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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Base Fee - The daily amount charged per camping party for the rental of
one campsite.

Black Hills and Badlands area - Includes the following counties in west-
ern South Dakota: Lawrence, southwestern Meade, Pennington, Custer,
northern Fall River, Jackson and Jones. A map of the area appears at the
end of this publication.

Campground - A tract or tracts of Tand upon which two or more campsites
are located, used wholly or in part for recreational camping or group
activity purposes or accommodations for overnight or longer periods of
time, with or without a fee being charged for the renting, leasing, or
occupancy space.

Campsite - A plot of land designated as one camping area on the camp-
ground.

Entrepreneur - The owner or person who assumes the risks of a business
(camping) enterprise.

Hookups - Providing at the campsite of water, electricity and sewer
attachments that can be used by individual camping units.

Occupancy Rate - The percentage of campsites at any given campground
being occupied during a specified time.

One-day Camper - Camping visit by campers at a campground limited to one
overnight stay.

Operating Costs - Costs incurred each year in the normal operation of the
camping business, such as hired labor, taxes, utilities, insurance,
maintenance and depreciation.

Opportunity Cost - The price or value of a factor of production such as
capital that has to be given up because the factor is put in one use at
the expense of another use.

Per Site Charge - Rental of a campsite based on a single fee regardless
of the number of people in the camping party.

Per Party Charge - Rental fee based on a given number of people in the
camping party, i.e., two, three, four . . . with an additional fee
charged each person over that number.

Public Campground - A campground owned and operated by a federal, state,

or local government agency.




Sanitary Station - A facility for removing and disposing of wastes from
trailer holding tanks along with a water connection for the necessary
flushing of the area.

Service Building - A structure housing toilet, lavatory, and such facilities.

Transient Camper - A camper who stays no more than two camping nights at
the same campground.

Vacation Camper - A camper who stays more than two consecutive camping
nights at the same campground.

3-way Hookups - Campsite with water, electricity, and sewer attachments
provided.

Years of Operation - The number of years a camping firm has been in busi-
ness.

Years of Ownership - The number of years the present owner has owned his
camping business.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Because the camping season is so short and because private camp-

grounds are often poorly located to attract visitors are all the more

reasons why private campground operators should utilize the highest

business management skills. Too often they do not, as this study of

exisiting marketing, pricing, and management practices of private

campgrounds in the Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota shows.

(1)

(2)

During the summer of 1972, over forty percent of the exist-

ing campsites at private campgrounds were unoccupied.

During the last three years a high turnover rate in camp-
ground ownership has prevailed among the private entrepre-
neurs in the Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota.

Past trends have indicated that it is not uncommon for
campground operators to start with a specific location, and
then attempt to mold the camping enterprise to fit it. This
has resulted in the development of some campgrounds that are

in remote areas, thus making it inconvenient for campers to
travel there.

Those campground operators who have been evaluating advertising
indicated that magazines and directories are the most effective
methods. Roadsigns were the next most effective method.

Many private campground operators suggested that public-operated
campgrounds "hurt them" by providing camping at cheaper rates.
The campground operator who establishes prices on the basis of
operating costs seems to be a rare person indeed. Pricing is
more typically based on prevailing rates at comparable camp-
grounds in the area.

The most frequent length of visit at campgrounds was one day;
sixty-five percent of all campers were classified this way.
Weekend occupancy rates in most cases were not very high.

In 1972 the average investment per campsite including land,
service buildings, recreational facilities, etc. was $1,515.75.
The average annual net income per site before deducting a
charge for family labor, management, and capital was $1,142.67
for a campground with 123 campsites. These were Targer camp-
grounds; the average number of sites per campground in the study
was 50.
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(9)

(10)

Further study is needed to better identify geographical camper
marketing areas. This could enable campground operators to spend
their advertising dollars more efficiently.

Additional research is also needed to develop a simple but com-
plete financial and statistical campground accounting system.
This could include recommended ways for recording data about
origin of campers, occupancy rates, facilities used, Tengths

of stay, revenue and costs.

Based on the information obtained by the study, the following
suggestions are set forth:

1. Before developing a new campground or expanding
existing operations, develop on paper a long range
comprehensive campground plan. Following such a
plan will allow organized expansion, compliance
with the health regulations and minimizing of long
range development costs.

2. Do not select a potential site for developing a new
campground until a detailed study of the location has
been made to determine its desirability for a camping
area.

3. The decision to change camping fees should be made at
least one year in advance. This will allow enough time
to change prices in the coming year's camping director-
jes.

4. Campground entrepreneurs, when establishing site rental
fees, should first take into consideration operating
costs, facilities and services provided and occupancy
rate trends, if their objectives are profit oriented.
Then, fees charged by comparable campgrounds should be
examined.

