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Conservation in the Anthropocene requires financing that is commensurate to
the scale of threats to ecosystems and the benefits they provide humanity. To
meet this challenge, new financing models are needed at a diversity of scales
to help support the protection of nature. Visitor green fees — or payments
made by visitors to management authorities, for the explicit purpose of funding
natural resource management — are an innovative conservation financing
tool. In contrast to park fees, these conservation finance systems operate at
the scale of an entire jurisdiction, rather than a specific protected area, park
or reserve. Despite their recent proliferation worldwide, there is little to no
scholarly literature on visitor green fees. In this paper, we assess ten visitor
green fee programs worldwide and evaluate their fee system, governance, and
management approach. Our over-arching purpose is to explore the challenges
and opportunities associated with these conservation financing models, to
inform both the evaluation of existing models and to aid practitioners seeking
to establish systems to enhance financing for conservation and the ecosystem
services that nature provides tourism-dependent destinations.
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Introduction

The global biodiversity crisis is accelerating due to the escalating threats of global
climate change (IPCC, 2019a,b) and a failure to adequately manage local and regional
impacts such as habitat degradation, pollution, and invasive species introduction. These
global and local threats continue to degrade ecosystem services, which are essential to
human wellbeing, security (MEA, 2005), and the global economy (Costanza et al., 1997).

To meet these challenges, global targets have been established for climate (United
Nations, 2015), biodiversity (Bhola et al., 2021), and conservation (IUCN, 2021). While
there continues to be a vibrant and important discussion about how to equitably achieve
these targets (Bennett et al., 2021; Sandbrook, 2021), it is generally accepted that protecting
and restoring ecosystems is a priority to adapt to the global climate crisis and ameliorate
local threats to ecosystem integrity (Griscom et al., 2017). Intact ecosystems provide both
cost-effective climate adaptation and mitigation through their natural infrastructure
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protection, as well as opportunities to sequester carbon, offset
emissions, and produce a wide array of benefits and services
to society.

It is therefore critical to fund nature-based solutions to better
equip societies with the means for adaptation and mitigation at
scale. However, financing to date has been largely inadequate to
achieve global targets and mitigate escalating threats to ecosystems
(James et al., 2001; Berry, 2007; Credit Suisse AG, World Wildlife
Fund, Inc., and McKinsey and Company, 2014; Meyers et al.,
2020). The lack of inadequate finance has been a major focus for
global convenings, including the recent World Conservation
Congress, COP15 in Glasgow, and the Convention on Biological
Diversity (Ceres, 2021; National Geographic, 2021).

Despite the critical need for financing, current investments
have fallen far short of projected need. Global biodiversity and
ecosystem service funding is approximately USD $124-143 billion
while the global need is on the scale of USD $722-967 billion
(Deutz et al., 2020), a threefold increase since 2012 that has
created a gap of hundreds of billions in financing needs for
conservation (Berry, 2007). The United Nations State of Finance
for Nature shows that investment in nature-based solutions must
quadruple by 2050 to meet critical targets (United Nations
Environment Programme, 2021). The current funding portfolio
that supports global conservation is predominantly supported by
a diverse range of public and philanthropic funding sources, and
is lacking in scale and durability (Credit Suisse Group AG and
McKinsey Center for Business and Environment, 2016). This
situation requires creative thinking and new finance solutions to
reverse the decline in our ecosystems and the associated risks for
industries and communities.

Conservation finance is defined as a set of “mechanisms and
strategies that generate, manage, and deploy financial resources
and align incentives to achieve nature conservation outcomes”
(Meyers et al., 2020). Here, we assess a rapidly growing, yet
understudied, conservation finance solution in visitor green fees.
Visitor green fees are payments made by tourists to regulatory
entities with the explicit purpose of funding conservation and
natural resource management in a tourism destination. In contrast
to park fees, these conservation finance systems operate at the scale
of an entire jurisdiction, rather than a specific protected area, park,
or reserve. These systems offer a solution to support conservation
needs and tourism impacts across an entire jurisdiction, providing
enduring financing for long-term stewardship of natural resources.

