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ABSTRACT 

     This study asked 263 students at The University of Alabama to identify their access to and 

primary usage of local, state, and national parks and their preferred method to pay for these 

recreation areas, particularly in times of insufficient revenues to maintain full operational 

activities.  This study was developed from observations of local, state, and federal cutbacks to 

parks and recreation budgets during the recession of 2008-2010.  This research attempts to build 

upon the body of evidence that points towards continued flat to declining budgets for many parks 

and recreation departments.  Although this study did not identify a preferred method to keep 

parks operational during times of insufficient revenues, three areas of strong consensus were 

found among survey respondents.  First, more than 90% of respondents identified local, state, 

and national parks as very important or important.  Second, more than 90% of respondents also 

agreed that taxes should be used to completely or partially subsidize the costs of public parks and 

recreation areas.  Finally, less than 10% of survey respondents found closing parks or selling 

parklands to be a preferred method to overcome budget shortfalls.  In addition, although 

respondents enjoy parks and believe some taxes should be used to subsidize them, less than 20% 

of respondents support tax increases to overcome budget shortfalls.  In light of the findings of 

this study, it seems that the fundamental issue between wanting public services and resisting 

paying taxes for them is evident in funding public parks.  Despite this mismatch, several 

alternatives could be used by parks and recreation managers in the future to ensure a large and 

diverse system of parks.  These include but are not limited to privatizing additional aspects of 

parks operations, introducing new or additional user fees for facilities maintenance and upkeep, 

and encouraging local groups and recreational enthusiasts to manage portions of existing parks.  
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INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Public Parks and Government Budget Deficits 

     Recently many United States government agencies have experienced large budget deficits.  

This financial stress has caused many local, state, and federal agencies to reexamine the 

allocation of funds.  One area where some government cutbacks have been made is in the 

funding of public parks and recreation areas.  This research seeks to address the issue of funding 

public parks and recreation areas during difficult economic times through administering a survey 

on The University of Alabama campus.  This survey attempts to build upon current research that 

highlights the difficulty in balancing the popularity and value of public parks and recreation 

areas with flat to declining budgets to manage a large and diverse range of land and recreational 

resources.   

     This topic is of particular importance at this time because of the recent economic recession as 

well as because of calls in several nations around the globe for austerity measures.  It is also 

important because population growth and urban sprawl have reduced the amount of undeveloped 

land in many areas, and thus public parks and recreation areas have become refuges for people, 

plants, and animals (Wade & Theobald, 2010).  Current research highlights that maintaining a 

robust and diverse system of public parks is valuable to ensure habitats for species diversity, as 

well as to provide ample areas for people to exercise, recreate, and escape from the pressures of 

everyday life.  Although public parks are important, future funding for many parks and 

recreation areas is uncertain.  This point is highlighted by current research that shows a trend 

towards flat to declining budgets for parks and recreation areas (Cordell & Betz, 2000).  This 

uncertainty in funding public spaces is occurring in the United States as obesity and loss of 

biodiversity are both on the rise and likely to continue their problematic trends.  This research 

seeks to identify options supported by students at The University of Alabama, who represent 



2 
 

future professional and leaders, for funding and maintaining parks to ensure these valuable 

resources will be maintained regardless of future government budgetary problems. 

    Government budgetary issues are currently affecting normal operations at the local, state, and 

federal level.  Two examples highlight the current struggle of government bodies to manage the 

mismatch between tax revenues and expenses.  First, according to the United States Department 

of the Treasury Bureau of the Public Debt, as of June 19th, 2011 the current total outstanding 

United States Federal debt to the penny is 14,344,571,286,149.87 dollars.  Second, the 

Birmingham News reported on March 9, 2011, that Jefferson County in Alabama could run out 

of money as early as July 2011; and Commissioner Sandra Little Brown advised developing a 

bankruptcy plan.  The Jefferson County bankruptcy became a reality in November of 2011.  

With such dire fiscal situations affecting government agencies large and small, the question 

becomes which public programs and services will see reductions in funding or be cut 

completely?  

     The answer to this question will vary by community, state and federal agency; but one place 

that many governments have looked to cut expenses is public parks.  A Google search for state 

and local park closings reveals numerous headlines from newspapers and other news agencies 

regarding park closings.   The results from two Google searches performed on June 25, 2011 

help illustrate the wide range of states and municipalities that have recently closed or considered 

closing public parks to reduce expenses. 

     Within the first twenty results of a Google search for “Local Park Closings” were four 

communities that have proposed closing parks, or shutting down some park amenities.  First, 

according to the Seattle Times in 2009, King County Executive Kurt Triplett stated with great 

regret that "I'm zeroing out all local parks funding from the general fund. ...”  The article goes on 
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to state that the reduced revenue stream could require the temporary closing of 39 neighborhood 

parks by fencing or gating them to restrict public access.  It was a similar story in Lodi, 

California in 2009 when city staff proposed closing four local parks and removing all the 

equipment on those park grounds.  City staff in Lodi also recommended reducing services and 

maintenance at other local parks to save an additional 16,000 dollars (Lodi News-Sentinel, May 

4, 2009).  More recently, in Tampa, Florida government officials considered closing five local 

parks as a small part of a much larger effort to trim 6.7 million dollars from the budget 

(Hernando Today, May 24, 2011).  Finally, the Middletown Journal reported that in Middletown, 

Ohio, as of June 19, 2011 the parks department was considering closing 14 of 36 local parks. 

     Although many local parks are threatened by budget constraints, it seems that some state park 

systems are in a more difficult position.  Among the largest proposals of closing state parks in 

recent years was in California under the governance of Arnold Schwarzenegger.  In 2009, 

Governor Schwarzenegger proposed closing 220 of 279 California’s State Parks to help balance 

the budget (Huffington Post, May 29, 2009).  Despite this plan failing, California State Parks are 

still threatened by the current Governor, Jerry Brown, who is planning to close 70 of the 278 

parks (Southern California Public Radio, May 13, 2011).  California is certainly not alone in 

seeking to save money by closing state parks.  In 2010, Arizona lawmakers proposed closing 

two-thirds of its State Parks.  Head of the Arizona Parks board Reese Woodling stated, “We 

don't have a choice. It's either shut them all down right now or shut them down in phases, and 

we're picking the ones that cost the state money” (Arizona Republic, January 15, 2010). Joining 

California and Arizona in seeking to close state parks are Louisiana, Idaho, and New York, 

amongst many others.  Another recent event that is worth adding is that over the July 4th 

weekend, which is the busiest of the year, the 74 State Parks in Minnesota were forced to close 
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and campers and other visitors were sent away when legislators failed to reach a budget 

agreement (Duluth News Tribune, July 1, 2011). 

     As illustrated the threats to state and local parks are not isolated incidents.  Unfortunately, as 

devastating as the closing of state and local parks can be to many communities, these localized 

effects do not impact as many individuals as the closing of National Parks during a complete 

shutdown of the Federal Government.  From December 16, 1995 to January 6, 1996, the Federal 

Government ceased many of its normal operations due to a failure to reach a budgetary 

agreement.  Amongst the many effects of this shutdown was the complete and total closure of the 

National Parks.  In a Report for Congress, Sharon S. Gressle (2001) reported the following 

effects of the shutdown of the Federal Government in 1995-1996: “Closure of 368 National Park 

Service sites (loss of 7 million visitors) occurred, with local communities near national parks 

losing an estimated $14.2 million per day in tourism revenues; and closure of national museums 

and monuments (estimated loss of 2 million visitors) occurred.”  This case of closing National 

Parks during a shutdown of the Federal Government is particularly important at this time because 

Congress has recently struggled to reach long term fiscal budgetary agreements.  On April 8, 

2011 many news agencies, including The New York Times, reported the last minute deal to keep 

the Federal Government operating for the remainder of the fiscal year.  Although this deal 

prevented a closing of the Federal Government, it did not fix the longer term budgetary deficit 

problems, and thus the threat of future shutdowns remains. 

Making a Case for Public Parks and Fiscal Responsibility 

     With difficult financial situations currently affecting local, state, and federal government 

agencies, some tough choices must be made regarding which services will be continued, and 

which will be limited or cut.  Inevitably, many government agencies are going to look to public 
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parks to save money or increase revenues.  To make the best possible decisions, government 

agencies should perform careful analysis of the costs and benefits of public parks.  When doing 

this analysis regarding whether to close or sell public recreational lands, one question that must 

be answered is: What are the real benefits to maintaining public parks, especially in relation to 

the health and well-being of citizens, protecting biodiversity, and enhancing community appeal 

of a locality, state, or nation? 

     Public parks are certainly areas for recreation and leisure.  Whether you prefer a day spent 

engaging in physical activity, or a leisurely picnic, you can go to a public park to meet your 

needs.  Public parks are also areas for preserving nature (Scott, Benton, & Stein, 2008).  Whether 

you prefer to observe animals in their natural habitat, or hunt and fish, you can go to many public 

parks to meet these needs.  Public parks are also used for scientific observation (grey wolves 

interaction with prey in Yellowstone), archaeological and historical study (Mesa Verde and other 

ruins), civic and community functions and rallies (the current Occupy Movement), and many 

other purposes (Byrne & Wolch, 2009). 

     Although it is evident that public parks meet the needs of a wide range of interests, and serve 

a broad spectrum of users, it is important to establish the importance of parks in terms of the 

health and well-being of individuals.  One example of how parks can improve the health of 

society is in relationship to the current obesity epidemic.  The three maps on the next page in 

Figure 1 show the increase in obesity in the United States.  These maps highlight how every state 

in the nation has seen an increased prevalence of obesity from 1994 through 2009.   

     With obesity on the rise, public parks can play an integral part of combating this problem.  In 

2005, the American Medical Association, United Stated Department of Health and Human 

Services, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention collaborated to put forth 
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Recommendations on the Assessment, Prevention, and Treatment of Childhood Obesity.  One of 

the findings of this panel of experts to combat obesity was to “Preserve and enhance parks, 

walking and bicycle paths” (American Medical Association website and Barlow, 2007).  One 

reason for this finding has to do with the wide range of studies that cite the positive correlation 

between increased physical activity and access to quality parks.  For example, Roemmich et al. 

found “Consistent with previous work in two independent samples of 8- to 12-year-old youth, 

greater neighborhood park and recreation areas were associated with greater physical activity” 

(2006, p. 440). 

Figure 1: Obesity Trends by State  

 

 

Retrieved June 2011 from: http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/trends.html 
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     Beyond the relationship between physical well-being and public parks, studies have shown 

that nature increases mental health.  In a report by the American Psychological Association’s 

Task Force on Urban Psychology “views of nature have been shown to speed postoperative 

healing, reduce physiological and attentional indicators of stress, improve mood and decrease 

aggressive feelings, buffer job stress, and promote real-life problem solving among public 

housing residents” (n. d., pp. 27-8).  This report highlights that parks and green space in urban 

areas are among the natural components that promote positive mental health. 

     The benefits of public parks extend beyond the physical and mental health of humanity.  

Public parks, preserves, and refuges also protect some of the only remaining habitat for many 

species that are threatened or endangered.  The value of maintaining a high level of biodiversity 

is well summarized by E. O. Wilson on the Diane Rehm show (2010) while promoting his novel 

“Anthill.”  E. O. Wilson says:  

Humanity is a biological species living in a biological environment.  Because like all species we 

are exquisitely adapted in everything, from our behavior, to our genetics, to our physiology, 

to that particular environment in which we live.  The earth is our home.  The rest of life is the 

critical part of that home.   Unless we preserve the rest of life as a sacred duty we will be 

endangering ourselves by destroying the home in which we evolved and on which we 

completely depend. 

 

Wilson argues that protecting biodiversity is critical to the long term well-being of humanity.  

Dr. Wilson’s argument is well supported by the National Research Council’s study Perspectives 

on Biodiversity which states that “The components of biodiversity are the source of all our food 

and many of our medicines, fibers, fuels, and industrial products” (p. 44).  A major part of 

protecting a high level of biodiversity is to ensure that a wide range of habitats are protected and 

preserved.  A primary way to ensure that habitats are protected is by maintaining them as public 

parks where development and access is limited and monitored (Wade & Theobald, 2009).  
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     Although the case for preserving and enhancing public parks and recreation areas is strong, 

certain economic considerations cannot be ignored when determining government funding of 

public spaces.  For example, there are a large number of agencies and programs competing for 

tax dollars.  Therefore, if tax revenues do not meet demands, governments large and small have 

to make tough choices regarding spending cuts, or tax increases.  If a government chooses to cut 

or limit spending, funding for public parks would be in competition with public safety and 

defense, education, and transportation, among many other important programs for scarce 

monetary resources.  Table 1 on the next page shows Federal Government spending in fiscal year 

2010.  This spreadsheet highlights the large sums spent, and the critical services provided with 

tax revenues.  It is important to note that the two rows with bold type, the Departments of the 

Interior and Agriculture, are the agencies that manage the majority of federal lands available for 

recreation.  The Department of the Interior manages the Bureau of Land Management, National 

Park Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Reclamation; while the Department 

of Agriculture manages the National Forest Service.  If given a choice between decreasing 

funding of public parks and reducing spending on defense, education, or health and human 

services, many political leaders choose public parks and recreation areas. 

     Of course when government obligations exceed revenues, another option exists beyond 

spending cuts or tax increases; this alternative is deficit spending through financing long and 

short term debt.  This third option can be used to meet obligations in times of sharp economic 

downturn or when large capital projects are undertaken; but ongoing deficit spending and debt 

accumulation cannot be considered a solution to meet financial obligations.  If a government 

extends its debt beyond its ability to repay the consequences can be dire.  Borenzstein and 

Panizza (2009) of the International Monetary Fund found that defaulting on debt by a sovereign 
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government can lead to “reputational costs, international trade exclusion costs, costs to the 

domestic economy through the financial system, and political costs to the authorities” (p. 5).  Put 

differently, government debt default can lead to much higher future borrowing costs, loss of 

revenues due to a reduction in production and consumption, and a general destabilization and 

loss of confidence in the government.  It is almost certain that all of these repercussions would 

lead to mandatory spending cuts and some level of economic instability.    

