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The Management Implications
of Revenue Parks

mid the even character of a plains environment all things seem rela-

tively equal. Slight landscape variations blend into a flat line along the
horizon. Shrubby trees fade into one vague wall of dense forest. Dis-

ant mountain peaks assume one elevation in the context of our eye’s

view. Yet, the illusion of a plains environment rests purely within the interpre-
tation of our vision. Objects close to us assume shapes of great clarity. Distance

presents the optical confusion.

Such is the case with our collective
understanding of the issues related to
managing the natural environment.
That which lays close to us remains
clear. Those objects which remain far
away fade into a complex relation-
ship of time, distance, and various
human influences. Stated more sim-
ply, it seems that human nature pre-
cludes meaningful observation, and
ultimately focused management, of
our vast natural and cultural re-
sources. A case in point is repre-
sented by the dynamics of a conflict
regarding the proper financial man-
agement of America’s state park re-
sources and facilities. Unfortunately,
most citizens and many park profes-
sionals do not recognize the threat
which lies amid that conflict.

As a culture we seem to value the
existence of state parks, otherwise we
would not devote the financial and
policy energy necessary to establish
such places. Unfortunately, the com-
mitment often ends shortly after the

ribbon from the ceremonial cutting
hits the ground following the ac-
quisition and development of a new
park. Once the glamour vanishes, so
does the financial support for projects
that no longer cause a twinkle in the
eye of a state’s elected officials and
appointed bureaucrats. The burden
of support eventually falls into the
sometimes less-than-able hands of
the state park agency. Their strategy
to develop funding mechanisms cre-
ates conflicting objectives.

The context of capability is not a
critique of the management talent re-
siding within state agencies. On the
contrary, state park agencies presently
provide the breeding ground for
creative adaptability in the profes-
sional field of park management. For
example, while national parks strug-
gle to adopt sound policies regarding
charges for services, states have mas-
tered fee management for decades.
State park systems have also taken a
thoughtful lead in numerous func-
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tions, including: the use of hunting
for effective resource management,
timber management, self-operated
concessions, and reasonable corpo-
rate partnerships. For all of the short-
comings of state park operations, they
abound in talent and innovation.

Capability in this context rests
much more with the ability of state
parks to shoulder the financial bur-
den of managing complex facilities
and the people who visit such places.
State park agencies simply do not re-
ceive sufficient tax-generated dollars
to adequately support the manage-
ment of the facilities and the people
who visit. Among the nation’s state
park agencies, only a handful receive
the majority of their funding from
general tax sources. In every case,
there exists a clear policy, and there-
fore the public expectation, that the
parks shall attain a measure of finan-
cial self support. There begins the
dilemma.

In the best sense, state parks under
financial pressure shall seek effi-
ciency. They logically evolve into
lean agencies which gradually em-
phasize financial security. As survival
remains paramount, such agencies
minimize costs and maximize rev-
enue. From a tax-paying perspective,
park agencies contribute to the cause
by attaining revenue, by reducing the
burden upon the state budget. From
that specific view, nothing could be
better than an agency which con-
tributes revenue rather than simply
spends money. Imagine a govern-
ment full of agencies that constantly

Volume 15 - Number 1

seek greater efficiency while also
dreaming up realistic sources for rev-
enue.

In the worst sense, we created a
mercenary structure, far from the
objective of the visionary citizens
who sought to create a complimen-
tary array of state parks available
equally to all who sought such
leisure. In this mercenary culture,
entrepreneurial skill becomes pre-
eminent and visitor services thrive in
the arena of best business practice.
Since paying customers return only
when treated well, and clients expect
sanitary facilities, park agencies fo-
cused on such services. As a result,
visitor service becomes a focus of
state park agencies, creating the illu-
sion that the management policy was
appropriate because the state gov-
ernment enjoyed the financial impli-
cations of revenue parks. Meanwhile,
as profit speaks the loudest in state
capitols, park agencies have become
increasingly revenue-driven.

Across the country, state parks
generate approximately $600 million
annually from fees, charges, and vari-
ous other enterprises. Visitors expect
to pay for services in parks, and
agencies continue to push that will-
ingness to the limit. Beyond
maximizing profits, the revenue-
driven priority results in new
enterprises which encourage new
revenue.

As financial reality rules the king-
dom of'state parks, such logic leads to
the development of more revenue-
producing facilities. At first camp-
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grounds and beaches satisfied the fi-
nancial appetite. In time, as public
demand shifted, development inten-
sified as the pressure for more rev-
enue created a new objective for state
parks. Economic development gen-
erated more cabins, expansive luxury
lodges, golf courses, convention
centers, and full-service marinas. Pri-
vate operators entered the scene as
professional business enterprise took
center stage in state park manage-
ment.

Camping still represents the back-
bone of state park financing, provid-
ing about one-third of annual rev-
enue nationwide. Day-use service
charges or “entrance fees” rank sec-
ond but continues to diminish in im-
portance as other revenue sources ac-
celerate. Cabins evolved as part of the
park culture and remain a good rev-
enue producer. Yet today, golf
courses, restaurants, and lodges each
contribute as much revenue as cabins
in state parks. Taken as a collective
group, development-oriented facili-
ties generate more funds for state
parks than the traditional day-use
revenue. A park with a golf course,
lodge, and restaurant provides more
financial support than the day-use
gate.

