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Abstract

The National Park System of Zimbabwe is a main attraction for foreign tourists and an important
contributor to the economic well being of the country.  It contains large numbers of elephants, lions and
other types of magnificent African wildlife. The entrance and lodging fees currently charged of foreign
visitors to Zimbabwe parks should be significantly altered.   They are too low to serve as an effective
restraint on the demands made by humans on ecological systems.  They forego large potential revenues that
could be achieved with a higher fee structure. The current charge at Victoria Falls of US $10 per foreign
visitor per day, for example, could be increased to US $25 without much effect on total levels of visitation.
Significant increases in entrance fees, as well as lodging rates, could also be made at other Zimbabwe
parks.  The higher revenues could be employed to provide better park visitor services and greater protection
of park resources.   Other desirable changes in policies for entrance fees and lodging rates for foreign
visitors include: (1) wider variability in fees from one park to another; (2) smaller discounts for longer stays
in a park; (3) half-price discounts for children up to age 18; (4) increased charges for noncommercial
vehicles; (5) significantly higher rates for lodging facilities in Zimbabwe parks; and (6) major
improvements in booking arrangements for park lodging.  It is estimated that revised park entrance fee and
lodging rate policies along these lines could roughly double the total revenues earned by the National Park
System of Zimbabwe to a new level of perhaps US $10 million per year or more.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

National park systems around the world are under increasing pressure to find revenues to
cover their costs.  In many nations budgets are strained to meet educational, health,
transportation, housing and other urgent priorities.  As a result, it is difficult for many
park systems to obtain the funds needed to maintain employee support facilities, visitor
lodging, and road systems.  The scientific research and other steps required for effective
ecological protection are often underfunded.   When the visitors to national parks are
often much better off in terms of income and wealth than the taxpayers of a nation, it is
also difficult to justify spending scarce funds from national budgets to improve the
quality of any subsidized services provided to these visitors.

Many national park systems have a large potential to increase their revenues.  They have
historically charged low entrance and lodging fees relative to the levels of demand.  The
structure of entrance fees, moreover, often makes little economic sense.  For example, in
the United States the entrance fee charged at national parks is the same for each vehicle
regardless of the number of occupants and the length of stay up to a full week.  As a
result, the visitors to US national parks are effectively charged entrance fees that bear
little or no relationship to the demands they create for park services or to their own
willingness to pay for these services.

In Africa national parks are much more important elements in the national economy than
elsewhere in the world.  Tourism is often a main source of national employment and
income and many tourists come to Africa to view wildlife that are often concentrated in
national parks.  Hence, the entrance fees and other pricing policies for national parks in
African nations can be an important part of the broader economic development policy.

The international community also has a large stake in national park fees and other
revenue sources in African nations.  The park systems of nations such as Tanzania,
Kenya, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Botswana and others are frequently the home
to large populations of elephants, lions, leopards, buffalo, gazelles and other plains game,
and many other species of worldwide interest and significance.  The wildlife of Africa are
unique in the world in their spectacular numbers and in the variety of significant species.
Given that many of these wildlife are found in the largest numbers in national parks and
other protected areas, it is thus of worldwide concern that African nations gain the
financial wherewithal to protect these wildlife, both in terms of preventing poaching and
maintaining sustainable habitat conditions.

This paper focuses on the national park system of Zimbabwe.  The nationally protected
areas of Zimbabwe represent about 13 percent of the land area of the country.  Among a
variety of large and important wildlife populations, Zimbabwe has one of the largest
numbers of elephants in Africa, most of them found in national park areas.

The paper examines entrance fee and lodging pricing policy at units of the national park
system of Zimbabwe that are managed by the Department of National Parks and Wildlife
Management.  A variety of options are raised for discussion and analyzed in terms of
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their impacts on various goals of the national park system.  The paper proposes various
policy changes from the existing entrance fee policies in Zimbabwe.  If these
recommendations were adopted, there would be a significant increase in national park
system revenues.  Although impossible to know precisely, following the policies
proposed below might well result in a doubling or tripling of total park system revenues
to Z $300 – Z $ 400 million (US $7.9-US $10.6 million)  or more.