Table 1: United States Federal Spending 2010   

Department of Defense $372.3B 

Department of Education $89.6B 

Department of Energy $43.6B 

Department of Health and Human Services $629.7B 

Department of Homeland Security $250.3B 

Department of the Interior $6.9B 

Department of Agriculture $46.8B 

Department of the Treasury $6.1B 

Department of Transportation $57.2B 

Environmental Protection Agency $6.7B 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration $16.9B 

National Science Foundation $7.3B 

Social Security Administration $744.7B 
Data retrieved July 4, 2010 from: http://www.usaspending.gov/ 

Public Opinion and Paying for Parks 

     With a strong case for preserving and enhancing public parks, as well as maintaining a 

manageable government debt ratio, the question becomes: How can public parks be continuously 

managed, protected, and improved, even during economic downturns?   

     One possible answer to this question is introducing or increasing user fees.  In June 2003, the 

Social Research Laboratory of Northern Arizona University put forth the results of a study 

regarding user fees at National Parks.  This research group found that eighty percent of visitors 

reported the money they paid was “just about right” for the value received; ninety-two percent 
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thought money paid should go directly to the National Park Service and not to the United States 

Treasury; time and distance were much larger constraints to visitation than cost; and two out of 

three people preferred lower entrance fees with additional usage fees rather than one large 

entrance fee (Solop, Hagen, & Ostergren, 2003).   

     The results of this study highlight several areas where there is strong consensus regarding 

user fees and financing National Parks.  For example, ninety-two percent of respondents 

supported keeping all user fees within the National Park system rather than going to the United 

States Treasury.  Amongst the ninety-two percent there was an even split between dividing the 

money amongst all parks (47%) and keeping fees within the park where the revenue was 

collected (45%) (Solop, et al. 2003).  The results of this survey question closely mirror policy 

because “The NPS continues to retain 80 percent of fee receipts for use at the collecting park.  

Parks collecting less than $500,000 will retain 100 percent” (National Parks Service 2008 Budget 

Justifications).  These fees are used primarily to maintain and upgrade facilities, as well as 

enhance visitor experience through interpretation programs and other services. 

     Although the National Parks Service reports collecting approximately 250 million dollars 

from recreation, franchise, and special use fees, the current total costs for the operation of the 

Park System is over three billion dollars (National Park Service Budget, 2010).  This difference 

between revenues and expenses is noteworthy, especially in light of the fact that another area of 

relative consensus in the study by Solop, et al. was that over eighty percent of survey 

respondents reported that the money they paid was just about right for the value received (2003).  

In his book Visitor Fees in the National Park System: A Legislative and Administrative History 

(1983), Barry Mackintosh establishes several important principles regarding financially 

supporting public lands.  First, “The national parklands are not free. They represent major 
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financial investments by the Federal Government” (Preface).  Second, “Throughout the history 

of the System, there have been differences of opinion--often sharp--as to how these expenses 

should be borne” (Preface).  Finally, although many rhetorical claims have historically been 

made regarding self-supporting parks, this idea has rarely come to fruition in reality.    

     The idea of self-sustaining parklands is especially difficult in regards to achieving fair and 

equitable pricing for services.  When a person goes to a store to buy a pair of shoes they have a 

reasonable idea of the cost of shoes, and will have a wide range of price alternatives to choose 

from.  This is not the same case for pricing of public services.  In a 2011 study, John Crompton 

argues that residual knowledge, the concept of equity, and context are important factors when 

deciding on pricing.  Residual knowledge refers to the concept that individuals will draw upon 

past experiences to guide decisions regarding the fairness of park prices.  The concept of equity 

is a little harder to summarize; but broadly refers to the fairness of pricing from a number of 

theoretical perspectives.  For example, pricing should be guided by what the market is willing 

and able to pay while maintaining access to all groups.  Or contrarily, that pricing should be 

guided solely by market forces and not government subsidies.  Finally, context refers to the idea 

that individuals would be willing to pay a higher price or more equitable share of the price if 

there was information provided regarding costs of the service or how the fee dollars would be 

used for the benefit of the park.  For example, other studies have shown that people are willing to 

pay a higher price for a park service when they are given information regarding how much it 

costs to provide that service, how their fee dollars would be used, or how the costs compare to 

similar services provided by other agencies or businesses (Crompton & Kim, 2001 and Reiling, 

Criner, & Oltmanns, n. d.).   
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     Several of the findings of Dr. Crompton are supported by a study conducted by Bengston and 

Fan (2002) titled The Recreational Fee Demonstration Program on the National Forests: An 

Updated Analysis of Public Attitudes and Beliefs, 1996-2001.  In this study, the researchers 

found that amongst the reasons why people supported user fees were fairness, fees generate 

benefits, fees are necessary, and fees are affordable.  Individuals reported that among the benefits 

of user fees were improvements to the National Forests, less illegal activity, a reduction in 

crowding, and improved land stewardship.  The reasons why people reported the necessity of 

fees were declining government budgets, maintenance backlogs, and increased visitation. 

     Although this study found many cases that demonstrated support for user fees, it also 

documents several unfavorable attitudes towards fees.  Amongst the reasons individuals did not 

support user fees were access should be a right, fees are unfair, fees are too costly, and fees will 

change recreation habits.  Individuals also reported that fees were unfair because they would 

disproportionately affect the poor and local residents, as well as constitute a double taxation.  

Amongst the reasons why individuals claimed fees were too expensive were the price, the 

reduction in tourism to the area, and the costs of collection and enforcement (Bengston & Fan, 

2002).          

The Supply and Demand of Public Parklands 

     Thus far this research has focused primarily on the costs and benefits of parks in relationship 

to users and funding, but has failed to take into consideration the long term trends in regards to 

supply and demand of parklands.  In this section, the trends regarding local, state and federal 

park supplies will be examined to illustrate how views and demands on public lands have 

changed; and how these changes have led to evolving beliefs of the uses of parkland resources.  
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     A 2000 study by Cordell and Betz put forth that initial movements to preserve and protect 

land at the federal and state levels had little to do with providing areas of recreation for the 

benefit and enjoyment of the population of the United States.  Rather, the movement towards 

public reserves developed from the pragmatic debate between environmentalists such as Gifford 

Pinchot and John Muir.  On one side of the debate came the understanding that some lands 

needed to be properly managed to avoid unnecessary waste and to ensure a constant and reliable 

supply of resources, like timber.  At the head of this conservation movement was Gifford 

Pinchot, who eventually became the first leader of the United States Forest Service.  Although 

Pinchot advocated that resources should be conserved for future generations, he believed that 

conservation “means also and first of all the recognition of the right of the present generation to 

the fullest necessary use of all the resources with which this country is so abundantly blessed” 

(1910, p. 42).  On the other side of this debate, John Muir held the belief that some lands needed 

to be preserved from unnecessary use and development to ensure the ecological integrity of those 

areas for the benefit of future generations.  In his book The Yosemite, Muir states that 

“Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, where nature may heal 

and give strength to body and soul alike” (1912, p. 256). 

     Both these concepts, preservation and conservation, are important principles by which many 

groups continue to fight for the protection of public parklands.  Although these principles have 

endured for well over a century, another dynamic has evolved more recently, the idea of 

parklands as multi-use areas for recreation and leisure.  Cordell and Betz (2000) highlight how 

local and state governments began to focus on providing public parks after World War II as 

incomes and leisure time increased for many Americans.  The increase in disposable income 

particularly led individuals and families to seek a range of recreational opportunities, for which 



14 
 

local, state, and federal government agencies were willing and able to provide areas to fill the 

demand.                

     At the local level, there are currently as many as 9000 park and recreation organizations 

providing a large variety of services to a wide range of users (National Recreation and Park 

Association, 2011).  Among the services these agencies provide are playgrounds, athletic fields, 

gymnasiums, golf courses, community centers, hiking and biking trails, sightseeing venues, 

greenways, and picnicking areas.  The supply and demand for these resources has steadily risen 

since World War II but the availability and use of these areas is subject to a rather sizeable 

amount of variability based upon local agency funding, regional environmental conditions, and 

user preferences (Cordell & Betz, 2011).   

     Despite the influences that create regional differences in the number and variety of services, 

the majority of Americans have easy access to local parks.  In Figure 2 on the next page are two 

maps that illustrate the spatial density of parks in comparison to population.  The top map 

displays the access in miles to parks by US County (Zhang, Lu, & Holt, 2011).  The bottom map 

shows the population density of all US counties (US Census Bureau).  As a comparison of these 

two maps highlights, there is a geographic relationship between access to public parks and 

population density; specifically, people living in areas of higher population density tend to have 

greater access to public parks.  These data are further supported by the National Recreation and 

Park Association website which reports 70% of Americans live within walking distance to a park 

or recreation facility.  Since the majority of persons in the United States now live in an urban 

setting with a high population density, it is clear that local parks and recreation centers are 

accessible to most American’s. 

 



 

Figure 2: US Population Density and Weighted Distances to Parks
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1998 “the New York City Parks and Recreation Department went from 6,071 to 1,156 full-time 

employees” (Jones, 2003 p. 276).  Also, with fewer capital funds to draw upon, it is likely that 

many parks will see a deterioration of existing facilities and a decline in services offered.  

Finally, with fewer personnel to plan and manage existing parks, it is possible that crime will 

continue to be a problem and will contribute to the deterioration and stigmatization of many local 

facilities.   The fear many families have regarding unsafe parks is well summarized in a Chicago 

study by Stodolska, Acevedo, and Shinew who reported that “Many of the interviewees noted 

that they avoided parks and dangerous parts of their neighborhood and did not allow their 

children to play outside” (2009, p. 474). 

       The second level of park management examined in this paper is state.  There are several 

commonalities and differences between local and state parks.  One similarity between state and 

local recreation areas is that the distribution of state land available for public enjoyment is 

equitably distributed across the nation, thus allowing access for a large number of individuals.  

Unlike local parks though, state lands are often much less developed, and tend to be larger in 

size.  State lands allocated for public use include parks, forests, scenic byways, and historic sites, 

among others.  A brochure on The National Association of State Park Directors currently reports 

there are “more than 6,000 state park units and 730 million annual visitors to America’s State 

Parks.” Landrum (2004) cites that just after the turn of the millennium there were 5655 areas 

under state ownership available for public recreation.  In addition to the growth in the number of 

state parks over the past ten years, Cordell and Betz (2000) report a 32% increase in new areas 

for recreation during the 1990’s.  Although there has been a trend towards increasing lands and 

recreational opportunities at the state level, similar to local parks future funding is uncertain.  
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Cordell and Betz (2000) go as far as proclaiming that “state land and water systems are 

increasingly facing funding crisis” (p. 87).   

     This funding crisis is clearly illustrated in Washington State were the 2011 Legislature signed 

the Discover Pass into law.  This pass is ten dollars per park or thirty dollars per year for 

Washington State Park users.  The Discover Pass was necessary because funding for parks from 

the general tax fund had eroded during the recent economic recession.  According to the 

Discover Pass website, in order “To ensure the public may continue to enjoy these recreation 

lands, the state must shift from relying on tax revenue from the state General Fund to a user-pay 

approach to pay for recreation” (http://discoverpass.wa.gov/about/).  In other words, in a very 

short period of time the Washington State Park system went from being heavily subsidized 

through tax funds to being almost completely reliant on user fees and donations.  

     One of the most striking details regarding the Washington State Park systems funding crisis is 

the fact that it is among the most popular in the United States.  This fact is evident in 2002 and 

2010 data provided by The National Association of State Park Directors reported in Ney 

Landrum’s book The State Park Movement in America: A Critical Review and downloaded from 

the United States Census Bureau.  These data detail the number of visitors, total acreage, and 

expenditures during the given year for all fifty states (see APPENDIX A for complete 

spreadsheet data).  As data on these spreadsheets illustrate, with consistently over forty million 

visitors annually, Washington has a very well attended State Park system.  

       Beyond the Washington State example, further analysis of the 2002 and 2010 data reveals 

some interesting information about the supply and demand of state parks.  For example, 

expenditure per park visitor is not the best predictor of park visitation.  On the next page Figure 3 

displays three bar charts based on the Landrum 2002 data that show total expenditures per state 
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     Although this 2002 and 2010 state park data provides a number of interesting snapshot views 

regarding park visitation and expenses, a deeper investigation of multiyear trends would be 

necessary for a comprehensive understanding of patterns.  Also, by only analyzing two years 

data it is impossible to gage if the expenditures per state are representative of annual averages, or 

if they could be inflated or deflated based upon certain anomalies, such as recent large budget 

cuts, or short term increases for park improvement, safety, or education programs.  Finally, this 

data does not take into consideration several important variables such as, in state versus out of 

state visitation, the quality of the parks, as well as the amenities provided to visitors, among 

others.  Despite the unrepresented variables, the previous analysis helps to illustrate that the 

supply and demand of state parks is guided by many other forces outside of the total dollar 

amount of taxes and fees paid per acre or visitor, total state population, and total state 

recreational land area.       

     Another area that is unrepresented by this data is the return on investment that states may 

receive from parks.  Almost a century ago Stephen Mather, the first director of the National Park 

Service, used automobile tourism to promote the idea of a “State Park Every Hundred Miles.”  

One idea behind Mather’s promotion of tourism was that state and local communities would 

enjoy economic benefits from preserving a variety of lands in the form of public parks and 

preserves while travelers would receive the benefit of a clean camp to rest (Crompton, 2010 & 

Teaford, 2002).  Mather’s belief in the economic impact of state park tourism is still relevant 

today as highlighted by a 2010 study by Penn State University titled The Economic Significance 

and Impact of Pennsylvania State Parks: An Assessment of Visitor Spending on the State and 

Regional Economy.  In this study Mowen, Stynes, Graefe, Kerstetter, and Trauntvein (2010) 

reported that Pennsylvania State Parks generated $818 million in total sales and created 10,551 
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jobs.  This study also cites that “For every dollar spent on California State Parks, a study in 2002 

conservatively estimated that $2.35 is returned to the California State’s General Fund from 

spending in the local communities” (Mowen et al. 2010, p. 19).  Beyond the financial return on 

investment through direct spending in local communities, some tax revenues expended on parks 

are returned when property values increase near quality public recreation areas (Crompton, 

2001).  