The merits of this evolution de-
pends upon the perspective of the ob-
server. The creation of more recre-
ation enterprise presents great value
to society in a number of realms. Lo-
cal communities reap the economic
value of tourism, with an increased
flow of money into an area, and in-
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creased employment opportunities.
Beyond the financial value, addi-
tional facilities provide more recre-
ation opportunities than more tradi-
tional state parks. Who could reason-
ably argue with the provision of in-
creased outdoor recreation to an in-
creased client base while providing
local economic impact and budgetary
support to the government entity?
The evolution seemed too good to be
true.

The consideration of the question
above does not consider the implica-
tions of business management upon
park resources. In comparison, de-
velopment pales in consideration of
the priceless quality of natural and
cultural resource values. Develop-
ment should support the primary
purpose of state parks: to bring re-
source values to the public through
education and passive recreation. In
that manner, minimal negative intru-
sion is brought upon the natural,
cultural, and historic resources that
were set aside in the first place. Re-
source management then becomes
dominant, with facilities designed to
enable people to visit and appreciate
the qualities of what lies upon those
properties. In our present-day mer-
cenary management culture, resource
management flounders while rele-
gated to the realm of those necessary
evils.

Land should be acquired to pre-
serve some specific values, and the
management should reflect those
simple qualities. A lodge and golf
course present a quality in them-

The George Wright FORUM



selves, regardless of the significance
of the property in which they lie.
Such a development has nothing to
do with a property which was estab-
lished to preserve something of
statewide significance.

State parks in the Northeast have
continued along the time-honored
tradition of relatively low develop-
ment with an emphasis upon preser-
vation of open space. There are vir-
tually no resort state parks in New
England. Those park systems have
struggled to survive during the past
decade amid the high competition for
scarce tax dollars. Unlike their New
England neighbors, the New York
state park system features many highly
developed facilities which contribute
nearly $50 million to their annual
revenue operations. Ohio state parks
include the operation of more than
thirty marinas. In contrast, Kentucky
state parks include numerous lodges,
restaurants, golf courses, and marinas
which generate considerable rev-
enue. Many of the southeastern states
feature a number of lodges and other
resort-style facilities.

While resort operations do not al-
ways provide a balanced budget, the
influence of economic impact may
generate adequate political support to
maintain budget health. The funding
policy in Kentucky reflects the phi-
losophy that the park system not only
generates revenue but contributes
greatly to the state’s tourism econ-
omy. With a mentality that the budget
contribution is an investment in the
state’s economy, park systems with
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high development tend to receive
consistent budget support from
elected leadership. By contrast, in
Maryland an explicit formal state-
ment came jointly from both the leg-
islative body and the executive lead-
ership in the 1960s that the state parks
would remain relatively undevel-
oped. Their successors honored that
commitment over the years, but
Maryland’s state park system has suf-
fered from budget erosion compara-
ble to its New England counterparts.
With no great revenue impact from
resort parks, Maryland’s park agency
struggles to compete for tax dollar
support.

The philosophy central to the rev-
enue argument remains a matter of
vision. Such discussion centers on a
prediction of what shall yet occur.
Creating a more self-funding park
system may indeed present a more
stable future. A financially healthy
park system may not only survive a
future financial crisis, but may also be
able to support those sites which offer
great value to society without the
ability to generate revenue. In that vi-
sion, the money-generating facilities
become the cash cow which finances
the rest of the park system.

Beyond the practical value of such
vision, a harsh reality comes into fo-
cus. Park systems which emphasize
the production of revenue lose their
creative souls. When money moti-
vates creative enterprise in parks, the
top managers place the zeal of their
emphasis upon those aspects that
generate revenue. The importance of
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the dollar outweighs everything else,
no matter how hard park executives
may argue the purity of the intentions.
Creative energy, staff interest and
objectives, and the focus of thought-
ful discussion centers upon those sites
and those initiatives which maximize
profit. Park managers who honestly
reflect for a thoughtful moment
eventually recognize the hazardous
reality of a profit-driven park agency.

The practical reality of managing
complex recreational facilities offers
daily evidence of a park executive’s
focus. The simple fact remains that
developed park attractions demand
constant attention from managers.
Facilities require diligence both in re-
sponse to a crisis or the daily proac-
tive grind of maintenance and visitor
service. Handling of cash, supervi-
sion of staff, and troubleshooting
problems all increase the burden
upon managers.

Resource management, if done
properly, likewise requires both dili-

gence and constant attention. While
resource management may involve
controversy, attention to immediate
customer concerns always consumes
a manager’s attention. The emphasis
and creativity eventually shifts toward
the profit centers, toward the people
services. Resource management be-
comes something else that has to be
done, and may be put off until later.
Resource management becomes an
afterthought or perhaps even just a
necessary evil.

Like so many other aspects of our
society, the resolution of conflict
between enterprise development and
resource-valued park management
lies in the realm of compromise. State
park recreation resources require the
tempering of financial reality. Rev-
enue generation must reside within
the soul of thoughtful park preserva-
tion. The balance remains a question
of vision, matching the clarity of what
lies close to us with the uncertainty of
the horizon. ‘
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