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FREE FOR ALL?

By Robert Weiner and Jonathan Battaglia

“Park Popularity” (July/August) points out that attendance at National Park Service properties is up, but that’s not the whole picture. Attendance at free national monuments, seashores, and historical parks is hitting record highs. However, at the National Parks, attendance is radically on the decline. In 1995, over 68.5 million people visited the parks. By 2009, the number was down to 63 million — a decrease amid a 17 percent increase in U.S. population. Even at the Grand Canyon, attendance has dropped by 200,000 since 1995. 
Since 2007, 131 park units have raised their prices — at a time when inflation has stayed essentially zero. The rising costs to visitors reflect inadequate federal support. Park funding in 2010 was $3.16 billion — less than 0.1 percent of federal spending. The National Park Service's 2011 budget request was $460 million below 2010. And with a new budget freeze, Congress isn't likely to be generous. If we see higher admission fees make up the difference, attendance will continue to slide.
The NPS public affairs director has long wanted a comparison of admissions on free vs. paid days but the comparison hasn’t been done. He’s convinced attendance is up on free days.
Waiving entrance fees would not only motivate people to visit parks, but stimulate local economies. We can afford it: Admission receipts in2009 were $173 million of the $3 billion NPS budget. That means free admissions for all Americans would cost each of us 50 cents per year in taxes. At the very least, the National Park Service should institute fee-waivers for low-income citizens.

President Theodore Roosevelt said our national parks “belong to the people.” Taxes pay for our federal lands; we shouldn't have to pay for them twice. 

Robert Weiner, of Accokeek, MD, was a spokesman for the U.S. House Government Operations Committee and the White House.  He proposed to his wife while overlooking the Grand Canyon. Jonathan Battaglia, of Chantilly, VA, is policy analyst at Robert Weiner Associates and a college student who with limited student funds wants to explore the national parks.