     In addition to his idea of a “State Park Every Hundred Miles” to promote tourism, as first 

director of the National Park Service Stephen Mather was aware that in order to combat timber, 

mining, and agricultural lobbies he would have to make a strong argument for the recreational 

opportunities related to National Parks (Crompton, 2010).  A narrative told in the documentary 

series by Ken Burns and Dayton Duncan titled The National Parks: America’s Best Idea (2009) 

provides a good illustration of the importance of protected land to the economies of many towns.  

In the late 1970’s President Jimmy Carter moved in conjunction with the Alaska Coalition to 

protect millions of acres of wilderness in Alaska.  One of the areas they sought to preserve was 

near the port town of Seward, which at the time was primarily a fishing and timber harvesting 

village.  The city council of Seward, along with many other Alaskan citizens, condemned the 

move by the President to use the Antiquities Act to create Kenai Fjords National Monument, as 

one of the newly protected areas.  After a tough Congressional battle, in 1980 President Carter 

signed the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act into law, which made Kenai Fjords 

a National Park.  Just five years after this bill was signed into law, Seward’s city council 

rescinded its condemnation as the tourism industry became a vital part of its economy.  Several 

years after that, the town requested that the park boundaries be expanded.   
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     Another example of the powerful connection between economics and National Parks is 

related by John Crompton in Measuring the Economic Impact of Park and Recreation Services.   

As previously mentioned in this narrative, the National Parks were closed for 26 days during a 

government shutdown in 1995-1996.  In a brief analysis of the effects of this shutdown, 

Crompton argues that: “the negative impact on the economies of gateway communities to the 

parks was acute, and the outcry from them was arguably more influential than any other 

consequence in hastening a resolution of the budget stalemate” (p. 11).  Though this is a relative 

statement, it establishes that the economic link between National Parks and gateway 

communities is strong enough to have an influence on federal politics.  According to a 2007 

report the National Park Service estimated that park visitors spent $11.79 billion in local gateway 

regions (within roughly 50 miles of the park).  Clearly this amount of money would create an 

economic dependency on National Park tourism for many gateway communities.     

     Although tourism and National Parks are now inextricably linked, this was not always the 

case.  On the next page in Figure 4 is a list with number of visitors to Yellowstone National Park 

for select years between 1906 and 2010.  As these numbers would indicate, tourism to America’s 

first National Park started relatively slowly, but gained momentum just before World War II, and 

rapidly increased after the war ended.  A number of reasons helped to spur these increases.  First, 

before the development of readily accessible national transportation systems, traveling to 

Yellowstone was very costly and time consuming; and thus reserved mostly for the wealthy.  

Second, as transportation networks made remote parts of the country more accessible at a lower 

cost, the wealth and desire for travel for middle class American’s increased.  Third, individuals 

in this growing tourist market were directed towards National Parks through slogans like “See 

America First” (see the picture on next page in Figure 5), as well as mass print articles and 
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picture books.  Finally, early in the history of the park service, leaders like Stephen Mather and 

Horace Albright helped to establish the idea of a national identity based upon unique and pristine 

wilderness that was accessible to all Americans (Duncan and Burns, 2009).     

Figure 4: Yellowstone NP    Figure 5: See America First Poster 
Visitors for Select Years   http://www.pbs.org/nationalparks/history/ep3/3/ 
http://www.nature.nps.gov/stats/viewReport.cfm 

 
 

     The belief in a country steeped in beautiful and bountiful resources pushed by champions like 

Mather and Albright, amongst many others, is an important reason for the growth and success of 

protected lands at the Federal Level (Duncan and Burns, 2009).  The map in Figure 6, which was 

downloaded from the National Atlas, shows all the lands currently under the control of various 

branches of the Federal Government.  Clearly the federal government maintains vast land 

holdings.  Also, as the map shows, federal lands are overwhelmingly located in the Western 

States and Alaska.  With the majority of federally owned and protected lands located in only a 

few geographic regions far away from Eastern US population centers, Cordell and Betz (2000) 

note that access to federal land is difficult for most US citizens.  Cordell and Betz further 

highlight that beyond distance as a factor which makes federal lands remote, a lack of roads and 

YEAR YELLOWSTONE NP 
VISITORS 

1906 17,182 

1923 138,352 

1938 466,185 

1949 1,131,159 

1950 1,110,524 

1965 2,062,500 

1966 2,130,300 

2009 3,295,187 

2010 3,640,185 
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infrastructure development can make them hard to access even for those individuals who live in 

relatively close proximity.   

Figure 6: Federally Owned Lands Map (different colors indicate land holdings by various 
federal agencies) 

      

     Beyond the uneven distribution of federally owned lands, two other aspects which make 

national recreation areas unique from state and local are there size and variety.  The largest 

National Park is Wrangell - St. Elias in Alaska.  At more than 13 million acres it is almost ten 

times the size of the State of Delaware.  In contrast, the smallest National Park is the Thaddeus 

Kosciuszko National Memorial in Pennsylvania, which is only 0.02 acres.  The variety of 

functions and services found on federal lands are almost as large as their size range.  Federally 

owned lands include forests, parks, bird sanctuaries, refuges, historic sites, wilderness areas, 

scenic byways, among many others.  Federal lands include some of the most remote places on 

earth, some of the harshest environments, some of the most unique ecosystems, as well as some 

of the greatest artifacts of the country’s history.  Among the many missions of the federal land 
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system are to preserve biodiversity and wilderness, ensure a steady and reliable supply of 

resources, keep pristine parks accessible to the public, and protect historic sites and symbols.       

     Despite the vast amount of land acreage and missions, federal recreation areas are not 

immune to the same current pressures faced by many state and local agencies.  For example, 

budgets for federal agencies managing recreational lands have been flat or declining while the 

list of necessary infrastructure repairs increases.  In additional to facilities not being adequately 

maintained, flat to declining budgets have led to reductions in staff and the closing of many 

offices (Cordell and Betz, 2000). 

     Although the level of future public funding for federal lands is uncertain, the democratization 

of travel reported by Teigland (2000) is likely to preserve the national system of land 

stewardship for future generations.  This concept of democratization is important because 

average citizens who now have money and leisure time will want to continue to be able to access 

and afford the recreation opportunities found on federal lands.  The potential power of 

democratization is particularly evident in a 2005 Gallup poll that found that individuals reported 

the highest level of satisfaction with the federal government’s handling of national parks and 

open space.  Seventy-one percent of those who responded were satisfied with the federal 

government’s handling of these resources.  Another aspect of this data of particular importance is 

that the federal government’s handling of national parks and open space was supported by 

Republicans, Independents, and Democrats.  Therefore, it seems unlikely that future changes in 

the leadership of the country will dramatically sway public sentiment regarding the value of 

federally protected lands.   

     To summarize this section regarding the supply and demand of parks: local, state, and 

national recreation areas have all seen increases in total number of units, land area and visitation 
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over the last several decades.  Despite the additions of new lands and the continued demand for 

these resources, future land acquisitions and financing of existing facilities are uncertain due to 

government budgetary constraints.  Even though future financing is uncertain, public recreation 

areas will continue to exist at the local, state, and national level.  Cordell and Betz (2000), among 

others, report that it will be the job of future parks and recreation managers to develop strategies 

to ensure that a wide range of services will continue to be provided; and that the local, state, and 

federal systems will continue to be complimentary. 

Privatization of Parks 

     Although the supply of, and demand for public recreation areas has grown over the past 

several decades, it is unclear if the current paradigm of public management of these resources 

will continue.  One possible alternative that has been proposed, and is currently being tested at a 

number of locations, is the privatization of park management as for profit entities or by nonprofit 

organizations.  The basic premise behind private management of public parks is that the 

government establishes the laws and mission of the recreation area, but a private company or 

group would be responsible for the daily operations and the maintenance of existing facilities. 

The website Park Privatization states that:  

Private recreation operators aren’t trying to take ownership of the land.  They aren’t trying to 
pave the wilderness.  They aren’t trying to build condos in front of Old Faithful.  They are in 
fact willing to accept whatever recreation mission or preservation mission the public owner of 
the park sets and manage the park to that mission. What they bring to the table is that in many 
cases, private companies can operate the park and keep it open with the fees paid at the gate, 
without big price hikes and without the need for taxpayer subsidies. 

Although the case put forth in this statement is appealing, there does not seem to be currently 

enough research on the success of these enterprises to assess the viability of this course of action 

on a large scale. 
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     Even though there is insufficient evidence to call for a paradigm shift in park management, 

there is a growing body of research looking into the viability of such an alternative.  One such 

study by Kerstetter, et al. (2010) asked Pennsylavania State Park visitors their thoughts regarding 

private park management.  Among the reasons people supported private management were 

enhanced quality, many tasks are not central to the mission of the parks and could be done by 

contractors without compromising the park environment, job opportunities, more cost effective, 

and competition is good.  The two most common reasons people identified for private 

management of parks were enhanced quality and not central to the mission.  Respondents 

reported that the quality of visitor experience would be enhanced under private management 

because there would be a much greater stake in a for profit entity ensuring visitor satisfaction and 

facility maintenance.  Respondents reported that they supported privatization of parks because 

the state should be more concerned with the central mission, which is management and 

environmental preservation, and contract out other services (Kerstetter, et al. 2010). 

     Despite the number of respondents who supported private park management, a slightly larger 

percentage was in favor of maintaining government operation of these resources.  Among the 

reasons why individuals did not support private park management were that the government has 

the knowledge, it is what they should do, over commercialization, more control, and stewardship 

(Kerstetter, et al. 2010).  Several themes are intertwined amongst these general categories.  First, 

there is a sense that the government does have the responsibility and skills to do the job.  Second, 

there is a fear that a profit driven entity would not be as inclined to protect or preserve the natural 

environment.  Finally, there is an acknowledgment that the government has a better ability to set 

and enforce laws and regulations. 



27 
 

     It is clear from the Kestetter et al. (2010) study that the general public has some very 

legitimate positive and negative points regarding private management of public parks.  Although 

this study gives valuable insight, more hard data is needed to determine the successes and 

failures of privatization, especially in relationship to environmental issues, employment 

opportunities, costs, and visitor satisfaction.  Despite a lack of strong evidence to unequivocally 

support private park management, a study by Mowen, Kerstetter, Trauntvein, and Graefe (2009) 

put forth ways for successful privatization.  Among the necessary components to privatize parks 

were political and popular support, leadership to ensure optimal efficiency, and a sufficient labor 

market in the area.   
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research Objectives and Validity of the Study Group 

     The primary objective of this research is to investigate usage of, and preferred methods to 

fund local, state, and national parks and recreation areas amongst students at The University of 

Alabama.  An examination of this topic is of particular importance at this moment in time due to 

unsustainable government budget deficits and long term debt that threaten current and future 

funding for parks and recreation areas.  This study is also of significance to the field of 

geography for two primary reasons focused on regional geography and planning.  First, 

maintaining a broad geographic blend of national, state, and local parks is critical to ensure a 

range of lands to provide critical habitat for species diversity as well as to satisfy the recreational 

desires of the population.  Second, budgetary issues are not isolated by level of government or 

region.  Therefore, future planners must be knowledgeable of the threats to the future viability of 

a diverse system of public lands and need to address these issues on the macro as well as micro 

geographic level.      

     As future working professionals and leaders, students at the University of Alabama represent 

an appropriate survey group to address these issues for two reasons.  First, according to a study 

reported by The Chronicle of Higher Education, of the 7000 plus United States legislators they 

investigated, 88.8 percent had some college, nearly 75 percent had at least a bachelor’s degree, 

and 40 percent had a master’s degree or higher.  Beyond the prevalence of college educated 

legislators, a certification or degree has become mandatory to qualify for many leadership jobs in 

government, including planning and parks and recreation departments, among others.  These 

facts would indicate that even if none of the students surveyed go on to work in these particular 

government leadership roles, they will at least be reasonably representative of these groups that 
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will have a considerable amount of influence in future decisions regarding public parks and 

recreation areas.  

     A second factor that makes college age persons good candidates for this study is that many 

habits regarding outdoor recreation are already established by this age.  One of the key findings 

of the 2010 Outdoor Recreation Participation Report put for by the Outdoor Foundation was that: 

“Three-quarters of children ages 6 to 12 are influenced to participate in outdoor activities by 

their parents” (p. 5).  In her essay Gender Inclusion as a Recreation Trend, Karla Henderson cites 

a 1995 study by Widdekind that found: “about two-thirds of those individuals who recreate 

outdoors were introduced to their favourite outdoor activity by the age of seventeen” (p.21).  

Furthermore, Cordell and Super report that as of 1994/95, “as many as 94.5% of Americans 16 

years old or older participated in some form of outdoor recreation” (p. 135).  When these studies 

are examined collectively, you find a high level of participation in outdoor recreation, with habits 

and preferences tending to be established at an early age.  This assertion is further supported in a 

recent study by Sofranko and Nolan: “It seemed likely that those who participated frequently in 

hunting or fishing during their formative years would be predisposed toward more frequent 

participation as adults. The data supported this expectation” (2009, p. 434). 

Research Questions 

     By administering this survey to students at The University of Alabama the researcher seeks to 

answer research questions that can be subdivided into two categories.  The first section will help 

establish the spatial proximity of parks and recreation areas among the study group, and how this 

spatial relationship impacts recreation habits.  In addition, this first section will also seek to 

establish the frequency of park and recreation area visits, as well as the preferred activities of 

respondents.  This information will be compared to similar study questions in the current 
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research literature to establish how representative the survey group is in relationship to other 

populations.   