5. Private camping firms should consider using price dif-
ferentiation. This might involve charging more for
sites located near water or in well-shaded areas if
these sites provide relatively greater attractions to
the camper.

6. In order to avoid making financial decisions based on
guesswork, accurate financial and occupancy level re-
cords need to be kept.



In order to increase occupancy rates, encourage camp-
ing families to spend more than one day in the Black
Hills and Badlands area. Campground operators can
promote longer camping visits by offering organized on-
site activities for all members of the camping family
and giving suggestions about attractions in the Black
Hills and Badlands area.

11
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The private camping industry in the Black Hills and Badlands began
in the Tate 1950's. There is still little information available from
which present and potential campground operators can make sound manage-
ment decisions.

Many people buy or develop a camping firm with little or no past
experience in the business. After a few years, they discover that they
are unhappy, and are not realizing an acceptable rate of return on their
investment. They sell their camping facilities, and a high turnover in
campground ownership results.

During the last two weeks in May, June, and part of July 1973, a
stratified random sampling of private campground operators was made in
the Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota. The sample was drawn from
the Tist of 66 campgrounds in operation during the 1972 season. Only
those campgrounds with 20 or more campsites were included. The stratifi-
cation was based on the number of developed campsites per campground.
A11 campgrounds having 100 campsites or more were surveyed, while 60
percent of those having 50 - 99 campsites and 40 percent of all camp-
grounds with 20 - 49 campsites were surveyed. The field enumerator used

a personal interview procedure.

Twenty eight campground operators responded to the survey. Only
12 of the 28 had sufficient information to complete the business questions
on the survey. Reasons volunteered for not having sufficient information
were (1) "the records are kept jointly with another business operation,"
(2) "this is our first year of ownership," and (3) "our business is too
small to keep detailed records."

Studies of campgrounds and camper characteristices have provided in-
sights as to why people camp, where they camp, and why some campgrounds
are more successful than others. The following review provides background
information for understanding campground problems in the Hills and Bad-
lands.

Each year many urban and rural dwellers desire to return to the
open spaces for awhile, and camping allows them to do so at a reasonable
cost. "A number of sound and logical forces, all of which relate in some
way to the improved standard of living in these United States, have been
advanced as the reasons for camping's immense popularity and recent growth.



And for the most part, it is these forces and this growth that have pro-
duced the surge of interest in private camping development." 1

According to LaPage, Tittle has been done to evaluate the market,
cost of development, operating expenses, and potential income of private
campgrounds. Consequently many of the private campground operations are
marginal economic ventures. "The result of this lack of responsible
planning is the development of campgrounds that are destined for failure
and thus act as a deterrent to the private campground industry in the
state."?

Oklahoma researchers concluded that a transient campground as a
primary source of income for farm families is not economically feasible.
Careful planning and good management are crucial factors in developing
and operating a transient campground. People that are marginal in ag-
riculture are likely to be completely unable to cope with a still more
complex type of industry, particularly with its marketing aspects. Per-
sonal characteristics are critical in a transient campground business
where good public relations are necessary. An operator must possess the
ability to meet and work with customers in order to satisfy their demands.
"Many farm operators, due to their background of individualism and exper-
ience in dealing with non-human enterprises, may lack the adaptability
necessary to satisfy the paying pubh’c."3

In 1971 the rule of thumb on the cost of developing a campsite was
that it required between $700 to $900. This did not include the cost of
land, which varies considerably by geographic area. The cost of develop-
ment is directly related to the resourcefulness of the individuals invol-
ved and the price of labor and materials in the area where the campground

is being constructed.4

TState of New Hampshire State Planning Project. "The Privately-Owned Camp-
grounds of New Hampshire", Concord, New Hampshire, March 1965, p. 2.

2State of New Hampshire State Planning Project. "The Privately-Owned Camp-
grounds of New Hampshire", Concord, New Hampshire, March, 1965, pp 36-37.

3J. W. Williams and R. W. Schermerhorn. "Economic Analysis of the Potential
for Developing Overnight Camping Facilities on or near Major Highways in
Oklahoma", Bulletin, B-660, Sept. 1968, p. 29.

4Robert Stump, "Recreation Vehicles Styles and Trends", Better Camping for
A11, Bradford Woods, Martinsville, Indiana, June 8, 1971, pp. 1-2.
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Investment for developing a campground is high, but in general,
returns to labor and management have been extremely low.

