
Outdoors

Insight

1

Declining funding for Victoria’s parks
Over the past decade, the number of visitors to Victoria’s state and 
national parks has increased steadily. However, resourcing for Parks 
Victoria declined sharply from 2011, leading to a 13% cut in sta! ing and 
a 35% cut in real per-visit funding. An increase in funding to $300m per 
annum would restore parks management capacity to 2011 levels.

The use and extent of Victoria’s 
parks is growing rapidly... 

Victoria’s state and national parks are a 
treasured and intensely utilised part of 
Victoria’s heritage and quality of life.

Parks Victoria manages 18% of the 
state, including national parks, marine 
parks and sanctuaries, wilderness 
areas, state and metropolitan parks, 
local ports, piers, jetties and major 
rivers, thousands of Aboriginal and 
post – European cultural and heritage 
sites and around 70% of the Victoria 
coastline

In the decade to 2015, the number  of 
visits to this estate increased by 34 
percent, from 74 to 99 million per year, 
and the number of licenced tour operators increased 
59 percent, from 239 to 380.

Parks Victoria’s land management responsibilities have 
also increased. The total estate under management 
has grown by around 154,000 hectares. And land 
management and positive visitor engagement both 
require greater sophistication today, in areas as diverse 
as bushfire management, threatened species recovery, 
adaptation to climate change, support for nature-based 
tourism, indigenous co-management and outdoor 
education and recreation programs. 

...but per-visit funding for Parks Victoria has been 
cut in real terms by 35% since 2011/12.

From 2005 to 2011, funding for parks management 
kept pace with increasing visitation. Thereafter, several 
rounds of deep funding cuts occurred, ironically at 
a time when both visits and tour operator numbers 
spiked sharply upwards. 

Direct government funding declined from $122m in 
2011/12 to $77m by 2013/14. Per-visit funding in 2014/15 
was 35% lower in real terms than three years previously, 
and Parks Victoria had fewer sta#  than it did a decade 
before, managing a larger estate and higher visitation.
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Real $/Visitor -19%

Sta! (FTE) -6%

Tour operators +59%

Visitors +34%
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Changes in Parks Victoria capacity, 2005-2015

Data source: Parks Victoria annual reports, 2005/06 to 2014/15. 

$/Visitor re"ects PV total revenue from transactions, adjusted to real terms by 2.6% p.a. 



VIctoria’s parks are crucial for delivery of a range of 
state government strategies...

Our parks and recreation areas and facilities are on the 
front line in delivering a range of ambitious government 
policies aimed at improving the health, wellbeing and 
sustainability of our society. Outdoor activities play a 
central role in achieving:

• Victoria’s Public Health and Wellbeing Plan;

• Victoria’s “Education State” initiatives;

• Victoria’s new Biodiversity Strategy, and other 
environmental initiatives;

• Victoria’s 2020 Tourism Strategy;

• Victoria’s Regional Statement and regional 
partnerships and programs; and

• a range of specific strategies and policies in areas 
as diverse as recreational fishing participation, 
tracks and trails, disability, mental health, outdoor 
sports, and many others.

... but funding cuts have led to an erosion of services 
and unsustainably low maintenance of natural and 
built assets.

Parks Victoria responded to the combination of less 
funding to service greater visitors by seeking to 
increase other funding sources, e! iciency measures, 
and cuts to services. 

However, the scope for increasing revenue from other 
sources is limited. Revenue from user fees increased 
to around $18m by 2014/15, but this is still well below 
10% of total revenue. Further user fee increases could 
jeopardise visitor numbers, which could actually 
decrease overall state revenue by threatening the $1.4 
billion that tourists currently spend associated with trips 
to our parks, according to Parks Victoria.

E! iciency measures within a parks service also have a 
hard limit, given the relatively intensive nature of sound 
ecological land management and high-quality visitor 
services.

Inevitably, service delivery has su# ered. Community 
engagement programs have been axed, maintenance 
of many assets deferred, visitor information scaled back 
and ecological management programs like weeds and 
feral animal programs cut back. There has been little 
scope for innovation and forward-looking ambition.