     The second section will concentrate on the preferred methods to fund parks and recreation 

areas among the respondents.  This section will address a number of variables, including how 

access, frequency of use, and preferred recreational activities impact individual perceptions of 

how parks and recreation areas should be funded.  In addition, this section will address how 

previous experience with paying usage fees effects funding preferences, as well as those 

recreation activities that individuals are most likely to support paying for out of pocket.  A last 

issue this section addresses is the small but growing push towards private management of public 

areas as for profit entities or by nonprofit associations.  This issue will be juxtaposed with the 

problem of what should happen if government funding is insufficient to keep parks and 

recreation areas operational during times of recession or low revenue generation. 

     Two additional research questions will be addressed directly in short answer form to gage 

prior experience and knowledge of survey respondents.  The first of these questions will ask 

survey participants to list specific National Parks they have visited.  This question will allow the 

researcher to better assess the spatial distribution of park visits, as well as the impact prior 

experience might have on survey responses.  The second question will ask participants to explain 

a significant difference between National Parks and National Forests.  This question will allow 

the researcher to gage the knowledge level of survey respondents in terms of the Federal 

Government’s rationale and responsibility regarding protected areas.  For a complete list of 

research questions and results see Appendix B.  
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Research Methods 

     The primary research method for this study is a one-time survey given to students at The 

University of Alabama.  Before administering this survey though, the researcher asked friends, 

family members, and colleagues to respond to a similar set of questions via a link to Survey 

Monkey.  The purpose of giving this preliminary survey was twofold.  First, the researcher 

sought to evaluate recreation habits among a reasonably representative sampling of the 

population, as well as identify areas where public sentiment towards parks and recreation areas 

might be changing amidst concerns regarding government debt and deficits.  The results of this 

preliminary survey will be discussed in more detail in the research results section of this paper 

(for full Survey Monkey results see Appendix C).  Second, the researcher wanted to get ample 

feedback regarding the clarity of the survey questions, and whether or not respondents believed a 

bias was present in wording or tone.  Once again, a further analysis will be given in the result 

section of this paper. 

     After the preliminary survey, the investigator determined a larger sampling might yield results 

that could add to the body of research on the topic of usage and funding of public parks and 

recreation areas.  The University of Alabama student population offered a viable group from 

which to collect survey responses.  In order to efficiently collect a large sample of students, a 

paper and pencil survey was administered in three undergraduate level classes with a total 

enrollment of approximately 350 students, taught by two different teachers through the 

Geography Department.   

     As part of the process for administering surveys to students, it was necessary to complete all 

the requirements of the Institutional Review Board at The University of Alabama: this is required 

per university policy for all research that involves human subjects.  The first step in this process 
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was to complete online training regarding ethical treatment of test subjects.  This training was 

completed using the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative websites Human Research 

Curriculum.  After this process was completed, all research procedures and survey materials 

were submitted for review to the Institutional Review Board at The University of Alabama.  

Final approval to proceed with the research study was granted as IRB# 11-OR-287 (see 

Appendix D).  
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RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Preliminary Survey Results 

     Before administering the primary survey for this study, a similar set of questions was sent to 

friends, family members, and colleagues via Survey Monkey to determine the practicality of the 

research.  The purpose of this preliminary survey was to identify the general tone of public 

sentiment towards parks and recreation during this time of recession and fiscal contraction; 

especially in relationship to park usage and funding.  Information was readily available that 

enabled a broad assessment of the current state of park funding, but this information did not 

translate well into the realm of public sentiment.  For example, newspaper articles frequently 

addressed the closing of parks or the reduction or elimination of funding at the state or local level 

of government, but rarely addressed alternatives supported by the electorate to maintain funding 

for recreation areas in the absence of sufficient tax and usage fee revenues.  Over the past two 

decades increasing research has been done at the state and federal level of park management, as 

well as academically, to identify revenue sources to maintain parks, but there is little data that 

directly addresses the issue of how to pay for parks during times of recession or government 

funding crises.  Thus, it seemed there was a need for research that addressed publically preferred 

methods for funding parks and recreation areas when normal revenue sources disappeared, or 

shrunk to the point where ordinary operations became impossible to maintain. 

     A series of questions was developed to establish recreation habits, to determine park funding 

preferences, and to directly address the issue of what to do when revenues are insufficient to 

maintain proper park management.  This series of questions was loaded into Survey Monkey 

June 2011, and links to the surveys were sent to friends, family, and colleagues via email and 

social networking (a complete list of questions and survey results is found in Appendix C).  The 
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group of respondents represented a diverse group of people in regards to education level, income, 

age, and place of residence.  This demographic data was not collected via survey monkey, but 

the researcher corresponded with almost all of the individuals who answered the survey 

questions and is intimately familiar with almost everyone who responded.  Among those who 

responded to the survey were individuals from three different countries who currently live in the 

US, individuals living in six different US States, some individuals with advanced degrees and 

some with only a high school education, and some with a net worth over a million dollars to 

some living mostly paycheck to paycheck.  Approximately fifty individuals responded within the 

first week, and several of the results pointed to the need for a larger investigation on this topic.   

     One of the first issues that became apparent from the survey results was that parks are 

important.  The final two questions of the survey were: (18) Which statement best reflects your 

feelings towards local parks, athletic fields, and recreation centers/gyms? (19) Which statement 

best reflects your thoughts regarding state and national parks?  Only 2 of the 41 total responses 

indicated that state and national parks would be more beneficial if used for other purposes, and 

zero respondents regarded local, state, or national parks as unimportant. In comparison, 38 of 41 

respondents believe local parks are necessary aspects of the community while 30 of 41 

respondents consider state and national parks to be vital to the well-being of the state and nation. 

The results of these two questions are found on pie charts on the next page in Figures 7 and 8.  

As these charts clearly highlight parks are highly regarded by most of the respondents.     

 

 

 

 

 



 

State and national parks are?  

Figures 7 and 8: Importance of Local, State, and National Recreation Areas

     A second area of relative consensus among survey respondents was that tax revenues seem to 

play an important role in park funding.  Questions 8 and 11 of the survey were: (8) 

local parks, athletic fields, and recreation centers/gyms shoul

they should be paid for with tax dollars? (11) Do you think state or national parks should charge 

usage fees or should they be paid for entirely with tax revenues?  Only 4 of 52 responses 

indicated that local parks should be paid for entirely with usage fees, and just 3 of 41 were in 

favor of funding state and national parks entirely with user fees (it is important to note that the 

reason for the difference in number of respondents is because the survey was administered v

two separate internet links and several people only answered the first set not knowing that the 

second link was to a different group of questions).  Although few respondents preferred funding 

local, state, or national parks entirely with usage fees, the

of the role of taxes.  More than eighty percent of respondents believe state and national parks 

should be paid for with a combination of taxes and fees, whereas only fifty

believed the same for local parks.  In comparison, respondents were much more likely to support 

tax revenues being the sole source of funding for local parks.
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7 and 8: Importance of Local, State, and National Recreation Areas
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local parks, athletic fields, and recreation centers/gyms should charge usage fees or do you think 

they should be paid for with tax dollars? (11) Do you think state or national parks should charge 

usage fees or should they be paid for entirely with tax revenues?  Only 4 of 52 responses 

d be paid for entirely with usage fees, and just 3 of 41 were in 

favor of funding state and national parks entirely with user fees (it is important to note that the 

reason for the difference in number of respondents is because the survey was administered v

two separate internet links and several people only answered the first set not knowing that the 
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should be paid for with a combination of taxes and fees, whereas only fifty-seven percent 

ks.  In comparison, respondents were much more likely to support 
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     Although the overwhelming majority of survey respondents may agree that taxes are at least a 

part of the funding of local, state, and national parks, there is little agreement about what should 

be done if revenues are insufficient to keep parks properly managed.  Question 15 of the survey 

asked: If usage fees and/or tax revenues are insufficient to maintain proper management of local, 

state, or national parks which outcome are you most likely to support?  The response to this 

question was reasonably well distributed over three answers: raise taxes, raise usage fees, and 

keep parks open but only perform management operations the budget will allow until more 

revenues become available.  Only one individual responded that parks should be closed; and only 

three people believed that the parks should be sold to private companies or businesses.  Despite 

the disagreement over how to keep parks operational, there was at least consensus that parks 

should remain open.   

     Thus far, analysis of the survey results has shown three areas of strong agreement (more than 

90 percent) among respondents.  First, almost every person responded that local, state, and 

national parks are either nice to have or vital to the community, state, or nation.  Second, tax 

revenues should pay at least a portion of the costs of public park and recreation areas.  Third, 

even if taxes and usage fees are insufficient to keep parks operational, they should not be closed 

to the public or sold to private companies or citizens.  Even though these survey results seem to 

illustrate a strong commitment towards public parks and recreation areas, a lack of consensus 

regarding how to best manage and pay for parks could leave public lands vulnerable during 

tough economic conditions.   

      Several of the responses to survey questions illustrate the contrasting opinions regarding how 

to manage and fund parks.  For example, survey questions 16 and 17 asked respondents if they 

would be in favor of privatization of local, state, and national parks.  Thirty percent of 



 

respondents reported they would be in favor of privatizing local parks and twenty

were in favor of privatizing state or national parks.  Despite the fact that more than ninety 

percent of respondents were in favor of some of their tax 

fewer were certain that management of parks should fall solely to the government.  

     Just as there was not a strong agreement regarding privatizing parks, there was only modest 

constancy in responses related to p

respondents were more likely to favor one entrance fee, to only pay for features they used, or a 

combination of an entrance fee and some other charges when visiting local, state, and national 

parks.  The option that was least supported by respondents was to only pay for features they used 

during their visit; while the option that was most supported was to pay an entrance fee and have 

access to all park features.  As the two pie charts below illustrate, the

regarding a best option for paying out of pocket charges at public parks and recreation areas, but 

responses indicate a large preference towards an entrance fee being part of the equation.   

 
When paying fees for local parks I would prefer?

 

 
Figures 9 and 10: Preference for Paying Usage Fees 
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respondents reported they would be in favor of privatizing local parks and twenty

were in favor of privatizing state or national parks.  Despite the fact that more than ninety 

percent of respondents were in favor of some of their tax dollars going towards public parks, far 

fewer were certain that management of parks should fall solely to the government.  

Just as there was not a strong agreement regarding privatizing parks, there was only modest 

constancy in responses related to park usage fees.  Survey questions 9 and 13 asked if 

respondents were more likely to favor one entrance fee, to only pay for features they used, or a 

combination of an entrance fee and some other charges when visiting local, state, and national 

option that was least supported by respondents was to only pay for features they used 

during their visit; while the option that was most supported was to pay an entrance fee and have 

access to all park features.  As the two pie charts below illustrate, there was not a clear consensus 

regarding a best option for paying out of pocket charges at public parks and recreation areas, but 

responses indicate a large preference towards an entrance fee being part of the equation.   

would prefer? When paying fees for state or national parks I 
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      A final area where there was very little agreement among respondents was what they would 

be willing to pay for at local, state, and national parks.  Survey question 6 asked respondents 

which activities they like to participate in during visits to state or national parks; and survey 

question 14 asked what activities they are willing to pay additional charges for during their visit. 

Table 2 below shows the percentages of those who participate in, and those who support paying 

fees for a given activity.  When undertaking a brief analysis of this data two issues stand out.  

First, there was not a strong relationship between participation and supporting user fees for any 

given activity.  For example, the two activities with the greatest participation levels, picnicking 

and hiking/biking, had the lowest percentage rate of willingness to pay usage fees.  The second 

issue relates to the fact that there is little agreement among respondents regarding which 

activities they would pay for during park visits.  Although picnicking and hiking/biking were the 

activities that individuals least supported paying to engage in, a sizeable minority of respondents 

would pay for these recreational opportunities.  

Table 2: Activities Participated in Versus Those Support Paying For  
Activity Participate In Support Paying Usage Fee For 

Hunting/Fishing  26.9% 61.5% 

Boating  38.5% 74.4% 

Camping  50.0% 79.5% 

Picnicking  80.8% 41.0% 

Hiking/Biking  61.5% 38.5% 

 

     Beyond yielding results that indicated a larger study was warranted, another benefit of 

administering a preliminary survey was that most respondents were asked to give feedback 

regarding any questions that were unclear, or if they detected any bias in language or tone.  The 

only issue cited by several respondents was that using two different links for the preliminary 

survey was confusing.  Since the larger survey was going to be administered via pencil and 
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paper, this was not an issue of concern.  It is important to note that beyond seeking feedback 

from the preliminary survey respondents, a sample of the questions was sent to several peers and 

academics.  One suggestion given was to include a question about specific national parks visited, 

as well as a question about respondents’ knowledge of differences between national parks and 

forests.  This recommendation was followed for the student survey and yielded some informative 

results.   

Student Survey Results 

Spatial Proximity, Visitation Frequency, and Preferred Activities  

     After making appropriate edits to the preliminary survey, the updated questions were 

delivered to three undergraduate level geography classes at the University of Alabama.  The 

three classes represented two different courses that are required for geography majors and 

popular amongst non-majors to fill general education science requirements. Even though data 

was not collected regarding individual interests or goals, it is reasonably safe to presume that the 

population sample represents a diverse group of academic majors.  For the purpose of this study 

is was not necessary to gather demographic information, but another research survey 

administered in the same courses in a previous academic year reported more than 95% of 

respondents were between the ages of 18-22 (Miller, 2011).  The total enrollment for the three 

classes was approximately 350 students, but only 266 responses were collected from volunteers.  

The results of these 266 surveys were coded into a spreadsheet using Microsoft Excel. 

