty percent indicated desires to expend
funds on priority, maintenance, infrastruc-
ture, and resource management projects.
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Two areas of park operations in 1997
stood out in terms of receiving funding
emphasis from the Recreation Fee Dem-
onstration Program: infrastructure and
information services (figure 1). In addi-
tion, 67% of the units utilized some funds
to support the operation of the Recre-
ation Fee Demonstration Program, and
25% of these parks reported that the
projects funded had been identified in their
general management plan.

Utility of findings

There are several benefits of this study
for park management. First, it meets an
important need for sharing information
about the Recreation Fee Demonstration
Program with the public. Such informa-
tion can help the individual units, as well
as the National Park Service, maintain an
active dialogue with the public about their
responses to the Recreation Fee Demon-
stration Program. It helps foster an envi-
ronment based on public awareness about
the program and the many positive ef-
fects it is having on park services, facili-
ties, and programs. Further, it is apparent
that there is generally widespread sup-
port for and acceptance of this program
by the public, as evidenced by managers’
reports of only minor adverse effects on
visitation patterns. Such information
should prove invaluable in making the
case to the Congress for continuation of
the program.

At the same time, by engaging in an
evaluation process from the outset of the
program, this study provides insights into
aspects of the National Park Service’s Rec-
reation Fee Demonstration Program that
require attention and fine-tuning. Our
study revealed concerns with fiscal prob-
lems and allocation delays, particularly
with those viewed as originating at the
national level. These issues suggest the
need for some restructuring and stream-
lining of procedures to help insure more
timely fund allocations and more efficient
program administration procedures.

At the unit level, this study allows park
managers to share information or results
with their staff on how the program has
been perceived by other units in the Rec-
reation Fee Demonstration Program. As
a result, it can act as a barometer on how
any given unit is doing relative to other
participating units. Similarly, the study
provides managers with a window into
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Figure 1. Managers’ responses indicating various uses of FY97 Fee Demonstration Program revenues.

how different units are allocating their fee-
related resources and the kinds of prob-
lems being encountered in these units.

Next steps

Our project is responsible for examin-
ing changes over time in the perceptions
of managers toward the Recreation Fee
Demonstration Program and its opera-
tion. To accomplish this task, we have com-
pleted a second study of participating units
(in October 1998) and have compared
the results of this study with those re-
ported here. We have provided senior
park management with the results of this
comparison for their report to Congress.
Finally, we are completing the design of
the final survey (to be conducted in Oc-
tober 1999), which will be used to com-
pare manager perceptions of program
operation over a two-year period. The re-
sults from this analysis will be available in
late spring 2000. R,
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