Visitor green fees are scaling rapidly as a means to offset rising
tourism impacts on fragile ecosystems around the world. Some
programs operate at the national level, while others are implemented
by sub-national jurisdictions. Despite different assessment
mechanisms, legal frameworks, and operational designs, all share the
common purpose of connecting a revenue stream between visitors
and the conservation of ecosystems that visitor industries and local
communities alike depend on. In this article, we review ten
programs, assessing the fee structures and management systems.
Our overarching goal is to provide an objective assessment of the key
elements of visitor green fee systems, and to aid practitioners and
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researchers in developing and assessing the conservation impact of
these approaches in practice, in order to meet pressing global targets
via locally implemented conservation financing mechanisms.

Materials and methods
Methodology

We reviewed a wide array of sources, including gray literature
(from government, private and nonprofit institutions), news and
media sources, and travel industry sources to identify the number
of existing visitor green fee programs, as well as their assessment
mechanisms, management structures, and if available, efficacies.
Word searches included environmental levies, tourism taxes, green
fees, green taxes, and entrance fees. While there exist additional
tourism levies that fund public infrastructure and social services,
we restricted our review to visitor green fees, of which all or a
significant portion of the revenue supports conservation and
natural resource management.

Due to the paucity of sources in academic literature, we also
contacted a set of practitioners both in public and private
management roles, to uncover additional information which
further informed the review. Because the majority of the green fee
programs exist at the municipal or regional scale and in less
developed countries where data and transparency lack, data and
information were limited for many programs. Our review included
assessment of qualitative, quantitative, and anecdotal data. Across
programs, lack of econometric analyses limited our ability to
review the impact of green fees on visitor arrivals and expenditures.
Below, we synthesize key information on visitor green fee systems,
focusing on the key program elements of visitor perception,
transparency, elasticity of demand in tourism, and efficacy, in
jurisdictions where such information was available.

Results
Existing visitor green fee programs

We reviewed 10 visitor green fee programs that were
identified and had sufficient information at the time of
research (Table 1). Our review was restricted to mandatory
(versus voluntary) green fee programs, and encompassed both
and sub-national initiatives.!

national-level programs

1 Noticeably, none of the existing visitor green fee programs in

exist in the United States. There are three United States constitutional
provisions and one United States federal statute that restrict states from
implementing visitor-only fees or assessing fees at airports. However, states
within the United States could still pursue site-based visitor green fees, or
green fees assessed at point of accommodation or rental vehicle, which

effectively capture a majority of visitor revenue.
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TABLE 1 Inventory of visitor green fee programs worldwide.
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Jurisdiction Name Point of Assessment Fee Amount ($USD) Year Established
National Models

Palau Pristine Paradise Environmental Airline Ticket $100/entry 2018
Fee

Aotearoa (New Zealand) International Visitor Conservation  Electronically $23/entry 2019
and Tourism Levy

British Virgin Islands Environmental and Tourism Levy  Port of Entry $10/entry 2017

Maldives Green Tax Hotels/Resorts; Guesthouses $6/day; $3/day 2015; 2016

Bhutan Sustainable Development Fee Mandatory travel agency $200/day 1974

Sub-national Models

El Nido, Philippines Eco-Tourism Development Fee Tour operators/Entry $3.86/ten days; $9.65/>ten 2008

days

Riviera Maya, Mexico Eco Tax Hotels $1.10/night 2017

Cancun & Puerto Morelos, Environmental Sanitation Fee Hotels and resorts $1.27/suite night; $2.55/villa 2019

Mexico night

Mentawais, Indonesia Mentawais Surfer Tax All Accommodations $77/fifteen days 2016

Balearic Islands, Spain Sustainable Tourism Tax or Balearic All accommodations $3.40/night (avg.) 2018

EcoTax

Please refer to Supplementary Appendix A in the Supplementary material for references and summaries of each green fee program presented in table. Fee amounts were converted to

USD where applicable based on exchange rates at time of research.

Approximately 80% of the green fee programs we reviewed
have been established in the past 6 years (2016 onwards),
illustrating a rapid and recent proliferation of these
conservation financing mechanisms around the world.
Moreover, approximately 60% of these programs exist in island
jurisdictions (Palau, Aotearoa [New Zealand], British Virgin
Islands, Maldives, Mentawais, and Balearic Islands).

Fee amounts vary substantially across green fee programs, with
fee values ranging from $1/night to $100 set entry fees. The point of
assessment also varies, ranging from port of entry, purchase of
airline ticket, accommodation, and electronic visa platform. See
Supplementary Appendix A for a review of the literature on the
individual green fee programs.