According to Johnson, "probably three out of five recreation enter-
prises will fail financially, or go out of business for some other reason
within five years after they start. And, probably not more than half of
the remainder will ever be really financially successfu]."5

In a study of the private campground industry in Vermont, Bevins
found that forty-seven percent of the campground operators were operat-
ing at a loss. To make matters worse, they had no return on their equity.6
In another study of campground businesses in New York, Loomis and Wilkins
concluded, "Incomes derived from the campground operations studied were
extremely modest." Actually, net cash income less depreciation averaged
only $83.00 for the season (before any allowance was made for interest

7 Ina study of private campground enter-

on investment per campground).
prises in Delaware, Maryland, and southeastern Pennsylvania, Bateman
found that total expenditures per site averaged about the same for camp-
grounds with 50 - 99 sites and campgrounds with 100 or more sites. Aver-
age percent return to capital and labor per site ranged from a Tow of
0.99 percent for campgrounds with less than 50 sites to a high of 5.22
percent for campgrounds with 100 or more sites. Average annual net in-
come per site ranged from a Tow of $29.28 for campgrounds with less than
50 sites to a high of $70.80 for campgrounds with over 100 sites, after

depreciation was deducted.8

Several factors are associated with income levels in the private
campground business. Among the more important are location of enterprise,
scale of operation, business volume, Tength of season and price level.

5
Hugh A. Johnson, "Opportunities and Limitations in Private Recreation
Development", USDA Econ. Res. Serv. 1966, p. 10.

6Ma1co1m I. Bevins, "The Private Campground Industry in Vermont", Univer-
sity of Vermont, Agriculture Economics, April, 1967, p. 5.

7C1ifton W. Loomis and Bruce T. Wilkins, "A Study of Campground Businesses
in New York State", Cornell University, Agriculture Experiment, A. E.
Res. 315, 1970, p. 11.

8Arnold J. Bateman. "A Managerial and Economic Analysis of Campgrounds
in Delaware, Maryland and Southeastern Pennsylvania", Unpublished M.S.
Thesis, University of Delaware, 1972, p. 5.



Johnson emphasized the importance of a good location: '"Awesome
scenery, salubrious climate, spectacular fishing, and other natural
resources are economically sterile without the well-beated path along
which the necessary services can afford to c]ustev"'.9 In another study
of campground business, LaPage restated the importance of campground site.
In a regional comparison conducted in New Hampshire, "less successful ven-
tures were mostly in a region remote from major metropolitan centers,
where lakes were scarce, competition (both public and private) was keen,

and the camping season was short”.]0

Johnson concluded that two major causes for Tow return for recre-
ational ventures were small size of enterprise and too few customers. !
According to Loomis and Wilkins, "It is difficult to operate businesses
profitably without sufficient volume over which to spread fixed costs.”]2

Campers may pick their campgrounds by the number of attractions
provided. A campground swimming pool with the necessary filtration and
cleaning equipment may cost $6000. The cost for providing this type of
recreation services is excessive for the operator who is small or fails
to reach fairly high occupancy rates.

In the same study Loomis and Wilkins correlated campground size with
net cash income less depreciation. They found that, for the campgrounds
studied, those with fewer than 100 sites averaged a minus $1,043; those
with 100 to 199 sites, a minus $451; and those with 200 or more sites
a plus $1,818 return per campground.

On the basis of occupancy, Loomis and Wilkins' study indicated that
those firms with less than 40 percent occupancy had a net return of minus
$2,273; those with 40 to 60 percent occupancy had a positive return of
$758; and those with occupancy exceeding 60 percent had a positive return

9Hugh A. Johnson, "Private Enterprise in the Development of Outdoor Re-
creation", USDA Economic Research Service, 1962, p. 20.

1044 1bur F. LaPage, "The Role of Customer Satisfaction in Managing Com-
mercial Campgrounds." U.S. Forest Service Research Paper, N.E. 105, 1968,
p. 7.

Mhugh A. Johnson, 0p. Cit., 1966 Study, p. 19.

12c19fton W. Loomis and Bruce T. Wilkins, Op. Cit., p. 11.

165
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averaging ;‘»4,289.]2 Bateman found that campgrounds in Delaware, Mary-
land, and Southeastern Pennsylvania with Tess than 50 sites had the low-
est average occupancy rates for holidays, weekends, and weekdays during
the summer season. Campgrounds with 100 sites or more had the highest
average holiday and weekend occupancy \ra’ces.]3

The Bureau of Qutdoor Recreation surveyed more than 2,000 financial
institutions in a nationwide study of lending practices. Bankers and
lenders were asked if outdoor recreation enterprises were more risky than
other business ventures and, if so, why. Nearly two-thirds of_the res-
pondents answered yes, and cited the Timited length of season.]4

In 1970 Loomis and Wilkins indicated that fees then charged in New
York campgrounds may have been inadequate in terms of generating realistic
levels of income. The entrepreneur who establishes price levels on the
basis of operational cost is a rare person indeed. Pricing is more
typically based on prevailing rates in the area than on operating costs.

Outdoor recreation is a service that the customer expects to receive
at a minimal price. This attitude developed over the years when public
facilities have been made available at less than full-cost pricing.