     Of the 266 respondents, 170 reported their hometown as urban, 94 rural and 2 individuals did 

not answer this question.  More than 82% of the students reported that they lived within 5 miles 

of a local park, while just over 6% lived more than 10 miles.  In contrast to a majority of students 

growing up relatively close to a local park, fewer than 25% of respondents lived within 10 miles 
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of a state or national park, whereas more than 43% reported living over 25 miles away.  The 

spatial proximity of survey respondents to parks supports similar data reported by other research 

studies (Cordell and Betz, 2000 and Zhang, Lu, & Holt, 2011).  Collecting data related to the 

access survey respondents had to parks is particularly relevant to this study because distance to 

recreation areas is one of the factors that influence participation and preference in sports and 

leisure activities (Mowen, Orsega-Smith, Payne, Ainsworth, & Godbey, 2007 and Cohen, 2007).  

Also, as previously noted, several studies have found that outdoor recreation preferences and 

habits are frequently established at an early age with strong influences from family and friends.  

This information would indicate that a majority of respondents are likely to maintain recreation 

habits and preferences in the future, even if proximity to parks changes.        

     In order to test survey results against previous research studies, the data collected regarding 

distance to parks was placed in Microsoft Excel pivot tables to determine how proximity 

influences recreation habits and perceptions of the importance of parks.  The two tables on the 

next page show the results of this analysis in relationship to state and national parks.  One 

finding that supported past research was that distance had an impact on park use frequency 

amongst survey respondents.  This fact is best illustrated in the number of individuals who 

visited state or national parks every few years.  Of this group, only 10% of those living within 5 

miles reported this level of visitation while just over 47% of those who lived more than 25 miles 

responded that they attended a state or national park every few years.  In comparison to the 

longest and shortest distances options in the survey, 30% of respondents living 5-10 miles and 

38% of those living 10-25 miles report visiting a state or national park every few years.  To 

further illustrate the apparent impact of distance, approximately 73% of those living within 10 

miles of a state or nation park report visiting at least once a year, whereas only 40% of 
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respondents living more than 25 miles go to a state or national park with that frequency.   As 

these numbers indicate, distance does seem to play an important role in recreation habits 

regarding state and national parks.  

     Although proximity to state and national parks had an impact on the visitation habits of 

respondents, distance did not seem to have as significant of an influence on how strongly 

individuals value these public recreation areas.  The best example of how distance impacted the 

perceived value of state and national recreation areas is found in the percentage of individuals 

who identified these parks as vital, relative to how far away from one of these areas they lived.  

The total difference between the highest and lowest groups was 13%, with 72% of those living 5-

10 miles and over 59% of those living more than 25 miles reporting that state and national parks 

are vital to our country.   

Distance to Nearest State or Federal Park From Hometown 

Frequency of State Park Visits 
Less than 
5 miles 5-10 miles 

10-25 
miles 

More than 
25 miles Total 

Weekly 2 1 2 5 (2%) 

Monthly 7 7 6 7 27 (10%) 

Yearly 11 17 42 39 109 (41%) 

Once every few years 2 12 33 55 102 (39%) 

Never been 1 2 2 15 20 (8%) 

Grand Total 23 (9%) 39 (15%) 85 (32%) 116 (44%) 263 

Table 3: Distance to State or National Parks Impact on Frequency of Visitation 

Distance to Nearest State or Federal Park From Hometown 

Perception of Parklands 
Less than 5 
miles 

5-10 
miles 

10-25 
miles 

More than 
25 miles Total 

State and Federal Parklands are vital 16 28 57 66 167 (65%) 
State and Federal Parklands are nice but not 
vital 6 9 24 32 71 (28%) 

State and Federal Parklands are not important 2 2 10 14 (5%) 
Would be more beneficial if used for other 
purposes 1 4 5 (2%) 

Grand Total 23 (9%) 
39 

(15%) 
83 

(32%) 112 (44%) 257 

Table 4: Distance to State or National Parks Impact on Perception of Park Value 
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     Despite the fact that a 13% difference amongst responses is significant enough to warrant 

some consideration, this range could be explained by several other factors.  For example, one of 

the conclusions of a study by Sugiyama, Francis, Middleton, Owen, and Giles-Corti was that 

attractiveness and size “may be more important in promoting sufficient amounts of walking for 

health benefits than is the presence of an open space within a shorter distance” (2010, p. 1752).  

In a separate study by Richardson, Loomis, and Weller titled Recreation as a Spatial Good: 

Distance Effects on Changes in Recreation Visitation and Benefits, one of the conclusions was 

that “Long-distance visitors (traveling more than 200 miles one-way) planned their trips well in 

advance (96 days on average) and stayed longer (4.4 days)” (2006, p. 377).  When the results of 

these studies are taken into consideration, two conclusions could be made regarding the reason 

distance was not instrumental in respondent’s perception of the value of state and national parks.  

First, if attractiveness and size are important, then it is reasonable to presume that living close to 

a marginal park will not necessarily enhance your perception of the value of state or national 

lands.  Second, some of the survey respondents might live far from a state or national park but 

occasionally travel a great distance and spend longer periods of time engaging in recreational 

activities.  Therefore, it can be speculated that the quality of park experiences is just as important 

as the quantity of visits.   

     Another interesting aspect of quality versus quantity is found by analyzing the total number of 

national recreation area visits versus the perceived value of parklands.  Respondents were asked 

to identify the number of national forests, parks, preserves, or refuges they have visited, with a 

range of possible answers from zero to more than ten.  Only 44% of those who responded that 

they had never been to a national recreation site believed they were vital to the nation.  This 

percentage jumped to 66% for those individuals who had been to as many as 5, and was over 
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80% for those visiting more than 5 national recreation sites.  Although Alabama has several 

national recreation sites including Talladega National Forest, Cahaba River Wildlife Refuge, and 

Little River Canyon Preserve, the spatial distribution of federal lands is clearly weighted towards 

the Western United States and Alaska.  Even though the survey did not ask students to identify 

their state of residence, it can be assumed that the majority of respondents are from the 

Southeastern United States since the University website reports 67% of 2010 students were from 

Alabama.   With the majority of acreage of national recreation sites in the west and the majority 

of survey respondents in the southeast, it is probable that many of trips made by students visiting 

more than 5 parks covered long distances.  The short answer question asking respondents to 

identify the parks they had visited confirmed this conclusion because a significant percentage 

had visited National Parks and Forests in the Western US and Alaska.  Among the parks survey 

respondents reported visiting were Yellowstone, Glacier, Denali, and Yosemite, which are world 

renowned for their beauty and uniqueness.  Of all respondents who have visited several Western 

US and Alaskan parks and recreation areas, only one respondent answered other than that they 

are vital to the nation.  Therefore, based on this data it can be inferred that the quality of the park 

and recreation area is critical to the perception of the value of the resource.         

     Thus far analysis of the survey results has focused on the spatial distribution of parks, 

recreation habits, and perception of park value to society, but has not considered the preferred 

activities of respondents.  Tables 5 and 6 on the next page show the level of participation in a 

given activity or group of activities at local parks, as well as state and national recreation areas.  

At the local level, respondents report a high level of participation in working out, sports, and 

walking.  At the state or national level, respondents were most likely to participate in hiking, 

biking or swimming, with boating, camping, and picnicking also being popular activities.  The 
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rate of participation in these recreational activities among survey respondents closely matches 

the findings of the 1983 and 1995 National Recreational Surveys which reported walking for 

pleasure, picnicking, swimming in natural waters, and cycling among the most popular activities 

(Cordell and Super, 2000 p. 135). 

Participate Working out Sports Walking Playgrounds Picnics/Leisure 

No 88 89 94 205 131 

Yes 178 177 172 61 135 

Grand Total 266 266 266 266 266 

Table 5: Participation in Local Park Activities  

Participate 
Hiking, Biking 
or Swimming 

Hunting 
or Fishing 

Boating 
or 
Camping 

Picnic or 
Leisure 

Wildlife 
Viewing Scientific Observation 

No 82 159 116 108 172 252 

Yes 184 107 150 158 94 14 
Grand 
Total 266 266 266 266 266 266 

Table 6: Participation in State or National Park Activities  

     Beyond the basic yes or no level of participation in a variety of recreational options, analysis 

of this data provided some insight into the frequency with which survey respondents partook in 

these activities.  For example, approximately 90% of respondents who report weekly or monthly 

state park visits participate in hiking, biking or swimming, as well as boating or camping.  This 

percentage goes down tremendously for the other activities, but stays above 50% for picnicking 

and hunting or fishing.  These facts would seem to indicate the activities supplied by state and 

national parks which are most likely to encourage frequent user participation.  This data is 

supported by Cordell et al. 1996.  At the local level, more than 80% of daily or weekly visitors to 

local parks or recreation centers report working out.  This percentage drops to 73 for sports and 

58 for walking.  Once again, these figures would indicate which activities are most likely sought 

by enthusiasts, rather than more casual users of local recreation areas.  One other important 

aspect to note is that the data suggests that certain aspects of recreation preference are influenced 
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by the type of community in which you were raised.  For example, 70% of survey respondents 

raised in a rural community participated in boating or camping compared to 50% of urban 

residents.  Also, 55% of rural residents engaged in hunting or fishing whereas only 32% of urban 

residents reported participation in these activities.  

Paying For Parks, Taxes, Usage Fees, and Privatization 

       The first section of survey analysis looked at the spatial relationship between local, state, and 

national parks and respondents, and the impact of distance on recreation habits and preferences.  

This section will examine the relationship between fees paid for local, state, and national parks 

and recreation centers and the preferences for funding these areas.  In addition, this section will 

directly address the question of how to pay for public parks when tax revenue and fees are 

insufficient to properly maintain and manage these recreation areas.   

     The first step in identifying preferred methods for funding public parks is to establish the 

prior experiences survey respondents have with paying fees for public parks.  This is vital for 

two reasons, which are normative economic theory and residual knowledge.  First, a theory of 

normative economics is that public policy is guided by value judgments based upon identified 

norms people implicitly hold (Thompson, F. 1998).  Although norms can change, the public 

policies that will likely be acceptable, or meet minimal resistance, are those that meet the current 

values and opinions of the population they effect.  In other words, if the current norm is to pay 

park fees, it is likely that those individuals who have paid in the past would be more apt to 

support fees than those who have never paid.  This claim is further supported and enhanced by 

Crompton, who states that residual knowledge is a critical factor in establishing prices for public 

parks and recreation services.  Residual knowledge is also important because public parks are 

often subsidized through taxes and not subject to the same market forces as other commodities.  
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Therefore, if one has never paid a park fee they would likely have zero residual knowledge of the 

cost of the service and would be more likely to resist paying fees unless substantial information 

is provided regarding the necessity of the charges. 

 

Tables 7 and 8: Ever Paid Park Usage Fees 

      The two spreadsheets above highlight that approximately 60% of survey respondents have 

some residual knowledge because they report having paid a fee at local recreation areas, as well 

as state and national parks.  When this park fees paid data is normalized against park funding 

preferences it is shown that residual knowledge is an important factor to pricing of public 

services.  For example, 50% of individuals who have never paid a state or national park fee think 

these services should be provided completely with tax dollars.  This percentage drops to 26 for 

those who have paid a park fee at the state or national level.  The numbers at the local level are 

almost identical.  Fifty percent of respondents who have never paid a fee believe local parks 

should be paid for entirely with tax dollars; whereas only 25% of those who have paid a fee in 

the past thought tax revenues should be the only source of funding. 

     Although having paid a fee in the past influenced respondents view of the role of taxes, it did 

not have much impact on the idea that parks should be paid for entirely with fees.  This fact is 

evident because there was only a 3% difference in support for park funding coming entirely from 

user fees amongst those who have paid in the past and those who have not at the local, state and 

national level of government.  Also, as the two pie charts on the next page highlight, funding 

parks entirely with user fees is the least supported method; and is far less popular amongst 

respondents than paying for recreation areas entirely with tax dollars.    

Ever Paid a Local Recreation Fee State/Federal Park Fee Paid

Yes 158 Yes 157

No 107 No 103

Total 265 Total 260



 

     Another aspect where having previously paid a fee at local public parks and recreation areas 

had relatively little impact was in regards to how fees should be collected.  At the local level 

there was almost zero difference amongst respondents regardless if they had paid a fee in the 

past.  The majority of respondents preferred to only pay an entrance fee at local parks and be 

able to access all features.  In contrast, respondents were significantly less like

entrance fee with some additional charges.  

Figures 11 and 12: Paying For Local, State, and National Parks

     A combination of an entrance fee with some additional charges was also the least favorable 

method of collecting revenues from state or national recreation areas.  A comparison of Figures 

13 and 14 on the next page highlights that the preferred methods for paying fees at local parks 

and state or national parks are very similar.  Although there is overall agreement in preferenc

for paying fees at all levels of government, there was not agreement at the state or federal level 

for those who have paid fees versus those who have not in regards to one entrance versus all user 

fees.  Survey respondents who had never paid a fee were 6

for features used at state or national recreation areas.  In comparison, those who have paid a fee 

at state or national parks were 56% more likely to support only one entrance charge and have 

access to all park amenities.   
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at state or national parks were 56% more likely to support only one entrance charge and have 
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     Even though there is an association between participation and willingness to pay, this 

relationship is not uniform or present for all activities.  For example, hiking, biking, and 

picnicking were all relatively popular activities, but less than a third of users were in support of 

fees for these activities.  Additionally, participation in sports was not good indicator if 

individuals would support paying for the use of athletic fields.   

     

  Athletic fields Picnic areas Walking/Biking  Playground Equipment None   

Yes 125 71 72 29 90   

No 141 195 194 237 176   

Grand 

Total 266  266  266  266  266   

Table 9: Willingness to Pay at Local Parks 

  Hunting/Fishing Boating Camping Picnic Hiking/Biking None 

Yes 139 149 154 47 72 39 

No 126 117 112 219 194 227 

Grand 

Total  265 266  266   266  266 266  

Table 10: Willingness to Pay at State or National Parks 

     The association between participation in an activity and willingness to pay seem to support 

normative equity theory and residual knowledge.  For example, hunting and fishing permits are 

well established systems and are widely accepted amongst those who engage in the activity.  

