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State park agencies, nationwide, 
have been intensively impacted by 
the Great Recession (2008 and on-
going), through the loss of general 
appropriations when tax revenues 
declined precipitously.  In response, 
many state park agencies have 
elected (or been directed) to be-
come more fiscally self-sustaining 
through self-generated revenues.  

As agencies transition from a 
budget based heavily on general 
appropriations to one reliant on 
revenues, they have been chal-
lenged by established processes 
which revert revenues generated 
by state parks back to the state’s 
general fund.  In response, some 
states have established special 
restricted accounts.  Two of the 
primary benefits of such special 
accounts are that, 1) funds are 
often dedicated for state park use 
and 2) funds have the authority 
to span fiscal years.

This assessment was undertaken to-
determine how state parks systems 
throughout the United States man-
aged the retention and carry-over 
of revenues across fiscal years.

The assessment primarily investi-
gated four questions: 

1 Fate of Revenues (Are revenues 
retained or reverted to the 

state’s general fund?)  

2 Carry-Over Authority (Can 
funds in the special account 

“carry-over” across fiscal years?), 

3 Expenditure Flexibility (Have 
other states placed limitations 

on how funds from special 
accounts can be expended?) 

4 Exclusivity (Are there protec-
tions in place to prevent the 

funds in the special account from 
being accessed for purposes outside 
the agency?)

The results of this assessment 
demonstrate that most state parks 
systems do have special accounts 
into which generated revenues are 
held for the exclusive use of the 
agency and that those funds have 
carry-over authority.  Most states 
do not have constitutional pro-
tections, but often have statutory 
protections.  That said, many 
states have reported that their 
restricted accounts have been 
breached for purposes outside 
the agency’s mission.  

Many states with such special 
accounts have reported that as 
revenues increased, appropria-
tions often decreased.  Several 
states expressed a preference for 
self-sustainability, citing factors 
like increased flexibility, increased 
predictability of budget, a degree of 
distance from political consequenc-
es, and other benefits. 

SUMMARY



INTRODUCTION

Recession Induces Agency 
Transformation
In the wake of the Great Recession (2008 
– ongoing), state park agencies across 
the nation experienced sharp declines in 
legislatively appropriated funds.  Many 
agencies, including Georgia State Parks, 
were motivated to become more fiscally 
self-sustaining and to pursue enterprise 
and entrepreneurial solutions.  

Transitioning from an income 
source that was primarily appro-
priations-based to one that is reve-
nue-based has brought with it a host 
of challenges.  Among those chal-
lenges is the fact that these “new-
ly-entrepreneurial” agencies are still 
embedded in a framework of pol-
icies and budgetary processes that 
are more characteristic of govern-
ment-operations than of businesses.  
Such frameworks frequent lack the 

degree of flexibility, autonomy, pre-
dictability and inherent motivation 
to pursue revenues that are neces-
sary for enterprise operations.  

Methodology
Vanguard Contingent, LLC (VC) was 
commissioned by the Georgia State 
Parks, Recreation and Historic Sites 
Division (PRHSD) to conduct phone 
interviews with all 50 state park agen-
cies, to produce a summary docu-
ment and provide custom recommen-
dations for PRHSD.

In early November 2013, VC contacted 
all fifty state park agencies for interviews.  
The interviews largely consisted of the 
following topics:

Fate of Revenue:  When the state 
park system generates revenue, are those 
revenues directed to an account dedi-

cated to the agency (as opposed to being 
directed into the state’s general fund)?

Carry-Over:  Are funds deposited in 
the dedicated account allowed to “car-
ry-over” from one fiscal year to another 
or are agencies obligated to use those 
funds (or let them lapse)?

Expenditure Flexibility:  Can agen-
cies use revenues for all kinds of ex-
penses (e.g., operations, minor-main-
tenance, personnel, major repair, 
capital projects) or are they limited 
(e.g., prohibitions or obligation to 
spend certain percentages, etc.)?

Exclusivity:  What protections are 
in place to prevent revenues from 
being used for non-park purposes 
(e.g., being ‘swept’ by the legislature 
or parent agency)?

Results and Discussion
We received a 88% response rate from state park agencies.  The results are summarized in the table below.  

The tilde (~) represents a situation that is complex, nuanced or failed to fit nicely into the format of this questionnaire.  Blank cells in gray represent non-responding states.



Most Common Agency 
 Income Model
The model most commonly em-
ployed by states is one that is a mix 
of both general appropriation (tax 
revenues) and receipt-revenues.  In 
most of these cases, receipt-reve-
nues generated by the agency are 
not diverted to the state’s general 
fund, but are retained, in a spe-
cial, “park revenue” account which 
is explicitly designated for that 
agency (and/or parent agency) by 
way of enabling legislation.  These 
funds typically have the ability to 
be carried-over across fiscal years.  
Frequently, there are few or no 
restrictions limiting how funds can 
be used (e.g., toward operations, 
personnel, major-maintenance, 

capital projects, etc.).  Distribution 
of funds is at the discretion of the 
agency director or commissioner.  
However, it is very common for 
the legislature to have appropria-
tive control over how much of the 
account will used in a given fiscal 
year.  The agency submits a budget 
to the legislature and the legisla-
ture provides the authority for the 
agency to access the funds.  The 
agency may have plenty of funds 
in the account and request 80% 
of the balance, but the legislature 
may authorize using only 65% of 
the balance.  In terms of protecting 
these “park revenue” accounts from 
being accessed or liquidated by the 
legislature for other purposes (i.e., 
“sweeping,” “raiding”), most states 
have either a simple conventional 

understanding or limited statutory 
protections.  Several, but not all, 
states have experienced legislative 
sweeping of at least a portion of 
their account balances.  Very few 
states have constitutional pro-
tections over their “park revenue 
account.”  For states practicing this 
model, it is common for the legisla-
ture to deliver lower appropriations 
in years following a year of success-
ful revenue generation.

Despite being funded by both 
appropriations and revenues, the 
current framework for Georgia 
State Parks does not fit into any 
of the models illustrated above 
because revenues are have no car-
ry-over authority.  

Basic Income Models for Agencies 
Based on the interviews, there are three basic income models typical to state parks across the nation; they are: 

INCOME MODELS

Basic Income Models for 

 

State Park Agencies

 

Retention by

 

Agency

 

Carry-Over

 

Authority Occurrence

 

Almost entirely General Appropriations  No No Uncommon

 

Almost entirely Generated Revenues Yes Yes Uncommon

 

Mix of Appropriations & Revenues Yes Yes Very Common
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