At a Congressional hearing to restore the Golden Eagle program in 1970,
testimony revealed that 73 percent of the respondents in a general
population survey felt entrance fees at public areas should cover half or
less of the total operational cost. Only 8 percent of the respondents
felt that all costs should be borne by the recreationist. 6

As a rule the returns to the labor and management input in private
campground enterprises are low. Improper location is a major factor
associated with low returns. Other factors include insufficient size of
operation and too short a business season.

121444, p. 10,

13Arnold J. Bateman, Op. Cit., p. 5.

148ureau of Outdoor Recreation, "Financing of Outdoor Recreation", U.S.
Department of Interior, 1966. p. 5.

]5C11fton W. Loomis and Bruce T. Wilkins, Op. Cit., p. 10.

]61970 Golden Eagle program. U. W. Government Printing Office, Serial 91-

16, Washington, D.C., p. 695.



PRIVATE CAMPGROUND CHARACTERISTICS
IN THE BLACK HILLS AND BADLANDS

Size and Usage Rates

While new camping firms continue to enter the campground industry in
the Black Hills and Badlands area each year others are being forced out
of business. Thus, total increase in the number of camping firms has been
modest during the last four years (Table 1).

The total number of developed campsites has increased by 1126 between
1970 and 1973, while the average number of sites per campground has re-
mained about the same. This would indicate that most camping firms in
the Black Hills and Badlands area are small business operations. In

fact, 51 percent of the campgrounds had 50 or less developed sites in 1972.

Table 1
Black Hills and Badlands Private Campgrounds
Year

Type 1970 1971 1972 1973

---------------- Number------—----cc-ecewe—-.
Total Number 70 75 74 79
Total No. Sites 4oug 5023 4976 5172
Average No. of Sites 57.8 66.9 67.2 65.5

The results of the survey indicated that 90 percent of the respondents

had Tess than 20 developed acres per campground (Table 2). Over 70 per-
cent of the campgrounds surveyed had additional land that can be used for

expansion.
Table 2
Number of Developed Acres Per Private Campground
in Black Hills and Badlands, 1972
Number of Percent of
Acres Campgrounds
-Percent-
0-9 57.3
10 - 19 32%.3
20 - 29 815
30 - 39 S5
40 - 49 3.5
Total 100.0

17



During the summer months of 1972 an average 2588 sites were vacant
per day (Table 3). At no time during the 1972 season were private camp-
grounds in the Black Hills and Badlands area averaging higher than a 60
percent occupancy rate.

Table 3
Average Number of Occupied and Vacant Sites at
Black Hills and Badlands Private Campgrounds, 1972

No. of sites occupied No. of vacant sites
Time per/day per/day
------------------ Number--=-----ccccccccccaaaaa
June 1492 3484
July 2886 2090
August 2836 2140
July 4th 2936 2040
Aver. for June, July & August 2388 2588

With over 40 percent of the existing campsites unoccupied during the
summer months, there is no shortage of private campgrounds in the Black
Hills and Badlands area. Potential campground entrepreneurs should ap-
proach the development of a new campground with caution. Competition is
keen and new campground operators must provide those services demanded by
the camping public to competein the camping market.

Site and Location Features

AT1 campgrounds surveyed provided some type of on-site campground
recreational facilities. Table 4 indicates that swimming, fishing, enclosed
recreation halls, and nature trails were the most common types of recreation
facilities. Other types of on-site facilities and services provided by
over 60 percent of the campgrounds were: firewood or charcoal, vending
machines, pinball machines, and playground equipment.

18



Table 4
Percent of Private Black Hills and Badlands Campgrounds
Providing Recreational Facilities, 1972

Facilities Percent of Campgrounds
------- Reneent=—=====~

Enclosed recreation hall 35.7

Swimming pool 32.1

Stocked fishing 25.0

Nature trails 24 .4

Non-stocked fishing 10.7

Others 10.1

Swimming area 7.1

Open pavilion 7 3

Horses (riding) 7% hli

To attract camping clientele, campground operators must provide those
services desired by the camper. In the Black Hills and Badlands of South
Dakota, campground operators have learned that clean campsites and facil-
jties are very important (Table 5). Other services frequently sought by

the camping public are shaded campsites and a swimming area for the child-

ren.
Table 5
Degree of Importance of On-Site Features in the
Black Hills and Badlands for Attracting Campers
to Private Campgrounds, 1972
Percent of Campground Operators

T DS
On-site features  s---------- Percent-------------
Clean facilities and sites 25.0 10.7
Shade 20.2 10.7
Swimming 14.3 14.3
Natural enviromment 7.4 0
Hookups 7.4 0
Boating and/or fishing 7.4 0
Level Pull thru sites 7.4 3.5
Convenience of facilities 7.4 0
Don't know 3.5 49.9
Social enviromment 0 7.4
Store and Gift shop 0
Total 100.0 100.0

3Most important

bsecond most important

19
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The Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota draw thousands of poten-
tial campers to the area each year (Table 6). Even though campers are
attracted to the area, this does not provide each campground with a regu-
lar camping clientele. Campers search for those campgrounds that pro-
vide the on-site services and facilities desired to make their visit
enjoyable. This is especially true if they plan to stay more than one
day at the same campground.