Similarly, camping and boating registration fees are fairly common at state and national 

recreation areas, and fees for these activities are also well supported by participants.  Conversely, 

hiking, biking, and picnicking are activities which are readily available for free, or tend to be 

included with the entrance fee for state or national parks.  For example, Lake Lurleen State Park 

in Alabama charges a three dollar entrance fee which includes access to all park hiking/biking 

trails as well as several picnic areas with grills, but charges an additional fee for overnight 

camping, and also requires that: “The operator of any mechanically propelled boat (including 
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electric/battery operated trolling motors) must have a valid Boater's License; and the boat must 

be registered with current year decals in place” (Alabama State Parks Website).  As the Lake 

Lurleen State Park example illustrates, paying for camping, boating, and fishing are all aspects of 

parks and recreation were the societal norm tends towards additional fees to participate.  

     Thus far the analysis of paying for parks and collecting fees at the local, state, and national 

level has provided insight into what activities survey respondents are most likely to support 

paying for, how they prefer to pay those fees, and the role of tax dollars to subsidize the costs of 

these recreation areas.  The results clearly show that respondents support tax subsidies for parks, 

but a majority also recognizes the necessity of some usage fees.  The data also indicates that 

when paying fees respondents prefer one entrance fee in comparison to paying only for what 

they use or a combination of the two options.  Finally, the data suggests that participation in an 

activity, having paid a fee in the past, and the current norms for allocating costs among park and 

recreation area users all can impact survey respondents’ perception of fees, and preferred 

methods for collecting revenue to ensure park resources are maintained.   

     Despite the insight thus far provided by survey respondents, the analysis has failed to address 

the issue of what can be done when taxes and fees are insufficient to properly manage and 

maintain park resources.  This factor is especially critical because approximately 90% of 

respondents of both the preliminary and larger student survey indicate that taxes should be either 

a part of, or the entire source of funding for local, state, and national parks and recreation areas.  

As this recent economic downturn has illustrated, tax revenues are not always the most reliable 

resource with which to plan your annual budget.  Therefore, the question becomes: If usage fees 

and/or tax revenues are insufficient to maintain proper management of local, state, or national 



 

parks which outcome are you most likely to support?  The results to this que

the chart below.   
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during difficult economic times.  
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respondents believe that local, state, and national parks and recreation areas are vital to the well

being of the country.  When those who responded that parks are nice but not vital are added, you 

find that more than 95% of survey respondents believe that local parks and recreation centers are 

important, compared to 92% at the state and national level.  The popularity

clearly evident in the fact that few individuals support closing or selling park lands during 

difficult economic conditions.    

Local Parks    

Figures 16 and 17: Perceived Value of Parks

     Although parks are valued, further analysis of preferred park funding shows a troubling 

aspect of respondent’s views of paying for local, state, and national recreation areas.  This 

concerning set of statistics stems from the fact that 90% of responde

parks, but less than 20% believe that tax increases are the best method for bridging budget gaps 

during economic downturns.  This data is particularly worrisome for two reasons.  First, if new 

or increased fees are introduced to make up budget shortfalls during a recession, it is uncertain if 

those fees would be reduced or eliminated once the economy improved.  It is even possible that 

the introduction of fees during a recession could affect future park subsidies. This could oc
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because when the economy improved, it is possible that addition monetary resources might not 

go towards parks and recreation due to the implementation of the fees.  Second, if neither taxes 

nor fees are raised and park maintenance is only performed as the budget allows rather than as 

necessity dictates, this would likely have an impact on the desire of individuals to use local, 

state, or national recreational spaces.  As previous studies have noted, the safety and 

attractiveness of parks are critical components of visitation preference and frequency.  Therefore, 

if park visitation declines due to lack of proper maintenance, it is possible that those impacts 

would spill over in the short term when economic conditions improved.   Also, if visitation habits 

are changed, this could have a long term impact on younger persons who tend to establish 

recreation habits at an early age. 

     Although the above examples are hypothetical, they represent real concerns that deserve 

consideration when deciding how to pay for and manage public lands.  It is also important to 

note that although increasing fees and reducing maintenance have potential negative side effects, 

raising taxes is certainly no panacea, and could even be a worse alternative.   The issue of public 

land management is best summarized by Kemmis (2008) who states that “A number of historical 

forces have resulted in public land planning and management becoming increasingly embroiled 

with statutory, regulatory, and judicial imperatives that too often prevent the system from 

working effectively or adapting to new circumstances” (P. 70).  Kemmis gives several examples 

which illustrate the problems with public funding of parks and recreation areas.  One set of 

examples relates to the state of disrepair of many facilities on federal lands.  Kemmis highlights 

how frequently these issues are looked at politically, rather than on an as need basis.  In other 

words, instead of systematically fixing what is in disrepair, some political leaders will only 
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choose to fund projects that fix things that are completely broken or those items that could be 

used to further their career.   

     With the weight of bureaucratic systems impeding some aspects of proper public park 

management, many researchers are seeking new paradigms to guide the future of public 

recreation and land planning.  One potential paradigm shift is put forth by Fretwell (2008) who 

states that “No state or national park system is going to be as responsive to visitors as a 

commercial or nonprofit organization” (p. 86).  Fretwell notes that the profit motive, or the need 

to consistently keep donations flowing in, will make these entities much more responsive to the 

desires of visitors (p. 87).  This methodology could be transferred to many existing parks 

facilities to have a public - private partnership where government owns the land and oversees 

environmental regulation, but the daily management and maintenance would fall to a private 

company or nonprofit organization.    

      In order to test the acceptability of privatization amongst survey respondents, two questions 

directly addressed this issue at the local, and state and national level of government.   These 

questions asked if respondents would be in favor of parks being privately managed or operated 

as for profit entities.  The responses to these questions are shown in Figures 18 and 19 on the 

next page.   As the charts illustrate, a significant minority of respondents would favor private 

park management at the local, state, and national level of government.  Nearly 40% of survey 

respondents favored privatization at the local level and while almost 31% believed private 

management of parks was acceptable at the state or national level of government.  Although 

those in favor represent the minority, there are a noteworthy number of respondents who believe 

that park management is not the sole responsibility of the government.       



 

Figures 18 and 19: Would You Support Park Privatization?

Parks Visited and the Role of the Federal Government in Managing Parkland

     The final section of analysis for survey responses is in regards to two short answer questions.  

The first question asked what national parks respondents had attended and the second asked 

respondents to identify the difference between national park

questions were asked to establish the spatial distribution of park visits as well as to establish the 

knowledge of respondents in relationship to the role of the federal government in various aspects 

of land management.   

     Based upon those who responded, the distribution of visits to national parks ranged from 

Alaska to Florida to Maine to California, and most parts in between.  The most frequently visited 

park was Yellowstone.  This is somewhat surprising because another 

Great Smoky Mountains, is much closer to The University of Alabama.  Although Great Smoky 

Mountains is the most visited National Park, and is in the Southeastern United States, only a few 

respondents reported attending this park.  Ot

Canyon, Glacier, and Yosemite.  In general, the parks most frequently visited by survey 

respondents closely matched the most popular National Parks in terms of annual attendance 

(http://home.nps.gov/applications/release/Detail.cfm?ID=785). 
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     Beyond gaining perspective on the distribution of parks visits among respondents, this first 

question provided another valuable insight.  Amongst respondents there seemed to be a great 

deal of confusion regarding what is actually considered a National Park.  For example, one 

respondent put Smoky Mountains, but also wrote they were unsure if that was a state or national 

park.  A different respondent put Sequoia, but also wrote (State Park?).  Several other 

respondents put Stone Mountain, and a few put Oak Mountain as National Parks they have 

attended; while one individual put zoos.  The frequency with which these errors occurred 

indicated that many respondents were simply unsure of the difference between state and national 

parks. 

     The confusion regarding National Parks was considerably more evident in the second 

question which asked respondents to name a significant difference between national forests and 

parks.  Overwhelmingly the most common response was that national forests have trees, whereas 

parks are more for recreation.  The frequency with which a variation of this response was given 

was astonishing given the fact that the surveys were administered in different classes and there 

was no collaboration amongst respondents.  Some of the responses to the role of National Parks 

were: they are places to have fun, parks are for leisure, they are more artificially managed, and 

parks are for people.  Some examples of the responses given regarding the role of National 

Forest were: forests are for animals, they are more natural, forests are for displaying trees, and 

that are not as well developed as parks.   

     Although the responses given to this question clearly demonstrate that most individuals have 

very little knowledge about differences between national parks and forests, a few respondents are 

clearly well informed on the subject.  One respondent even seemed relatively close to providing 

the mission statements for the park service and forest service.  This person wrote that “Forests 
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are used for the maintaining of a surplus of natural resources and of wildlife.  Parks are also 

wildlife and nature preserves but are more for public enjoyment.”  The current mission of the 

forest service state that “The mission of the USDA Forest Service is to sustain the health, 

diversity, and productivity of the Nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and 

future generations” (http://www.fs.fed.us/aboutus/mission.shtml). In comparison the mission of 

the National Park Service is “to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the 

wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means 

as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations” 

(http://home.nps.gov/applications/release/Detail.cfm?ID=785). 
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DISCUSSION 

     This study found three areas where there was considerable agreement in the preferred means 

of funding and the perceived value of public recreational lands.  First, public parks and 

recreation areas are valued by survey respondents.  More than ninety percent of respondents in 

both the preliminary and student survey reported that local, state, and national parks were at least 

important if not vital.  Second, more than ninety percent of respondents in both surveys 

supported taxes as all or part of the funding for local, state, and national parks.  Finally, during 

difficult economic conditions few respondents find it desirable to close or sell park lands. 

     In addition to these three areas of consensus, there were several other findings worth noting.  

First, despite more than ninety percent of respondents reporting that taxes should be part of the 

funding of public recreational lands, raising taxes was not the most popular method for making 

up budget shortfalls.  Rather, increasing user fees was the most popular method of bridging 

budget gaps in both the preliminary as well as the larger student survey.  This finding is 

particularly troublesome because there is very little consensus regarding what individuals 

support paying for on public recreational lands, or how they prefer to pay fees.   

     Despite the lack of agreement regarding user fees, several factors were identified that 

influence respondents perceptions of public park value and funding preferences.  First, the 

number and variety of local, state, and national park visits influences both the perceived value of 

public recreational lands as well as the activities individuals support paying for.  For example, 

the greater the number of park visits increases respondents reports of the importance of public 

recreational lands as well as their willingness to pay some fees to use these resources.  Second, 

there are several activities, like hiking, biking, and swimming where participation in the activity 

does not necessarily increase support for fees.  In contrast, there are several activities, like 
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hunting, fishing, and camping where participation impacts willingness to pay user fees.  Finally, 

although there is general support for paying some users fees for public parklands, respondents 

were not in agreement if those fees should be paid only for what is used during a visit, as one 

entrance fee, or a combination of an entrance fee with some additional charges. 

     In addition to the aforementioned findings, there are two other aspects of the study that 

warrant further consideration.  First, very few respondents could correctly identify functional 

differences between National Parks and National Forests.  The most common response to the 

function of National Parks was that they were more developed and for recreation, whereas 

National Forests were thought to be more for trees and animals.  A second short answer question 

that asked respondents to list specific National Parks they had attended amplified the confusion 

surrounding National Parks and National Forests because many individuals identified state parks 

and National Forests as National Parks they had visited.  In general, these findings point to a lack 

of understanding amongst survey respondents regarding the purpose of some public lands, as 

well as the underlying philosophies by which they are managed.  

     Although, none of the aforementioned findings of this study were particularly surprising, 

results firmly indicate that parks are popular, and individuals are in favor of maintaining them in 

a variety of forms and serving a range of interests.  Also, despite the popularity of public 

parklands there is little agreement how to ensure the continuity of these recreational lands.  

Although taxes are supported as part of the equation, the exact blend of taxes and fees is not as 

readily agreed upon among survey respondents.   

     Therefore, it can be concluded that respondents demand public parks and recreation areas but 

disagree how to pay for and manage them.  This statement is particularly worrisome at this point 

in time because the future of a robust system of public parklands seems to depend upon finding a 
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wider spectrum of funding sources or advocates.  It was not expected that this study would find a 

definitive conclusion that could solve the funding crisis many parks and recreation departments 

currently face, but the general disagreement between the role of taxes and fees seems to point 

towards an ongoing battle for scarce public lands and monetary resources. 

     In other words, this study supports other findings that report of the disconnection between 

demanding government services and the willingness to pay for them.  This disconnection is well 

summarized in the introduction to a study by Glaser and Hildreth (1996) titled A Profile of 

Discontinuity Between Citizen Demand and Willingness to Pay Taxes: Comprehensive Planning 

for Park and Recreation Investment.  In the introduction the author’s use a variety of academic 

sources to report of a separation between the government and the people it represents.  Although, 

this separation is sometimes warranted through the use of misinformation for political gain, 

among other reasons, the electorate often continues to look to government for protection and to 

enhance the quality of life.  On page 97, Glaser and Hildreth (1996) report that:  

Currently, there are legitimate questions about the extent to which local government performance 
gains can close the gap between what citizens expect from government and what they are willing 
to pay in the form of taxes. On one hand, citizens are asking public officials to cut taxes and 
reduce government spending; on the other hand, they are reluctant to accept reductions in 
government services (Beck, Rainey & Traut, 1990; Egol, 1984; Welch, 1985). 
 
 

This previous quotation seems quite fitting to this study which found a relative few willing to 

raise taxes to keep parks fully operational and even less willing to close or sell them.  