Proposed Policy Changes

The following changes in entrance fee and lodging pricing policy at units of the national
park system of Zimbabwe are proposed in this paper.

•  Entrance fees for foreign visitors to the leading national parks in
Zimbabwe that attract the bulk of the visitors should be raised significantly.

•  There should be wider variation among parks in the entrance fees charged
for foreign visitors, depending on the specific circumstances of each park.

•   There should be a discount for foreign (and Zimbabwe) visitors in the
entrance fee for the second, third and additional days spent in a park after the first day,
but much less than the current large discount.

•   A half-price discount for children should be applied throughout the rate
structure up to the age of 18.

•  There should be a vehicle charge of US $5 per day (with no discount in
the daily rate for the length of stay) for all private noncommerical vehicles entering
Zimbabwe parks (and with higher rates for commercial vehicles).

•  Consideration should be given to setting the one-day visitor entrance fee
for foreign tourists for selected park units in Zimbabwe as follows: Rain Forest – US $25;
Hwange – US $20; Mana Pools – US $20; Matopos – US $15; Chimanimani – US $15;
Nyanga – US $10; other park system units – US $8.

•  The setting of entrance fees should be coordinated with the setting of
accommodation fees which should be raised significantly to perhaps US $50 per day per
person for the more attractive government lodging facilities on the national park system.

•  The system for booking of lodging in national parks should be revised to
allow a certain amount of lodging to be set aside for much more convenient booking by
foreigners and Zimbabwe residents, more than one month in advance, and  at higher
prices for lodging than at present.   If space remains unbooked with less than one month
remaining to potential occupancy,  any such remaining lodging should then be made
available at a considerably reduced price.
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INTRODUCTION

National park systems around the world are under increasing pressure to finance

their operations from their own revenue sources.  In the United States the U.S. Congress

in 1995 authorized a demonstration experiment with different fee structures involving

four public land management agencies: the National Park Service, the Forest Service, the

Fish and Wildlife Service and the Bureau of Land Management.   Entrance fees were

raised at Yellowstone National Park, Grand Canyon National Park and Yosemite

National Park – three of the most popular and visited parks– from $10 per vehicle to $20

per vehicle (this single fee providing for a stay of up to one full week).

Fees were also increased at many other parks, national forests and  other public

land units that are less well known.  As a result, total entrance and other access fees

collected by the four land management agencies rose from US$ 93 million in 1996 to

US$ 179 million in 1998.1   The legislation also required that 80 percent of the increased

fee collections must be retained at the specific park or other public land unit where the

money was raised,  to be devoted there to better public education programs, needed

construction and other investments, and other park improvements.  The state

governments in the United States have also in some cases been requiring that state park

departments must cover a higher portion of their operating costs from their various fee

collections.

The entrance fees charged tourists at national parks in Zimbabwe have also

recently been in flux.  Until mid July 1999,  the charge at the top “Category 1” national

parks (such as Hwange, Mana Pools and Nyanga) was US $5 per day for foreign visitors
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and Z $10 for residents of Zimbabwe.*  Children 12 years and under were free.  In mid-

July a new entrance fee for these national parks was established, resulting in charges of

US $20 for non-residents and Z $50 for residents of Zimbabwe (with children under 12

still free).

This sudden fourfold increase in entrance fees was not announced in advance.

The sharp fee increases led to complaints by tourists coming to Zimbabwe and by many

people involved in the tourist industry.  South African tourists – who represent, for

example, about 15 percent of the annual visitors to Main Camp in Hwange National Park-

- complained in particular that they could not afford to pay such a large fee (partly in

light of the international weakness of the Rand), and threatened to avoid Zimbabwe

parks.   After further debate,  the government on September 11, 1999 announced yet

another entrance fee schedule.  Non-residents now pay entrance fees of US $10 at

Hwange and other leading parks and Zimbabwe residents pay  Z $20.   Children under 3

are still free but children between ages 3 and 12 pay half the adult price.