Table 6
Degree of Importance of Off-Site Features in the Black Hills
and Badlands for Attracting Campers to Private Campgrounds, 1972

Percent of CampgroundbOperators

0ff-Site Features 18 11
------------- Percent-----------
Badlands & Black Hills 42.7 25.0
Amusements 21.8 10.7
Mt. Rushmore 10.7 10.7
Historic 10.7 0
Hunting, fishing & hiking 7.0 0
Don't know 3.5 46.5
Lakes 3.5 0
Museums 0 7.1
Total 100.0 100.0

8Most important

bsecond most important

Location is critical. Any good text in business management stresses
the importance of studying the business site in great detail before making
a final selection. But many campground operators did not take this criti-
cal step. As indicated in Table 7, 42 percent of the respondents made
the decision for purchasing or developing their camping firm on the basis
of how they felt about the area.



Table 7
Reasons Given for Selecting Area in Which Private
Campground was Purchased or Developed, 1972

Reasons Percent of Black Hills & Badlands
Campground Operators
——————————— Percent-------ccccce--

General feeling about area (good for

campground) 42.8
Land was in family 251.8
Physical location to tourist attraction 10.7
Does not know 7.1
Physical site characteristics 7.
Wanted land in this area 3.5
Natural enviromment _3.5
Total 100.0

It has not been uncommon for campground operators to start with a
specific location and then attempt to mold the camping enterprise to fit
it. In some cases, the property has been in the family for years. In
other cases, it was purchased for personal pleasure rather than business
potential. This is fine for personal satisfaction but makes poor busi-
ness sense. Improper location is a major factor associated with low
occupancy rates which results in Tow veturns.

Socio-Economic Characteristics

As indicated in Table 8, 74 percent of the private campgrounds in the
Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota have been in operation five or
more years. During the Tast three years, 23 percent of the camping firms
have begun operation; while 60 percent have owned their operation for
three or less years. Only 33 percent of the operators have retained
ownership of their camping enterprise five or more years.
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Table 8
Black Hills and Badlands Private Campgrounds
by Years of Operation, 1972

Years of Operation Percent of
Total Campgrounds
----- Percent-----

3.3
6.7
13.3
3.3
6.7
6.7
0

3

7

N oL BwoNn -

10.
8 13.

9 or more 36

Total 100.0

This indicates that there is a high turnover in campground ownership.
There are several factors associated with this. Among the more important
are small size of enterprise, too few customers, poor location, and short
operating season, which all contribute to a Tow return on total invest-
ment.

Of the campground owners surveyed, only 7 percent in the Black Hills
and Badlands area of South Dakota had no other occupation in 1972 (Table
9). Of those campground operators with another occupation, managers,
officials, and proprietors ranked highest, followed by laborers, crafts-
men and foreman, and retired people.

Table 9
Campground Owners Listed by Their Other Occupations, 1972
Occupation Percent of Black Hills & Badlands
of Owners Campground Owners
----------- Bercents - ==simim==EEE=tss
Managers, officials, proprietors 46.6
Retired 10.7
Laborers 10.7
Craftsmen, foremen 10.7
Campground operator 7.1
Professional, technical 7.1
Sales 7.1
Total N seeewm 100.0
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Many of the smaller campground businesses in the Black Hills and Bad-
lands are operated by the wife and children in the family, while the hus-
band works at another family business or away from home during the day and
assists at the campground on weekends and nights. Where both the husband
and wife at a family operated camping enterprise are self employed during
the summer months, at least one will seek other employment during the
remainder of the year in order to supplement their income.

The age of campground owners surveyed ranged from a low of 28 to a
high of 65 years. Over 80 percent of the entrepreneurs were 40 years or
older. This indicates that many of the Black Hills and Badlands area
campground operators are venturing into the camping business after having
been self employed or in the labor market for several years.

Income Source
In the Black Hills and Badlands of South Dakota 62 percent of the
campground operations surveyed received over 60 percent of their gross

income from site rentals and all campgrounds received over 54 percent
of their gross income from site rentals. The other major contributor
of gross income was store sales.