Establishment of visitor green fees often requires
collaboration with the visitor industry, which may carry
concerns over whether the fee amount could discourage visitor
arrivals due to increased costs. While there are few econometric
analyses available to determine elasticity of visitor demand to
green fees in these locations, the available information on
existing green fee programs suggest that cost effects on visitor
arrivals and expenditures, if any, are low. Moreover, willingness
to pay analyses demonstrate that visitors are willing to pay a
premium for cultural preservation and/or environmental
protection (Viteri Mejia, 2011; Andrade et al., 2021; Booth
et al., 2022).

New Zealand International visitor conservation and
tourism levy (IVL). The NZ$35 fee was determined on the
premise that it would total less than 1% of average visitor
spending (Davis, 2018). While New Zealand’s Cabinet
Economic Development Committee identified potential risk
that the IVL could reduce growth in visitor arrivals and/or
visitor expenditures, they posited that the impact was likely to
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be low (Davis, 2018). Based on limited information,
implementation could result in a NZ$8 M loss in goods and
services tax. However, the Ministry of Business, Innovation, &
Employment considers these risks low, given this estimate was
based on the price sensitivity of air tickets rather than visas,
with the latter point of assessment having lower price
sensitivity (Davis, 2018).

Management design models

Visitor green fee systems require financial management and
governance systems that direct revenue towards conservation and
sustainability initiatives often together with visitor education and
engagement strategies. The majority of fees are managed by local
governments in accordance with applicable legal and policy
frameworks. The exceptions are Palau and Cancun, discussed
below, both of which utilize public-private governance models as
a management approach, largely in order to ensure fund
transparency and efficacy.

Cancun environmental sanitation fee. Cancun’s municipality
formed a civic council to oversee the Environmental Sanitation
Fee fund. The council is comprised of five members including the
President of the Hotel Association, academics from the local
university, a local NGO manager, and a legal expert. This balance
of private and non-profit management over a government fund
provides security for the hotel industry who markets the use of the
fee to their visitors, as well as for conservationists and community
members who support conservation financing efforts. Anecdotal
data indicate that this structure was put in place to address
concerns about transparency and to ensure efficacy of project
funding toward purposes that benefit.
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Palau pristine paradise environmental fee (PPEF). Palau’s
PPEF revenue is partially governed by the Protected Areas
Network (PAN) Fund, a non-profit organization established by the
Republic of Palau to act as a financial trustee for the monies
acquired from international donations and visitor arrival fees to
support PAN sites (Medel, 2020). Of each $100 visitor fee, $30 is
managed by the PAN Fund board and its staff ($15 goes to water
and sewerage and $15 to PAN sites). Each of the 15 PAN sites is
run by its corresponding state government; national governments
may not control PAN site management (PAN Fund, 2021). While
the PAN Fund is a non-profit entity, it was established by the
government and the government maintains significant decision-
power via holding several board positions. Even though the share
of public oversight in the public-private partnership is significant,
there is notable transparency; resultantly, anecdotal data
demonstrates that visitors have a positive perception of the
program, and conservation practitioners involved in the PAN
Fund strongly concur that the fund expenditures align with their

stated missions.

Visitor engagement and perception

Several green fee programs are integrated within broader
campaigns focused on responsible tourism. For example,
Palau’s Pristine Paradise Environmental Fee is one piece in a
broader sustainable tourism campaign that includes a Pristine
Paradise Palau mobile app for visitor education, and the Palau
Pledge, which visitors are required to sign as a part of their
entrance visa; in 2018 and 2019, the Palau Pledge was the most
awarded communications project in the world (Palau Bureau
of Tourism, 2021). New Zealand’s IVL is supported by a
broader network of sustainable tourism initiatives, including
sustainable tourism regional charters, partnerships with
indigenous communities, improved data acquisition, and a
sustainable tourism dashboard of indicators (MBIE and
Department of Conservation, 2019). In Cancun and Puerto
Morelos, some hoteliers endorse the program’s merit by
promoting and marketing the Environmental Sanitation Fees
to support positive visitor perceptions (Resorts, 2019).

