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March 28, 2010

Zimo: Well, it's finally time for ... my SENIOR access pass
 - Idaho Statesman

It's official. According to federal law, I'm an old geezer. Yep, Grandpa Zimo got his federal Senior Pass, which gives 
him a 50 percent discount for camping at U.S. Forest Service campgrounds. 

It almost didn't happen. There was talk of reducing the discount just as I was reaching the golden age.

The Forest Service proposed cutting the discount from 50 to 10 percent at campgrounds operated by private 
concessionaires. It would have affected holders of Golden Age and Golden Access passports and Senior and Access 
passes.

It was enough to make baby boomers start swinging their fold-up camp shovels and lawn chairs. 

NOT IMPLEMENTED

After a 60-day public notice and comment period this winter, which drew around 4,100 comments, the proposal ended 
up in the outhouse. Tom Tidwell, chief of the U.S. Forest Service, announced last week his decision not to implement 
proposed change to the discount.

But the whole thing points to a problem that seems to be growing with our public lands. 

They are being taken over by private businesses, or concessionaires, that want to run public lands for a profit. They 
don't like discounts.

Concessionaires are running campgrounds, day-use areas and other services. It's like some kind of Smokey the Bear 
and Woodsy Owl outsourcing. 

It's not like the old days when federal public servants maintained recreation areas. It seemed more personal when you 
would meet aperson dressed in familiar ForestService green duds and he or she would stop by your campsite and give 
you tips on fishing, hiking and what to see in the area. 

Now it's big business with a bottom line, says Kitty Benzar of the Western Slope No Fee Coalition, a group that 
advocates keeping public lands free of fees. 

The proposal to do away with the 50 percent discount at concessionaire-run campgrounds signaled that running public 
campgrounds has gone from a public service to just making a buck.

Benzar, who is going through the thousands of comments, said there is an underlying theme in addition to the 
overwhelming support of keeping the discount. Comments express a dislike for concessionaires or private businesses 
operating public campgrounds. 

PRESERVE OWNERSHIP

Tidwell did the right thing in letting senior campers keep the discount in concessionaire-operated public campgrounds. 
It sort of preserves the idea that public lands still belong to the public, not corporations. 

It's also nice that people on fixed incomes can still pursue economical activities like camping. 

Seniors age 62 and older pay a one-time $10 fee for the Interagency Senior Pass. Lifetime Access Passes forpeople 
with disabilities are free. 

In addition to the discount for camping, the passes allow access to federal Bureau of Management, Fish and Wildlife 
Service, National Park Service, Bureau of Reclamation and Forest Service recreation sites that charge an entrance 
fee. 

However, there is one problem that Tidwell didn't fix. Concessionaires, running Forest Service day-use areas, are not 
required to accept the pass. 

That's not right. The Federal Lands Recreation Enhancement Act says the pass should cover the fee in all federal 
recreation lands and waters where an entrance fee or standard amenity recreation fee is charged. 
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It doesn't say concessionaires trump the free access. 

This will turn into another battle in the campaign to free public lands of fees. 
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