MANAGEMENT PRACTICES AND CONSIDERATIONS

Pricing Practices

In 1972, 63 percent of the campground operators were charging a base
price of Tess than $3.25 per site (Table 10). Less than 11 percent of
the camping firms charged more than $4.00 per site. It would seem that
those camping firms providing free swimming, showers, and other on-site
services at no extra cost are charging a camping fee that may be inade-
quate in terms of generating realistic levels of income.
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Table 10
Most Frequent Base Prices for Black Hills and Badlands
Private Campsites, 1972

Most Frequent Percent of Campgrounds
Prilcels), S  W@TNA aam aSssaan cecResss Percent-------

Less than 3.00 3757

3.00 - 3.24 25.0

3.25 - 3.49 7.1

3.50 - 3.74 17.8

3.75 - 3.99 3.6

4.00 - 4.24 3.6

4.25 - 4.49 3.6

4.50 - + 3.6

Total 100.0

In comparing the different methods for charging campers, the per site
charge regardless of the number of people in the party was the most com-
mon method used, followed by the unit charge per party of two persons and
per party of four person (Table 11).

Table 11
Percent of Private Campgrounds Using Various Methods
of Charging Basic Fees, 1972

Percent of Campgrounds

Unit Charge  eeeee-- Percent--------
Per site 46.4

Party, 2 persons 21.4

Party, 3 persons 0

Party, 4 persons 21.4

Party, 5 persons 7.2

Party, 6 persons 3.6

Total 100.0




There is a direct relationship between the basic party unit charge
method used and the additional fee charged adults and children whose
camping party exceeds the maximum number of people per party unit. In
the Black Hills and Badlands 75 percent of the campgrounds surveyed
charged $.25 per adult and $.25 per child over six years of age when a
basic unit per party charge was used. The other 25 percent charged $.50

more per adult and per child over six years of age.

The results of the survey indicated that 64 percent of the camp-
grounds that had sites without hookups charged a base fee of less than
$3.00 per site (Table 12). Most of the campgrounds surveyed had sites
with three-way hookup facilities. The most frequent base fee for these
ranged from $3.50 to $3.75 per site.

Table 12
Private Campground Site Base Fee Based on Types of Facilities
for Black Hills and Badlands, 1972

Percent of Campgrounds with Particular

Facilities
No Elect. Elect. & 3-Way
Hook-ups Only Water Hook-ups
Pritge 0000 0 [CeeErEeRREEEEEEeEee - PoRcentE=mE - SeEEEEma— = S
Less than 3.00 64.0 3153 5.8 4.2
3.00 - 3.24 16.0 25.0 23.5 16.6
3.25 - 3.49 0 0 0 4.2
3.50 - 3.74 20.0 37.5 41.4 45.8
3.75 - 3.99 0 0 11.7 0
4.00 - 4.24 0 6.2 17.6 12.5
4,25 - 4.49 0 0 0 4.2
4.50 0 0 0 B.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

In 1972, many of the private camping firms charged the same per
site base fee to campers using electric and water hookups or three-way
hookups as they did campers using sites without any hookup facilities.
There are considerable costs involved in installing and maintaining
underground electrical hookups, water lines, sewer lines, and in
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monthly user bills. Either the campground operator is forcing the non-

users of these facilities to subsidize the users, (which is bad public

relations) or he is absorbing the extra costs himself. Considering the
low fees most operators charge, it is likely to be the latter case.

Setting price levels on the basis of operational cost is a rare
practice. The results of the study indicated that in the Black Hills
and Badlands area, pricing is more typically based on prevailing rates
in the area than on operating costs (Fig. 1).

Before establishing site rental fees, first take into consideration
operating costs, facilities and services provided and occupancy rate
trends. Then, examine the fees charged by comparable campgrounds.
Neglecting to account for operating costs including amortization when
determining the price levels may result in sub-marginal or negative
returns for the camping business.

Figure 1
Methods Used oy Black Hills and Badlands Campground Operators
to Determine 1973 Base Fee

A Going rate at comparable
private campgrounds 46 .47,

B Level of operating cost 35.8%

C Other 7ol L7

D Price at public camp-
ground 7.1%

E Don't know 3.6%

The survey indicated that 78 percent of the campground entrepreneurs
did not increase their basic unit camping fee in 1973 and that only 46
percent plan to increase their basic unit camping fee in 1974 (Fig. 2).
The decision to increase camping fees should be made at least one year
in advance by the individual camping firms. Al1 too often, camping firms
are locked into charginglast year's prices because they neglected to
plan ahead before listing their facilities and prices in the camping
directories for the coming year. When listing camping fees on a camp-
ground brochure, the printed supply should not exceed the time period for
which operators plan to maintain current camping fee prices. If use of
brochures is minimal each year and money can be saved by having large
quantities printed, then it may be better not to include camping fees.



Figure 2
Percent of Black Hills and Badlands Private Campground Operators
Who Changed their 1973 Base Fee,
or Plan to Change their 1974 Base Fee, 1973
Percent
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Advertising and Promotion

Evaluation of advertising methods is vital if campground operators
want to best determine where to put their advertising dollars. One meth-
od of evaluation being used is to provide a check list of the types of
advertising used by the camping firm on the registration form. While
only 60 percent of the camping firms have evaluated their advertising
methods, they have indicated that magazines and directories are the
most effective (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3
Percent of Private Campground Owners Indicating
Most Effective Method of Advertising, 1972

A Don't know 39,37
B Roadsigns 17.9%
C Brochures 7.1%

D Magazine &
Directory 35.7%

Camping directories and magazines provide the camping clientele
an opportunity to evaluate a campground before Teaving their homes on
vacation. This is especially true for vacation campers or those who
plan to stay more than one day at the same campground.