     Of course, many alternatives exist to ensure the continuity of a healthy system of local, state, 

and national lands that meet the needs of a diverse range of users, uses, and recreational 

preferences.  For example, New Hampshire has a completely self-supporting State Park System 

while also having a relatively large annual attendance (http://www.nhparks.state.nh.us/who-we-

are/division/reports.aspx).  This example highlights that in some instances it is possible to have a 

completely self-supporting park system that does not require public subsidies.  It is important to 
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note that the New Hampshire example also highlights a vulnerable position of the system 

because their website notes that during years of low attendance, which generally coincides with 

unfavorable weather, debt obligations must be paid off at the beginning of the next fiscal year 

before funds can be allocated for other capital projects.  A second example of an alternative to 

public financing is the Druid City Bike Club in Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  This group maintains 

trails at Lake Lurleen State Park and Sokol Park, amongst other areas through donations and 

volunteer efforts.  A third example is Ruffner Mountain Nature Center in Birmingham, Alabama 

which is operated by a nonprofit organization that has increased landholding from 28 to over 

1000 acres over the past thirty years (http://ruffnermountain.org/home/about-us.html).  In 

addition to the previous three examples, this study has noted that communities near National 

Parks are some of the strongest supporters of these public lands.  In addition to the role of 

neighboring communities in advocating on behalf of the National Parks, the Park Service 

currently reports nearly 100 million volunteer hours that help to maintain these resources.   

     As these examples seem to illustrate, a path forward in maintaining a strong, viable, and 

growing system of recreational lands seems to entail a variety of strategies; many of which rely 

on local support.  In addition to enlisting local support, it is also important to call upon the 

knowledge, enthusiasm, and commitment of experts within various fields and aspects of 

recreation.  Since the idea of recreational specialization was first observed by Bryan (1977), 

academics, resource managers, and park planners have sometimes used the natural tendencies of 

the most committed persons to help guide policy.  As the previous example of the Druid City 

Bike club highlights, the commitment and knowledge of the most enthusiastic members of a 

sport can be harnessed at public parks and used at the local level for the greater good.  Utilizing 

the efforts of the most committed is very likely to yield positive results because in order to 
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ensure quality trails to ride, the bike club will almost certainly be committed to using the best 

techniques to create, maintain, and manage resources.  Also, since the bike club expends 

considerable time, effort, and money to create and maintain trails, there is a strong incentive for 

them to ensure that others do not overuse or abuse the resource.  The notion of self-regulation to 

manage a resource is apparent in the case of the Druid City bike club which posted signs to stop 

riding in wet and rainy conditions to avoid unnecessary erosion.    

     In addition to the Druid City example, a study by Chi-Ok and Ditton (2006) found that 

recreation specialist fishermen are also much more likely to focus on environmental conditions 

which will yield quality fishing.  This is in contrast with casual fishers which are generally more 

concerned with the total number of catches rather than the quality of the harvest.  As this 

example shows, utilizing the knowledge and commitment of recreational specialists can also be 

used to guide policy in a direction which is conscious of the environmental rather than driven by 

an intensive use model.  

Policy Implications 

          As the previous example highlight, there are a range of tools park planners can use to 

maintain environmental integrity while also ensuring the delivery of quality services and 

simultaneously lowering upkeep and development costs.  Although these examples can be 

effective, they are just a few of the many strategies planners will need to ensure quality park and 

recreation areas will be maintained in the future.  On the next page are a series of bullets that 

offer other potential policy implications based on the findings of this study as well as from 

previous research. 
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• Planners must find ways to effectively communicate issues to park visitors regarding 
maintenance and development costs as well as environmental concerns (Crompton & 
Kim, 2001) 
 

•  Entrepreneurs, nonprofits, and recreation organizations should continue to step forward 
and offer viable alternatives to   public management (Mowen, et al. 2009) 
 
 

• When handing over management operations, land ownership and stewardship should 
usually remain with the public which will be better able to set and enforce laws (Park 
Privatization and Mowen, et al. 2009) 
 

• When necessary, fees should be introduced or raised to ensure continuity of service 
(Survey Results and Discovery Pass in Washington State) 
 

• When fees are collected they should remain within the park or park system to ensure they 
are used for the most pressing needs (Solop, et al. 2003 and National Park Service 
Justifications, 2008) 
 

• Although fees are a potential source of funding public parks they should not impose such 
a burden as to limit access for segments of the population (Bengston & Fan, 2002) 
 

• Planners need to avoid duplication and unnecessary services to lower costs without 
diminishing the quality of recreational resources (Cordell & Betz, 2000)   
 

• Planners also need to provide quality services to ensure parks are well utilized and so a 
future generation of advocates are developed (Sugiyama, et al. 2009)  

 

     In conclusion, I would like to end with a brief narrative of how my own perceptions and 

feelings regarding public parks have changed over the past several years.  Shortly after moving 

to Tuscaloosa, Alabama I went to Lake Lurleen State Park and was quite disappointed by the 

cost of the fees in comparison to park services.  After my first visit I left disappointed by the 

experience which in many other areas would have been free.  As the years have gone by and the 

visits to Lake Lurleen and other Alabama State Parks have increased, it now gives me incredible 

satisfaction to pay a little money to recreate in a safe environment with my family.  I now live 
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just a few miles from the back entrance to Oak Mountain State Park and visit whenever time and 

weather permit.  Currently, the entrance station is untended by a ranger and instead uses an honor 

system.  Presently, I would never dream of driving by without putting my three dollars in the 

honor box.  In a way, I almost feel that paying a little bit of money has made me appreciate and 

advocate a little more for Alabama State Parks.  I feel this way because over the past several 

years I am certain I have invested close to one thousand dollars in entrance, camping, and other 

fees at Alabama State Parks.  It makes me happy to know that some of my money is utilized in a 

manner which will ensure recreation resources will continue to prosper and grow. Growing up in 

Pennsylvania there were ample State Parks within close proximity that offered free entrance and 

in many places free camping.  Although I loved these areas, I now do not feel as though I 

personally invested in them as I should have.  I loved them, but I know I did not pay my share of 

the costs in relationship to my income and how frequently I visited.  In addition, my experience 

over the past few years has helped me realize that growth and evolution must come by adapting 

and even embracing new ideas and methods.  I believe that growth and adaptation will also need 

to occur in our funding and use of public parklands to ensure diverse and robust lands continue 

to exist and meet the needs of people, and the environment at large. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

STATE Number of Parks Acreage Attendance Expenditures Cost Recovery 

Alabama 24 49,710 5,163,113 30,691,515 0.785 

Alaska 140 3,325,939 4,282,770 5,612,862 0.347 

Arizona 31 58,512 2,410,383 17,039,500 0.177 

Arkansas 50 51,293 8,217,845 30,448,784 0.422 

California 273 1,456,732 85,664,789 333,541,000 0.214 

Colorado 113 365,142 11,098,367 26,909,824 0.646 

Connecticut 132 200,458 9,000,955 9,706,392 n/a 

Delaware 29 22,039 3,207,162 18,546,847 0.462 

Florida 151 591,525 17,734,774 70,251,254 0.454 

Georgia 70 81,218 14,622,544 59,064,876 0.464 

Hawaii 67 28,002 6,340,254 6,974,306 0.235 

Idaho 32 44,643 2,497,165 20,527,600 0.167 

Illinois 307 306,066 43,623,029 55,466,200 0.126 

Indiana 33 178,937 16,878,651 42,591,798 0.787 

Iowa 174 63,200 15,439,316 10,130,987 0.334 

Kansas 24 32,300 7,990,560 7,210,985 0.693 

Kentucky 49 44,290 7,872,625 83,318,707 0.666 

Louisiana 56 38,267 2,007,564 17,465,483 0.014 

Maine 127 96,686 2,554,006 7,227,666 n/a 

Maryland 51 266,136 10,339,575 45,580,644 0.314 

Massachusetts 238 293,821 11,883,637 31,829,335 0.091 

Michigan 102 284,977 25,296,650 53,836,422 0.514 

Minnesota 133 267,209 8,075,641 30,297,000 0.249 

Mississippi 28 24,287 4,224,669 15,289,067 0.435 

Missouri 83 138,522 17,760,077 30,204,161 0.151 

Montana 374 65,839 1,219,191 6,039,946 0.208 

Nebraska 85 134,200 9,802,430 19,731,584 0.561 

Nevada 24 132,524 3,285,847 8,528,763 0.255 

New Hampshire 89 84,547 6,779,207 7,595,496 1.0 

New Jersey 116 376,532 15,039,719 36,825,156 0.085 

New Mexico 31 90,693 3,922,888 16,880,400 0.256 

New York 830 1,158,960 56,863,921 162,907,900 0.292 

North Carolina 59 168,241 12,758,396 31,176,142 0.119 

North Dakota 30 17,276 1,096,666 2,644,221 0.417 

Ohio 74 204,557 57,246,373 65,361,580 0.444 

Oklahoma 50 71,667 14,057,136 44,985,574 0.534 

Oregon 231 95,463 39,438,936 36,543,061 0.422 

Pennsylvania 119 289,362 36,627,267 79,808,000 0.212 

Rhode Island 74 8,748 7,269,823 5,719,235 n/a 

South Carolina 55 80,459 8,150,521 23,969,797 0.69 

South Dakota 129 105,386 8,821,691 11,983,559 0.636 

Tennessee 53 144,013 26,274,529 64,208,100 0.496 

Texas 124 668,269 17,089,692 57,943,313 0.256 

Utah 46 114,532 5,940,741 22,484,200 0.365 

Vermont 98 68,859 994,011 6,259,543 0.931 

Virginia 37 62,236 6,856,305 18,049,695 0.288 

Washington 259 262,134 48,864,376 43,316,651 0.236 

West Virginia 47 195,831 7,317,734 30,353,992 0.633 

Wisconsin 68 132,725 15,528,496 19,633,370 0.433 

Wyoming 36 119,266 2,783,795 5,491,871 n/a 
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State 
Acreage 

(1,000) 

Visitors 

(1,000)\1 

Revenue 

Total 

($1,000) 

Operating 

expenditures 

($1,000) 

Percent of 

operating 

expenditures 

United States 13,997 740,733 980,205 2,222,948 50.1 

Alabama 48 3,839 28,414 31,928 89.0 

Alaska 3,387 5,405 2,940 8,375 35.1 

Arizona 64 2,267 9,947 18,909 52.6 

Arkansas 54 8,831 22,549 51,043 44.2 

California 1,571 65,036 94,836 354,600 26.7 

Colorado 225 12,285 27,000 55,259 48.9 

Connecticut 207 8,209 6,466 18,731 34.5 

Delaware 26 4,947 13,079 20,667 63.3 

Florida 704 20,110 52,706 80,653 65.3 

Georgia 87 9,722 32,552 49,102 66.3 

Hawaii 34 10,425 2,334 8,181 28.5 

Idaho 46 4,649 6,184 16,064 38.5 

Illinois 488 42,294 7,475 60,538 12.3 

Indiana 180 15,846 44,568 53,357 83.5 

Iowa 69 14,374 4,108 13,353 30.8 

Kansas 33 7,800 6,583 11,834 55.6 

Kentucky 45 7,013 52,427 87,191 60.1 

Louisiana 44 2,069 7,709 30,128 25.6 

Maine 97 2,602 3,463 8,462 40.9 

Maryland 134 10,132 13,924 33,280 41.8 

Massachusetts 350 35,271 12,644 64,882 19.5 

Michigan 285 21,167 40,770 45,979 88.7 

Minnesota 284 8,922 18,126 62,509 29.0 

Mississippi 24 1,217 8,618 16,591 51.9 

Missouri 204 16,215 9,084 26,245 34.6 

Montana 46 1,896 1,448 7,275 19.9 

Nebraska 135 11,144 17,959 23,313 77.0 

Nevada 146 3,046 2,586 10,218 25.3 

New Hampshire 233 1,586 15,719 13,321 118.0 

New Jersey 437 17,164 11,622 35,440 32.8 

New Mexico 99 4,769 5,800 20,979 27.6 

New York 1,354 56,322 85,558 216,081 39.6 

North Carolina 211 14,899 6,200 34,302 18.1 

North Dakota 20 1,086 1,670 3,680 45.4 

Ohio 174 53,814 27,268 64,404 42.3 

Oklahoma 72 11,088 29,980 31,605 94.9 

Oregon 103 43,755 16,112 50,259 32.1 

Pennsylvania 294 38,523 19,527 77,577 25.2 

Rhode Island 9 5,872 5,247 8,995 58.3 

South Carolina 85 8,197 19,493 25,257 77.2 

South Dakota 103 7,786 14,140 16,555 85.4 

Tennessee 181 29,919 33,661 77,882 43.2 

Texas 615 7,474 37,667 77,206 48.8 

Utah 151 4,683 12,090 30,104 40.2 

Vermont 69 758 10,969 7,715 142.2 

Virginia 70 7,463 14,888 29,210 51.0 

Washington 109 44,135 20,478 66,058 31.0 

West Virginia 177 7,171 21,094 36,325 58.1 

Wisconsin 293 14,470 18,886 22,838 82.7 

Wyoming 120 3,066 1,636 8,486 19.3 
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APPENDIX B 
 

1. Would you consider your hometown to be Rural (country) or Urban (city)? 

 

A. Rural 

B. Urban 

 

Hometown Designation 

 No Response 2 

Rural 94 

Urban 170 

Total 266 

   

2. How close was the nearest local park from your house in your hometown? 

 

A. Less than 1 mile 

B. 1-2 miles 

C. 2-5 miles 

D. 5-10 miles 

E. More than ten miles 

 

Distance to Local Park 

 Less than 1 mile 78 

1-2 miles 67 

2-5 miles 71 

5-10 miles 32 

More than 10 Miles 17 

Multiple Responses 1 

Total 266 

 

3. How close was the nearest State or National Park from your house in your hometown? 

 

A. Less than 5 miles 

B. 5-10 miles 

C. 10-25 miles 

D. More than 25 miles 

 

Distance to State or Federal Park 

 No Response 2 

Less than 5 miles 24 

5-10 miles 39 

10-25 miles 85 
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More than 25 miles 116 

Total 266 

 

 
1. What type(s) of parks have you visited? (You can choose more than one answer) 

 

A. Local Parks, Athletic Fields, and/or Recreation Centers/Gyms 

B. State Parks 

C. National Forests, Parks, Reserves, or Preserves 

 

Local Park Visits 

 No 2 

Yes 264 

Total 266 

 

State Park Visits 

 No 63 

Yes 203 

Total 266 

 

Federal Park Visits 

 No 120 

Yes 146 

Total 266 

 

 

2. Approximately how often do you visit local parks, athletic fields, and/or recreation centers/gyms? 

 

A. Daily 

B. Weekly 

C. Monthly 

D. Yearly 

E. I have never been 

Frequency of Local Park Visits 

 Daily 42 

Weekly 100 

Monthly 88 

Yearly 33 

Never been 2 

Multiple responses 1 

Total 266 
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3. Approximately how often do you visit State Parks? 