The future level of park fees is still under discussion by Zimbabwe policy makers

– and is sure to be a continuing source of controversy.  Further revisions of the fee

structure are expected as of this writing.  This paper provides an analysis of the various

policy considerations that are raised by the setting of suitable park entrance fees in

Zimbabwe.  The focus is on the fees charged to visitors from other nations.  Given the

large discounts for Zimbabwe residents, foreign visitors are by far the largest source of

                                                          
*  For any readers of this paper who may not be familiar with the Zimbabwe currency, it is
denominated in dollars (known informally as “Zim” dollars” or “Z $” in order to
distinguish it from United States dollars or “US $”).   The exchange rate as of  this
writing is 38 Zim dollars to one US dollar, the rate of conversion used throughout this
paper.
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revenue to the Zimbabwe parks system.  The paper also addresses a related issue, the

pricing for lodging facilities within units of the national park system of Zimbabwe.*

I. MULTIPLE GOALS OF PARK PRICING POLICY

Like most policy issues, pricing policy for the national park system in Zimbabwe

involves tradeoffs among multiple policy goals.  No one policy will be able to satisfy

fully every policy objective.  Setting policy thus involves a process of recognizing and

then seeking to achieve the best balance or compromise among the goals. 2

Parks in Zimbabwe,  like other park systems around the world, are under pressure

to raise sufficient revenue to cover their costs.  Since 1997,  the new government policy

in Zimbabwe has been that the national parks should be self sufficient – that is, park

system  revenues should aim to cover the costs of operating the parks.  Unlike the United

States, where the revenue and cost details of the national park system – including each

individual park – are easily available to the general public, the Department of National

Parks and Wildlife Management (DNPWM) at present chooses not to release this

information to the Zimbabwe public.  Hence, it is necessary to rely on informed

estimates.

                                                          
*  This paper was largely prepared prior to the turmoil associated with the runup to the
June 2000 parliamentary elections in Zimbabwe.  So-called “war veterans” invaded as
many as 1,500 commercial farms and members of the governing ZANU-PF party
engaged in a campaign of violence and intimidation directed at opposing party members.
This lawlessness damaged the Zimbabwe economy and acted to undermine the sense of
political stability and protection of secure property rights necessary to national economic
success.   The analysis and recommendations of this paper will have their intended
beneficial effects only in an environment of stable government and sound economic
policies.  If tourists, for example, are actively discouraged by government policies from
visiting Zimbabwe, a more rational set of pricing policies for the national parks will do
little good.  One must hope that the current political instability is a transitional phase to a
new -- and better run and managed -- government of Zimbabwe.
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It is possible to make a reasonably well informed estimate of entrance fee

revenues for 2000 by applying the latest entrance fee rates of September 1999 to the

numbers of 1998 visitors to each unit of the park system (as shown below in Table 1 for

selected key parks).  Using this approach, it can be estimated that entrance fee revenues

in 2000 will be in the range of Z $150 million to Z $200 (US $3.9 million to US $5.3

million).  This is an incomplete accounting for revenues because it does not include

lodging and other nonentrance fees.  However, given the low fees charged for lodging

and the higher entrance fee schedule at the levels of September 1999, the majority of park

revenues are likely to come in 2000 from entrance fees.

Costs are more difficult to estimate and any number offered is necessarily highly

speculative.  Previous high level officials of DNPWM indicate that – adjusted to current

price levels – the budget of the Department in 1990 and in 1995 was in the general

neighborhood of Z $100 million (US $2.6 million).   This number can be expected to

have increased under the new system whereby the Department can retain its revenues to

cover its costs.  As a very rough guess, the annual management costs for DNPWM are

estimated to be in the range of Z $100 million to Z $150 million (US $2.6 million to US

$3.9 million).

If these numbers for revenues and costs are at all in the ballpark, in the case of

Zimbabwe the parks seemingly are already in the range of  achieving the objective of self

sufficiency and in fact may (it is impossible to know definitively) be generating a net

revenue surplus.  It should be said that the refusal of the government to make the

information available and the corresponding necessity to make such rough estimates is

itself a sign of poor management of the park system.  A more transparent revenue raising
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and budgeting process should be a high priority for making future improvements in the

management of DNPWM.