Most of the campground operators used a brochure to promote their
camping business, and most used public centers to circulate brochures.
Other distributions are through camping shows, equipment dealers and
mailing Tists.

A11 campground operators and owners responding to the survey
schedule allowed camping groups to use their camping facilities, but
only 57 percent gave special rates to camping groups.

Credit cards as payment for campsite rental were not accepted at
75 percent of the campgrounds. For those who did accept credit cards,

BankAmericard and Master Charge were the most frequently used.

Competition from Public Sector

The respondents were asked what effect public-operated campgrounds
had on their own private campground operations. Over 52 percent of all
campground operators surveyed in the Black Hills and Badlands area said,
"public campgrounds hurt them," while 33 percent felt that public camp-

grounds had no effect on their business (Fig. 4).



Demand exceeds the supply of the limited number of overnight camp-
sites at public operated campgrounds in the Black Hills and Badlands
area of South Dakota, and many campers desiring to use public facilities
are unable to secure a campsite. When this occurs campers drift toward

private campgrounds, which helps to contribute to the private sector.

Figure 4
Percent of Private Campground Operators Indicating How
Public Campgrounds Affect Private Camping Firms, 1972

i Ay A No effects 33.2%
A 4 \ B Hurts 52.0%
/ \ C Helps 14.8%
/ }
eyl !
C ; // B !
/
/
/
//
ﬂ//’l

Convenience of facilities was listed as the most important advan-
tage private camping firms have over public-operated campgrounds, fol-
Towed by cleaner campgrounds as the second most important reason (Table
13). About 7 percent of the private campground operators said they had
no advantage over public-operated facilities.

Table 13
Percent of Private Campgrounds in the Black Hills and Badlands
with Advantages over Public Facilities, 1972

Advantages Percent of Campgrounds
i 2 TS
------- Percent--------
Convenience of facilities 7.4 59.2 18.5
Campground is cleaner 7.4 29.6 11.1
Personalized services 7.4 3.7 3.7
Larger number of sites 7.4 0 3.7
Location 7.4 0 3.7

8No advantage
bMost important advantage
€Second most important
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When the campground operators were asked what advantages public
facilities had over them, 62.9 percent indicated lower camping fees,
followed by 22.2 percent who indicated that being located near bodies
of water made public campgrounds more attractive (Table 14).

Table 14
Advantages Public Facilities Have Over Private Campgrounds, 1972
Advantages Percent of Black Hills &
Badlands_ Campgrounds
18 11 i iy
-------- Percent-------
Lower fees 7.4 62.9 3.7
Located near bodies of water 7.4 2% 0
More rustic setting 7.4 3.7 7.4
Greater advertising power A 8.7 3,7

4No advantage

bMost important advantage

“Second most important advantage

Most public-operated campgrounds in the Black Hills and Badlands
of South Dakota do not have the hookups, flush toilets, hot running
water, and manmade on-site recreational facilities that are found at
most private campgrounds. Instead, they are located near bodies of
water and in forested area, which provide a rustic natural setting for
the campers wanting this type of experience.

In the past, public-operated campgrounds have charged lower fees
than have most private camping firms, and in some cases no camping fee
at all. Some private campground operators throughout the United States
are now questioning the responsibility of the public sector to provide
campgrounds as a public service. Because camping is no longer consider-
ed a non-marketable commodity, it may not have to be subsidized from
public funds to the extent it has in the past. Consumers are showing
greater willingness to pay prices which more realistically reflect
operating costs.

Occupancy Rate

The most frequent length of visit at campgrounds by campers was
one day; 65 percent of all campers in the Black Hills and Badlands were



classified this way (Fig. 5). This does not say that these campers

plan to stay only 1 night in the Black Hills or Badlands. They may have
been dissatisfied with their former campground or may be just roamers,
trying to cover as much territory as possible.

Weekend occupancy rates in most cases were not high. The reason is
that most campers coming to the Black Hills and Badlands area do not Tive
close enough to arrive on Friday night for camping and then return home
in time for work Monday morning. Many vacation campers coming to the
area who Teave home on Friday night or Saturday morning do not arrive in
the Black Hills and Badlands area until Monday or Tuesday of the fol-
lowing week.