 

A. Weekly 

B. Monthly 

C. Yearly 

D. Once every few years 

E. I have never been to a State Park 

Frequency of State Park Visits 

 Weekly 5 

Monthly 27 

Yearly 109 

Once every few years 103 

Never been 21 

Multiple responses 1 

Total 266 

 

 

4. Approximately how many National Forests, Parks, Preserves, Refuges, etc. have you visited? 

 

A. 0  

B. 1-2  

C. 3-5  

D. 6-10  

E. More than 10  

Number of Federal Park Visits 

 0 49 

1-2 95 

2-5 78 

6-10 32 

More than 10 11 

Total 265 

 

5. When visiting local parks, athletic fields, and/or recreation centers/gyms which activities do you 

participate in? (You can choose more than one answer) 

 

A. Working out (weights, aerobics, etc.)  

B. Sports (basketball, baseball, tennis, etc.)  

C. Walking  

D. Taking children to playgrounds 

E. Picnics and other leisure activities.  
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 Do You 

Participate in 

Activity? Working Out Sports Walking 

Taking 

Children to 

Playgrounds 

Picnics/Leisure 

Activities 

Yes 178 177 172 61 135 

No 88 89 94 205 131 

Total 266 266 266 266 266 

 

6. When visiting State or National Parks which activities do you enjoy participating in? (You can choose 

more than one answer) 

 

A. Hiking/Biking/Swimming  

B. Fishing/Hunting  

C. Boating /Camping  

D. Picnic/Leisure Activities  

E. Wildlife Viewing  

F. Scientific Study/Observation  

Do You Participate 

in Activity? Hiking/Biking/Swimming Hunting/Fishing Boating/Camping 

Yes 184 107 150 

No 82 159 116 

Total 266 266 266 

    Do You Participate 

in Activity? Picnic/Leisure Wildlife Viewing Scientific Observation 

Yes 158 94 14 

No 108 172 252 

Total 266 266 266 

 

7. Have you ever paid a usage fee for going to local parks, athletic fields, or recreation centers/gyms? 

 

A. Yes  

B. No  

Paid a Local Park Usage Fee 

 No Response 1 

Yes 106 

No 158 

School Fee 1 

Total 266 
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8. Do you think local parks, athletic fields, and recreation centers/gyms should charge usage fees or do 

you think they should be paid for with tax dollars? 

 

A. They should be paid for completely with tax dollars.  

B. They should be paid for completely with usage fees.  

C. They should be paid for with a combination of taxes and usage fees.  

How Should Local Parks Be Funded? 

 No response 1 

Taxes 95 

Usage fees 26 

Both taxes and usage fees 144 

Total 266 

 

 

9. If you had to pay usage fees for local parks, would you prefer one fee to cover entrance to the park 

and all its amenities, or would you prefer smaller fees for each park service you use.  

 

A. I would rather pay an entrance fee and have access to all the parks amenities.  

B. I would prefer to only pay for those park features I use.  

C. I would prefer a blend of a small entrance fee with additional usage fees for some amenities. 

 

Preference For Paying Local Park Fees? 

 No response 3 

One fee for all park features 169 

Only pay for park features used during visit 68 

Small entrance fee and some additional fees  26 

Total 266 

 

10. What activities would you be willing to pay usage fees for at local parks?  (You can choose more 

than one answer) 

 

A. Using athletic fields and courts.  

B. Using picnic areas and pavilions.  

C. Using walking, hiking, or biking trails. 

D. Using playground equipment.  

E. None 

Would You Pay For 

at Local Parks?  Athletic Fields Picnic areas Trails 

Playground 

Equipment None 

Yes 125 71 72 29 90 

No 141 195 194 237 176 

Total 266 266 266 266 266 
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11. Do you think State or National parks should charge usage fees or should they be paid for entirely 

with tax revenues? 

 

A. Paid for entirely with tax revenues.  

B. Paid for entirely with usage fees.  

C. Paid for with a combination of taxes and usage fees.  

 

How Should State or National Parks Be Funded? 

 No response 5 

Taxes 93 

Usage fees 30 

Both taxes and usage fees 138 

Total 266 

 

12. Have you ever paid a usage fee for State or National Parks? 

 

A. Yes  

B. No  

Paid a State or National Park Usage Fee 

 No response 6 

Yes 103 

No 157 

Total 266 

 

13. When paying usage fees for State or National Parks would you prefer one fee to cover entrance to 

the park and all amenities or smaller usage fees for only those park features you use during your visit? 

 

A. I would prefer one fee that covered all park activities.  

B. I would only like to pay for those park features I use during my visit.  

C. I would prefer a combination of a small entrance fee with additional usage fees for some 

activities.  

Preference For Paying State or National Park Fees? 

 No response 5 

One fee for all park features 158 

Only pay for park features used during visit 64 

Small entrance fee and some additional fees  39 

Total 266 
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14. What activities would you be willing to pay usage fees for at State or National Parks? (You can 

choose more than one answer) 

 

A. Hunting/Fishing  

B. Boating  

C. Camping  

D. Picnicking  

E. Hiking/Biking  

F. None 

Would You Pay For?  Hunting/Fishing Boating Camping Picnic Hiking/Biking None 

Yes 139 149 154 46 72 39 

No 126 117 112 219 194 227 

Total 265 266 266 265 266 266 

 

 

15. If usage fees and/or tax revenues are insufficient to maintain proper management of Local, State, or 

National parks which outcome are you most likely to support? 

 

A. Increase taxes to keep the parks open and properly managed.  

B. Increase usage fees to keep the parks open and properly managed.  

C. Close the parks to the public until more revenues become available.  

D. Keep parks open but only perform those management operations the budget will allow.  

E. Sell the parks to private companies or citizens.  

 

Preference if Park Funding is Insufficient For Proper Management? 

 No response 10 

1 (Increase taxes) 44 

2 (Increase usage fees) 97 

3 (Close parks until more revenues become available) 13 

4 (Only perform management operations the budget will allow) 80 

5 (Sell the parks to private companies or citizens) 16 

1,2 2 

2,3 1 

2,4,5 1 

2,5 1 

3,4 1 

Total 266 
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16. Would you be in favor of local parks being privately managed or operated as for profit entities? 

 

A. Yes  

B. No  

 

Privatize Local Parks? 

 No response 11 

Yes 101 

No 153 

Total 265 

 

 

17. Would you be in favor of State and National Parks being privately managed or operated as for profit 

entities? 

 

A. Yes  

B. No  

 

Privatize State and National Parks? 

 No response 11 

Yes 79 

No 176 

Total 266 

 

 

18. Which statement best reflects your feelings towards local parks, athletic fields, and recreation 

centers/gyms? 

 

A. Local Parks are a necessary aspect of any community.  

B. Local Parks are nice to have, but are not critical to the community.  

C. Local Parks are not integral parts of the community.  

D. Local Park lands would be more beneficial if used for other economic/development purposes.  

 

Which statement best reflects your feelings 

towards local parks? 

 No response 7 

Local Parks are vital 170 

Local Parks are nice to have but not vital 78 

Local Parks are not important 7 

Local Parks would be more beneficial if used 

for other purposes 4 

Total 266 
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19. Which statement best reflects you thoughts regarding State and National Parks? 

 

A. I believe they are vital to the well-being of the State and Nation.  

B. I believe they are nice to have, but not critical to the well-being of the State and Nation. 

C. I do not believe they are important to the State or Nation.  

D. I believe they would be more beneficial if used for other economic/development purposes. 

 

Which statement best reflects your feelings towards State and 

National Parks? 

 No response 7 

State and National Parks are vital 167 

State and National Parks are nice to have but not vital 72 

State and National Parks are not important 14 

State and National Parks would be more beneficial if used for 

other purposes 6 

Total 266 

 

 
 
 
Additional Short Answer Questions: 
 

1. List any National Parks have you visited? 
 
 
 
 

2. Briefly explain a significant difference between the function of National Parks and 
National Forests?   
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APPENDIX C 
 

1. What type(s) of parks have you visited? 
 
Local Parks, Athletic Fields, or Recreation Centers/Gyms. 98.1% 52 
State Parks. 92.5% 49 
National Forests. 56.6% 30 
National Parks, Reserves, or Preserves. 60.4% 32 
 
2. Approximately how often do you visit local parks, athletic fields, and/or recreation centers/gyms? 
 
Daily. 1.9% 1 
Weekly. 35.8% 19 
Monthly. 34.0% 18 
Yearly. 28.3% 15 
I have never been. 0.0% 0 

3. Approximately how often do you visit State Parks? 
 
Weekly. 0.0% 0 
Monthly. 30.2% 16 
Yearly. 39.6% 21 
Once every few years. 30.2% 16 
I have never been to a State Park. 0.0% 0 

4. Approximately how many National Forests, Parks, Preserves, Refuges, etc. have you visited in your life? 
 
 
0   9.4%   5 
1-2   22.6%   12 
3-5   26.4%   14 
6-10   9.4%   5 
More than 10  32.1%   17 

5. When visiting local parks, athletic fields, and/or recreation centers/gyms which activities do you participate 
in? 
 
Working out (weights, aerobics, etc.) 30.8% 16 
Sports (basketball, baseball, tennis, etc.) 38.5% 20 
Walking 78.8% 41 
Taking children to playgrounds. 46.2% 24 
Picnics and other leisure activities. 75.0% 39 

6. When visiting State or National Parks which activities do you enjoy participating in? 
 
Hiking/Biking/Swimming 61.5% 32 
Fishing/Hunting 26.9% 14 
Boating 38.5% 20 
Camping 50.0% 26 
Picnic/Leisure Activities 80.8% 42 
Wildlife Viewing 67.3% 35 
Scientific Study/Observation 19.2% 10 
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7. Have you ever paid a usage fee for going to local parks, athletic fields, or recreation centers/gyms? 
 
Yes 69.2% 36 
No 30.8% 16 

8. Do you think local parks, athletic fields, and recreation centers/gyms should charge usage fees or do you 
think they should be paid for with tax dollars? 
 
They should be paid for completely with tax dollars. 34.6% 18 
They should be paid for completely with usage fees. 7.7% 4 
They should be paid for with a combination of taxes and usage fees. 57.7% 30 
 
9. If you had to pay usage fees for local parks, would you prefer one fee to cover entrance to the park and all 
its amenities, or would you prefer smaller fees for each park service you use.  
 
I would rather pay an entrance fee and have access to all the parks amenities. 60.4% 32 
I would prefer to only pay for those park features I use. 17.0% 9 
I would prefer a blend of a small entrance fee with additional usage fees for some amenities. 22.6% 12 
 
10. What activities would you be willing to pay usage fees for at local parks? 
 
Using athletic fields and courts. 76.0% 38 
Using picnic areas and pavilions. 60.0% 30 
Using walking, hiking, or biking trails. 32.0% 16 
Using playground equipment. 24.0% 12 

11. Do you think State or National parks should charge usage fees or should they be paid for entirely with tax 
revenues? 
 
Paid for entirely with tax revenues. 12.2% 5 
Paid for entirely with usage fees. 7.3% 3 
Paid for with a combination of taxes and usage fees. 80.5% 33 
 
12. Have you ever paid a usage fee for State or National Parks? 
 
Yes 87.8% 36 
No 12.2% 5 

13. When paying usage fees for State or National Parks would you prefer one fee to cover entrance to the 
park and all amenities or smaller usage fees for only those park features you use during your visit? 
 
I would prefer one fee that covered all park activities. 48.8% 20 
I would only like to pay for those park features I use during my visit. 14.6% 6 
I would prefer a combination of a small entrance fee with additional usage fees for some activities. 36.6% 15 
 
 
14. What activities would you be willing to pay usage fees for at State or National Parks? 
 
Hunting/Fishing 61.5% 24 
Boating 74.4% 29 
Camping 79.5% 31 
Picnicking 41.0% 16 
Hiking/Biking 38.5% 15 
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15. If usage fees and/or tax revenues are insufficient to maintain proper management of Local, State, or 
National parks which outcome are you most likely to support? 
 
Increase taxes to keep the parks open and properly managed. 29.3% 12 
Increase usage fees to keep the parks open and properly managed. 36.6% 15 
Close the parks to the public until more revenues become available. 2.4% 1 
Keep parks open but only perform those management operations the budget will allow. 24.4% 10 
Sell the parks to private companies or citizens. 7.3% 3 
 
16. Would you be in favor of privatization of local parks? 
 
Yes 30.0% 12 
No 70.0% 28 
 
17. Would you be in favor of privatization of State or National Parks? 
 
Yes 22.5% 9 
No 77.5% 31 
 
18. Which statement best reflects your feelings towards local parks, athletic fields, and recreation 
centers/gyms? 
 
Local Parks are a necessary aspect of any community. 92.7% 38 
Local Parks are nice to have, but are not critical to the community. 7.3% 3 
Local Parks are not integral parts of the community. 0.0% 0 
Local Park lands would be more beneficial if used for other economic/development purposes. 0.0% 0 
 
19. Which statement best reflects you thoughts regarding State and National Parks? 
 
I believe they are vital to the well-being of the State and Nation. 73.2% 30 
I believe they are nice to have, but not critical to the well-being of the State and Nation.22.0% 9 
I do not believe they are important to the State or Nation. 0.0% 0 
I believe they would be more beneficial if used for other economic/development purposes. 4.9% 2 
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APPENDIX D 
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