The Recreation Fee Demonstration Program And Our Nation's Public Lands
The Recreation Fee Demonstration Program (Fee Demo) was authorized by a rider to the Omnibus Appropriations Act of 1996 (PL 104-134) as a 3 year test program “to demonstrate the feasibility of user-generated cost recovery for the operation and maintenance of recreation areas or sites” on public lands.  Extended until September 2002 by riders to Interior Appropriations Bills, Fee Demo has met with support from the public lands agencies and Congressional committees, but is spawning broad public opposition.

Many public lands user and conservation organizations including the American Lands Alliance and the Sierra Club, oppose Fee Demo because it represents to them both the commercialization of America¹s public lands and double taxation.

In this year’s budget request to Congress, President Bush proposed to extend revenue from Fee Demo until 2006, and remove the present cap of 100 fee test sites on each agency's lands.

This year, Representative Lois Capps also introduced HR 1139 with cosponsors on either side of the aisle to end the Forest Service¹s participation in Fee Demo.

Support For Fee Demo
Fee Demo has the support of the Bush Administration, the pertinent Congressional committees, the public lands agencies and major recreation interests, all who favor funding public lands recreation facilities substantially from user fees.

Congress has steadily cut federal appropriations for recreation this decade, and public lands agencies see Fee Demo as a source of funding that will let them keep recreation sites open to the public.  But in an era of federal budget surpluses, new regressive taxes to pay for popular recreation programs are not needed.

Opposition To Fee Demo
Fee Demo is opposed by Congressional Representatives of both parties as a result of numerous constituent complaints.  In 1999, HR 786 had eight bipartisan cosponsors nationwide.  In July, 2000, Rep. Lois Capps (D, CA) secured 33 signatures to a congressional sign-on letter opposing permanent fees, 

The States of California and New Hampshire have passed resolutions opposing Fee Demo, and Oregon’s is pending.  Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, Kern, Ventura and Riverside Counties (CA) have also passed similar resolutions.

The Sierra Club and over 200 groups across the country including hunters and conservationists oppose Fee Demo, viewing it as a threat to the environment by encouraging excessive development, and a push for new marketing opportunities by the major recreation interests.

Why We Oppose

The Recreation Fee Demo Program

1. Fee Demo is the opening salvo in an agenda being promoted by the for-profit recreation industry on our public lands.

· Public lands recreation budgets have been cut by Congress, thus creating a funding crisis which allowed fees to be introduced.  Former Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt stated on 7.23.98 that "the money to meet (public lands') needs is available."   But it is not being allocated by Congress.

· Fee Demo has provisions for private/public partnerships to develop recreation facilities on public lands, designed to generate revenue for recreation corporations from the public's use of its own public lands.  Jim Lyons, former US Undersecretary of Agriculture spoke of "marketing" forest recreation, saying "we've got a great product to sell."  Forest Service staff and literature now refer to forest visitors as "customers".

2.  Fee Demo is the wrong solution to funding our public lands.
· The right solution?  Congress should end Fee Demo and replace depleted public lands recreation funding from the general budget - which it is already authorized to do.

3.  A wide variety of government bodies, organizations and user groups are seeking an end to Fee Demo.

· The States of California and New Hampshire have passed resolutions opposing Fee Demo, and Oregon’s is pending.  Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, Kern, Ventura and Riverside Counties (CA) have also passed similar resolutions.
· Annual Fee Demo Reports to Congress ignore widespread public protest and dissatisfaction with the program.

· The Sierra Club has taken a nationwide position against Fee Demo, except in National Parks.

· Over 170 advocacy and conservation groups, have come out against Fee Demo. 
4. What will happen if recreation fees become permanent?

· Low income people will be discouraged from using our public lands as fees go up.

· As corporations manage more and more of our public lands, we will essentially hand them over to these corporations.
· Agencies will have a greater incentive to build more and more facilities that allow the collection of fees, such as resorts, golf courses, and roads for motorized recreation.
We Ask Your Support For Ending Fee Demo,

And Securing Adequate Funding For Recreation Facilities on Public Lands. 

Resolutions Against the Recreation Fee Demo Program

California Assembly Joint Resolution No. 77, filed 9.4.98


"The imposition of parking fees at the Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres, and San Bernardino national forests constitutes an unjustified tax that has the effect of deterring individuals from visiting and enjoying our national forests, and is producing only half of the revenues projected for parking fees at those national forests: now, therefore, be it Resolved by the Assembly and Senate of the State of California jointly, that the Legislature respectfully memorializes the President and the Congress of the United States to enact the "Forest Tax Relief Act," which would repeal legislation authorizing the Forest Service to implement a pilot program charging visitors.

New Hampshire Senate Joint Resolution 1,  approved June 01, 2000.