With less sta#  expected to do more, morale within 
the organisation has su# ered as well. A report by the 
Victorian Public Sector Commission shows that 60% of 
sta#  feel workplace stress is an issue for them, more are 
considering leaving, and fewer belive that grievances 
would be properly investigated. 

Parks Victoria has responded to these challenges 
with considerable resilience and ingenuity, and they 
continue to achieve a great deal. But it is also fair to 
say that the organisation has been in survival mode 
since 2012, rather than being in a position where it 
can operate strategically to grow the nature-based 
economy and improve the wellbeing of Victorians and 
our natural environment.

SOLUTIONS FOR INCREASING PARKS CAPACITY

Restoring Parks Victoria capacity to 2011 level 
would require an annual budget of approximately 
$300m for 2016/17.

The Victorian Government has made approximately 
$22m in additional resources available to Parks Victoria 
in the 2015/16 budget. While a welcome boost, much of 
this funding is non-recurrent.

A funding allocation of $300m per annum would 
restore parks management capacity to the level 
it was at in 2011, taking into account increased 
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visitor numbers. This would require an increase of 
approximately $75m over the 2015-16 budget.

Additional funding can be secured from the Parks 
and Reserves Trust...

Currently, Parks Victoria receives around $85m annually 
from the Parks and Reserves Trust, which is funded 
by the parks charge (assessed as part of water and 
sewerage bills) in the Melbourne metropolitan region.

However, according to a report by the Victorian 
National Parks Association, following a freedom of 
information request, Parks Victoria’s allocation from 
this fund has fallen from 74% in 1999 to just 57% in 
2014. Further, the catchment area for collection of the 
parks charge has not kept up with growth of the real 
metropolitan area. 

Several options for increasing funding from the Trust 
could be explored, including:

• expanding the catchment area to include the full 
present extent of the metropolitan region;

• making the parks charge a state-wide charge;

• increasing Parks Victoria’s allocation from the Parks 
and Reserves Trust; and

• a modest increase in the rate of the charge.

There is no clear principle for limiting the parks 
charge, and expenditure of those funds raised, to the 
metropolitan region. All Victorians have the opportunity 
to benefit from all parks in Victoria, and should 
therefore share the expense equitably. 

... from consolidated revenue... 

In 2014/15, Parks Victoria total expenditure was only 
0.39% of total Victorian Government expenditure, 
compared to 0.48% in 2005/06. 

This means that Parks Victoria’s budget cuts are not 
simply a reflection of across-the-board reductions 
required of all service areas.

If Victoria spent as much on parks as it did a decade 
ago, relatively to the size of the state budget, Parks 
Victoria would have an additional $50 million in its 
budget. 

An increased allocation from consolidated government 
revenue is both achievable and justifiable, given the 
importance of our parks in delivering economic, health, 
environmental and wellbeing outcomes.

... and from innovative new revenue streams, 
including crowdsourced funding for particular 
assets.

Finally, Parks Victoria should continue to explore and 
develop innovative finance mechanisms, such as 
crowdsourced funding for particular assets, in ways 
that do not threaten its core purpose.

In the UK, a crowdsourced funding campaign raised 
£75,000 for construction of a mountain bike trail near 
She! ield, and similar campaigns are being explored 
around the world.

There is also potential for greater business involvement 
in funding parks. In the United States, large businesses 
like Microsoft and Boeing help fund outdoor recreation 
areas around their major operational centres, in 
recognition of the benefits those area provide for 
their workforce. Indeed, a group of San Francisco-
based venture capitalists called the “Conservation for 
Economic Growth Coalition” advocate for increased 
investment in outdoor recreation as a competitive 
advantage to attract knowledge-based companies and 
workers. 

By combining Parks and Reserves Trust funding, an 
increased allocation from consolidated revenue, and 
new streams of income, Victoria can and should fully 
fund our state’s parks.
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