While our review uncovers substantial variability among the
ten visitor green fee programs, they carry similar functionality and
outcomes in terms of creating a durable conservation finance
approach for the locations in which they operate. The variability
in these programs provides a breadth of program design models
for policy makers in tourism jurisdictions seeking to implement
similar policy models. At this stage it is not possible to empirically
assess the performance of these programs due to data limitations,
which would be a fruitful endeavor for future scholarship.
However key design elements such as public-private management
structures and visitor engagement initiatives appear to drive better
program performance and outcomes, and are notable elements for
prospective jurisdictions considering establishing visitor green
fee programs.
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Discussion

Visitor green fee programs are proliferating worldwide as
a way to generate direct and enduring financing for local
conservation initiatives. Our review focuses on the key
attributes of different visitor green fee models, showing that
there is considerable variability in approaches, design, and
implementation and limited data analyses on their
performance and economic impacts. Because the programs
are implemented at a range of jurisdictional scales, there are
a gamut of models for practitioners and policy makers to
draw from in the development of visitor green fee programs.
This brief review can serve as a blueprint for jurisdictions
considering implementation of visitor green fees, providing a
set of options for decision-makers and practitioners to
consider and adapt to their own local conservation needs and
policy and legal contexts. Below we discuss key insights from
our review.

Efficacy of green fee revenue and
management models

Visitor green fee programs generate annual revenue on
the scale of 10s to 100s of millions, and therefore can better
enable jurisdictions to achieve high impacts related to local
and global sustainability targets (i.e., United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals), while generating green jobs
and driving a responsible tourism ethos. Existing legal
systems and policies are key in determining the viable options
for capturing these green fees from visitors, managing
revenues, and in financing natural resource initiatives.
Existing research on protected area user fees (also known as
park fees) has shown that models that drive equity, trust, and
information have positive perceptions among users
(Nyaupane et al., 2009), which may drive overall program
success and stakeholder engagement. Additional research that
applies theory from appropriate fields (e.g., ecological
economics) may provide further insights on the development
and performance of visitor green fee systems.

In the context of visitor green fees, concerns of
transparency and payer perception specifically led the
municipality of Cancun to establish a public-private advisory
council. Transparency concerns are not unique to the less
developed world; 80% of active coral users from the
U.S. mainland surveyed at various conservation sites across
the Hawaiian Islands reported that they were willing to pay a
green user-fee to support marine management at these sites,
but only 30% chose the public as the most trusted entity to
collect and allocate the funds (van Beukering et al., 2004).
Public-private partnerships, such as the ones described in
Management design models, provide a management design
that may remedy user concerns and aid in revenue efficacy
and transparency. Additional design considerations may
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improve visitor sector engagement, as discussed in Visitor
sector engagement. Further research is needed to determine
the
conservation outcomes. Because the majority of existing

relationship between management models and
green fee programs are relatively new, there are limited
program impact reports available; future research would
benefit from measuring the ecological (i.e., non-market)
returns from fee programs in terms of ecosystem management,
restoration and recovery, as well as the efficacy of

governance designs.

Visitor sector engagement

In destinations where the goals of conservation groups
and the tourism sector appear at odds with one and other,
green fee sustainability campaigns can provide opportunities
for conservation and public sectors to engage the tourism
industry in high level conservation targets, while improving
the visitor experience. The role that visitor industries play in
design and management varies. In some jurisdictions tourism
sector leaders are highly involved in green fee advisory
councils as well as marketing of the programs, while in others
the industry is disengaged. In some programs, the revenue is
strictly overseen by government or conservation leaders,
while in others, funds are co-managed with the visitor
industry. Collaboration with the visitor industry may unlock
additional funding from public and private sources to
addition
managerial and financial roles, the tourism sector can act as

leverage conservation revenues. In to
an educator and liaison to foster pro-nature and culturally

appropriate behaviors which may enhance visitors’

willingness to pay.

Green fees and regenerative tourism

As tourism destinations re-build in the wake of the
COVID-19 pandemic, visitor green fee programs are
becoming more prevalent as a policy means to support
sustainable and responsible tourism recoveries that prioritize
investment in natural capital and the local communities that
depend on intact environments. Visitors” willingness to pay
and visitor demand has been reshaped by the COVID-19
pandemic (Andrade et al., 2021), which has increased travel
barriers through new entry requirements and travel costs.

In conclusion, visitor green fee models offer solutions for
practitioners in visitor-dependent jurisdictions to generate
revenue for conservation priorities, which globally face major
deficits in funding. Durable financing for conservation of
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natural resources is critical for long-term stewardship, as well
as for buffering communities and economies from future
shocks that originate from a range of sources, including
climate change or economic and political upheavals. This
short review suggests that visitor green fees may be a key
solution for conservation and visitor industry sectors to
support nature-positive economies and sustainable resource
management.
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