"Whereas, while the Fee Pilot Program is providing needed revenue to the forest, it is supplanting essential funding that should be provided by a fully funded Forest Service budget, a budget which is sufficient to cover normal and anticipated Forest Service operation and capital equipment needs."

Board of Supervisors, County of Los Angeles, CA, 4.14.99


"We support ending the Forest Service's Adventure Pass Program within the Angeles National Forest and are requesting restoration of the needed forest maintenance funds in the Forest Service budget.

Unfortunately, the program has proven to be a mistake and it is time that Congress reverse itself and the program.  The Board is not aware of any program that has encountered as much anger and done as much to discourage the use of the Forest, particularly by our lower income families, as this misguided program."

Board of Supervisors of Kern County, CA,  5.18.99


"With the implementation of this fee, we are concerned that some residents may be deterred from visiting and enjoying our national forest. [The program] has garnered strong criticism from Forest users.  Our preference is for you and the Congress to provide the required funding in order that user fees are not necessary."

Board of Supervisors of Ventura County, CA,  10.12.99


"Whereas the Adventure Pass fee constitutes a regressive tax, which bears no relation to the actual costs of many types of passive recreation such as hiking, having a roadside picnic or observing wildlife, ....we are concerned that some residents may be deterred from visiting and enjoying our national forest.

Editorial Positions Against the Recreation Fee Demo Program

Arizona Daily Star,  9.23.00

Drop the Fee

In the past, we supported this fee.  However, the manner in which the fee has been imposed and the fact the federal budget is swollen with a surplus persuades us that this fee should be eliminated ...members of Congress need to learn, as quickly as possible, that many of us who use our national forests are appalled by the forest fees...The Recreation Fee Demonstration Program shoud be eliminated and replaced with a program that invites voluntary contributions.

Seattle Times,  5.31.00

Have Forest Service fees justified their existence?

Hard questions need to be asked about the value the public receives for recreational fees paid to the U.S. Forest Service.   The Recreation Fee Demonstration Program expires next year, and hikers, campers and outdoors enthusiasts deserve to know where all the money is going.


...In theory, the public has already paid to help run U.S. forests through their taxes, but the Forest Service is not receiving its share of those dollars.  So campers and visitors are taxed again through user fees...Unfortunately, the Forest Service cannot account for the money.

Idaho Mountain Express,  8.4.99


Protest fees
Forest officials explained the forest was being loved to death and that fees are necessary because the federal government just can't afford to do the job.  Recreation has to pay its way, they said...Users rejected fees and didn't pay them because they are unfair, unwarranted and poorly conceived.  

The Bulletin,  3.28.99

Worth the price of admission?

A $5 admission fee to the formerly free Lava Lands Visitor Center south of Bend is turning away visitors in droves.  With initial results in from the experimental fee-collection program - a 45 percent drop in visitors last year - this experiment is looking like a failure.  But considering the public backlash and the diminishing returns, maybe it's better to scrap the admission charge outright.

Ventura County Star, 1.11.00   Adventure Pass:  Few parks users like what was costly experiment.

Three years ago, when the Adventure Pass was first imposed in Los Padres National Forest and other federal areas, critics claimed that so much of the money would be absorbed by administering the fee, there would be little left to finance the promised repairs and maintenance to trails and facilities.  The critics' claims now have been proved all too true.

Pasadena Star-News,  8.15.99

Adventure Pass folly

"The Adventure Pass (fee) is a failure and should be abolished."  That sums up our position as well on the forest user's fee - an unfair, discriminatory, backward, unlawful act of double taxation on the American people.  

Santa Barbara News-Press,  6.25.99
   Should citizens pay to visit land they already own?


To say the Adventure Pass has been unpopular with local residents would be an understatement.  The pass has been the target of letters to the editor and guest commentaries in the News-Press since its inception.  We have been critical of the program in editorials, too.

Bakersfield Californian,  5.25.99

Pass on the Adventure Pass

But the least we should be able to expect as a return on our taxes in the opportunity to have a simple picnic in the forest without some ranger's hand reaching into our wallets.

San Bernardino Sun, CA,  5.16.99

Adventure Pass not best way to fund forests

The Adventure Pass program will sunset in less than two years unless Congress acts to extend it.  We'd be happy to see it fade into the sunset, but other arrangements must be made to keep the Southland forests in good shape.

The Santa Barbara Independent,  3.5.98

Freedom, Not Feedom

There's a reason that libraries and public schools have been free: Some things are so fundamentally valuable that they should be accessible to all.  Our national forests help create a sense of identity as Americans; they help define what it means to be free.  For many, that sense of belonging and of freedom has been undermined by the Adventure Pass program.  We simply can't afford to let this happen.

