
Fees at Sabino Canyon, other popular spots, extended for decade

Keep up with Elizabeth
Gonzalez's heart-revving
pace on the road into Sabino
Canyon and she'll explain if
she thinks this hike is worth
a $5 entrance charge - or if a
year's worth are worth $20.
As if cued for persuasion,
three deer show up to the left
as they wander through the
lush desert brush, undaunted
as a tram full of tourists stops
to gawk at them.

"Oh yeah," Gonzalez
answers, trudging up the road
yesterday on a gorgeous
afternoon. "There are not a
lot of places in this city where
you can get out in nature like
this."

Hikers, joggers, sightseers
and power walkers like
Gonzalez don't mind paying
$5 a visit and really don't
mind paying $20 a year for
the privilege of experiencing
natural attractions in the
Coronado National Forest.

So they aren't complaining
that temporary fees, in effect
since 1996, will be in place
for at least another 10 years
as part of this year's federal
budget package.

This means the forest will
continue to have money
needed to keep the crown
jewels spiffy.

And those who visit must
get used to the idea that they
will keep paying for the
chance to enjoy the great
outdoors.

Last year, the fees at
Coronado National Forest
raised $958,000, largely
used to keep up the well-
worn public facilities.

It's money well spent, said
Stephanie Broad, a native
Tucsonan who lives in North
Carolina and still hikes
Sabino often enough to buy
the annual pass.

"If it's to preserve the
canyon and give us this
beautiful place, then that's
OK," Broad said. "It's a
bargain."

The bargain in question is
part of a political trend to shift
costs from the general public
to the people who use the
amenities, said Mindee Roth,
acting recreational program
leader at the Coronado
National Forest.

"The whole idea started
when we said, ‘We don't
have enough money to
maintain the services," she
said. "So instead of raising
taxes, let's put a larger
burden on the people who
actually use the national
forests."

Fewer than 30 percent of
the U.S. public ever steps
foot in a national forest, Roth
said.

The National Park Service
also began imposing
"demonstration fees" this year
at places such as Saguaro
National Park's west unit.

At national parks and
national forests, 80 percent
of the demonstration fees is
used to pay for on-site
upkeep. The rest is shipped
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to Washington.
Scott Karson, a 48-year-

old Tucson pharmacist, said
he already pays for the park
with his tax dollars.

"It's a federal park, I pay
taxes for it already and I'd
rather not pay again," Karson
said after handing over a five-
spot to drive his sport utility
vehicle into the Sabino
Canyon parking lot. "But . .
."

He says, Sabino Canyon is
a nice place and well-kept,
so he's not going to
complain.

Those fees are sorely
needed, said Valerie
Guardia, assistant director for
recreation with the U.S.
Forest Service's Southwest
regional office in
Albuquerque, N.M.

"I can't overstate how
underfunded the recreation
program is in general, and
certainly our budgets are not
going up as far as
appropriated funds," Guardia
said. "Demand for
recreational facilities is
definitely on the rise and we
can't keep up with it today,
and so the fee revenue has
been really important."

The money is being spent
on the wrong priority, said
Daniel Patterson of the
Tucson-based Center for
Biological Diversity.

"Why does this fee money
not get spent on protecting
wildlife habitat? Why is it
spent on industrial-style
pavement infrastructure for
roads?"

There will be some changes
under the Federal Lands
Recreation Enhancement
Act.

Fees can be charged only
at developed sites and
facilities must meet certain
criteria, including developed
parking, permanent toilets,
permanent trash receptacles,
interpretive signs, visitor
exhibits or kiosks, picnic
tables and security services,
Guardia said.

Congress approved the
law as part of a larger
appropriations bill in
November and President
Bush signed it Dec. 8.
National forests, parks and
agencies with recreational
components, such as the
Bureau of Land Management
and U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service, will be eligible to
charge fees for visitors using
certain facilities.

The law also requires
establishment of resource
advisory committees to
review existing and proposed
fee areas to determine
whether they are eligible to
charge fees.

One free-market
economist predicts the fees
will lead to better spending
decisions about public lands.
Instead of government
officials in Washington
deciding where recreation
dollars are spent, the users
will decide through their fee
payments, said Holly
Fretwell, senior research
fellow with the Property and
Environmental Research
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Center in Bozeman, Mont.
Heavily used sites will

generate lots of money for
improvements while less
popular, undeveloped sites
won't generate any and will
likely stay undeveloped, she
said.

"That's why it's a very
useful program because
we're responding to each and
every individual out there in
aggregate," Fretwell said.
"We're responding to what
consumers are looking for
instead of what politicians
think is best for them."

To avid hikers such as
Martha Bloch, a Tucson
nurse, the money is not a
concern. "It's $20 a year," she
said. "It's such a small amount
in the grand scheme of
things."