There are various important purposes to which additional national park system

revenues could be put.  One goal that could be served by a greater availability of funding

would be to improve the quality of park services.  Recent reports of elephant poaching

suggest that there may be inadequate resources devoted to anti-poaching efforts.  Park

employees, according to various reports, are poorly paid and short on the necessary

vehicles and equipment required to perform many of their tasks at a high level.  They

could benefit from additional training of various sorts.

Improvements in the quality of park services could serve to draw more tourists to

Zimbabwe.  According to the Zimbabwe Ministry of  Mines, Environment and Tourism,

“most tourist destinations [in Zimbabwe] are on land that is managed by the Department

of National Parks and Wildlife Management.”3  Thus, another main goal of the national

park system is to attract tourists who will then visit other places and spend money for

various purposes throughout Zimbabwe.  In 1997, total direct spending by foreign visitors

in Zimbabwe is estimated by the World Council on Tourism to have been equal to Z$ 9.8

billion (US$ 266 million), much of it attributable to people whose initial purpose in

coming to Zimbabwe was to visit a national park to see wildlife and other park

attractions.4

Another purpose of the national park system is to preserve for their own sake the

spectacular wildlife of Zimbabwe that are of concern to both the citizens of Zimbabwe as

part of their natural  heritage and to people all over the world.5  Even many people in

other nations who will never visit the parks or otherwise participate in tourism in
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Zimbabwe feel a deep personal concern for the fate of Zimbabwe’s rare and spectacular

wildlife.  If Zimbabwe is regarded positively in the international community for its

wildlife preservation efforts, this attitude is likely to carry over into significant practical

benefits in other areas as well.  It will increase Zimbabwe’s leverage in various

international negotiations in which Zimbabwe is involved, even concerning matters that

have little to do with wildlife or parks.

Yet another goal in setting park fees is to help to preserve and maintain the park

ecological systems in a high state of environmental quality.6  Excessive numbers of

people or the building of too many physical facilities in the parks could threaten their

ecological condition.   Park pricing policy can be an effective instrument in the service of

this objective – a higher fee structure for park use will hold down or reduce demands for

use of the parks and total visitation levels.  Zimbabwe, like other southern African

nations, thus might want to pursue a  high-end parks policy involving a superior quality

of parks experience and higher entrance fees and other prices to serve a smaller number

of foreign visitors.   This policy might also turn out to be the revenue maximizing

strategy for Zimbabwe.

Yet, such a strategy would be counter to another goal of using the parks as a

strong magnet to increase tourism throughout all of Zimbabwe.  Moreover,  at some point

higher prices will be counterproductive even in revenue terms alone.  Supply and demand

considerations impose an economic constraint on the ability to keep raising entrance fees

for foreign visitors.7   At some point, the higher entrance fees will cause such a large fall

off in visitation that total fee collections will decline.
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Another important goal is to make the parks available to the residents of

Zimbabwe.  At present the use of the parks by most Zimbabweans is limited.  Many

average Zimbabweans have never visited a unit of the national park system.  Considering

both the transportation and onsite costs, it is too expensive in time and money for them.

However, this could change with growing national income and education in wildlife

matters.  If Zimbabwe residents were charged the same prices as foreign visitors, a large

part of the population would not be able to afford the prices (unless they are set low for

foreigners as well).  Differential pricing between foreign visitors and residents of

Zimbabwe – as is now the case -- is one way to resolve this problem.  It should be noted,

however, that entrance fees are not the principle financial obstacle to greater park use by

Zimbabwe residents.  Even if entrance fees were zero, many Zimbabwe residents would

find it difficult to pay the costs of transportation and would be reluctant to take the time

away from other more essential activities (to pay the “opportunity cost”).

Besides differential fees for nonresidents and residents of Zimbabwe, there are

also various other ways to segment the market in order to allow different prices for

different groups.  For example, in the United States the National Park Service issues a

yearlong “Golden Eagle” pass which sells for US$ 50 and provides for entrance to any

national park in the country over the course of the next year.  Heavy users of the parks

thus pay on average much lower entrance fees per day than more occasional users who

pay each time they enter a park.

This is an example of what in economics is called “price discrimination” –

charging different prices to members of different consumer groups for the same

consumption item.   Price discrimination can be a way of raising revenues by charging
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