Figure 5

Percent of Campers by Length of Visit per Private Campground
In Black Hills and Badlands, 1972

A 1 day 65.47%
A B 2-5 days 20 .
C Weekends Tho Sk

D Over 1 week 5§ 874

E All season A3}/

During the summer of 1972, over 66 percent of the private camping
firms had less than a 60 percent occupancy rate for the months of June,
July, and August (Table 15). This indicates that, on the average, over
40 percent of the campsites and facilities provided for those sites are
vacant during the camping season. Camping firms are generating revenue
on less than 60 percent of their campsites during their operating season.
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Table 15
Percent of Private Campground Occupancy Rates for
Black Hills and Badlands Area, 1972

Percent of Occupancy

Time 0-19 20-39 40-59 60-79 80 or Don't
Period more know
——————————————————————— PeFcentsl=="=Tls'='='=f= - SISEEEe - = = = = [=l==
Memorial Day 23.1 13982 7.7 0 0 50.0
July 4th 8138 7.7 23.1 15.4 15.4 34.6
Labor Day 11.5 26.9 7.7 3.9 0 50.0
Month of June 11.5 34.6 23.1 0 0 30.8
Month of July 0 7.7 15.4 42.8 3.8 30.8
Month of August 0 11.5 15.4 30.8 11.5 30.8
Ave. Summer Occupancy 0 25.0 41.1 16.7 0 16.7

The major camp users are family units. Normally, families travel
when children are on vacation from school, so most camping trips are
limited to the summer months. In 1972, 29 percent of the campgrounds
in the Black Hills and Badlands area operated for three months (Fig. 6).
The remainder of the camping enterprises operated longer, but their
weekly occupancy rates were not high.

Figure 5
Length of Camping Season in Black Hills and Badlands, 1972

A Memorial Day - 28.6%
Labor Day
B May 1 - Nov. 1 10.7%
C April 1 - Wov. 1 3.6%
D All year 7] o 1%
E. Memorial Day - 10.7%
October 15
F. May 1 - Oct. 1 17.9%

G. May 15 - Oct. 15 21.47



Revenue and Expenditures

AT1 information in this section is based on 1972 income and tax
record data furnished by campground operators during the study. While
28 campground operators responded to the survey, only 12 (18 percent
of the total campground sample) had sufficient information to complete
the business questions on the survey. Thus all information in this
section is based on the 12 who completed the business questions. The
average number of campsites per enterprise for this group was 123.

Any good business manager knows the value of keeping accurate
financial and business records, and camping businesses should not be
exempt. Campground operators need accurate financial information to
use in projecting cost-revenue data, and to determine the occupancy
level at which revenue from campsites will cover specific expenses.
Without this type of information, financial management decisions can
only be based on guesswork.

In 1972 the average total expenditures per campsite was $237.68,
with depreciation, interest, and hired labor contributing 42 percent of
the total expenditures (Table 16). This figure does not include returns
to unpaid labor, management and opportunity costs on investment.

Depreciation cost per site ranged from a low of $13.33 to a high of
$146.76 with an average of $57.29 in 1972. Most campgrounds were using
a ten to fifteen year depreciation period. Factors contributing to the
wide range in depreciation costs are: (1) the scale of the business
operation, (2) the number and types of man-made recreational facilities
and service buildings (swimming pool, miniature golf, recreation hall
and equipment, store, office building, toilet and restroom facilities
and laundry facilities), and (3) the number of developed campsites with
underground hookup facilities (water, electricity, and sewer).

The cost of hired labor at a campground is directly related to the
size of the camping enterprise, the number of on-site services provided
by the camping business and the amount of unpaid family labor available.
A well designed campground with centralized office, store, Taundry and
recreation hall can contribute to more efficient use of labor.

A11 camping businesses surveyed had some kind of a campground store,
at which they sold food items and camping supplies. In 1972 the average
cost of goods sold at the campground store was $66.99 per site. The
amount of goods sold at the store is related to the size of the camping
enterprise, occupancy rates, length of stay by campers at the campground,
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Table 16
Average and Range Per Site Annual Expenditures
at Private Campgrounds in the
Black Hills and Badlands, 1972

Items (on per site basis) Average Range

Per Campsite For Campsites

--Dollars -- -- Dollars --
Labor hired $17.95 $0.00 - $65.61
Electricity 8.50 1.50 - 29.93
Propane gas 3.86 1.50 - 14.89
Phone & utilities 3.32 .22 - 4.44
Gas, o0il and repairs g 4.75 1.20 - 13.89
Taxes 9.32 2.27 - 20.72
Interest per site 25.30 12.97 - 64.75
Insurance 6.68 1.24 - 12.84
Repairs and Maintenance 7.82 1.11 - 19.36
Advertising 10.27 .50 - 40.38
Membership dues .78 J26h=mm 2.08
Office .77 42 - 4,23
Depreciation 57.29 13.33 - 146.76
Other 14.08 1.30 - 51.80
Cost of goods sold in the store 66.99 11.85 - 263.92
Total Expenditures $237.68 38.04 - 454,11

8yehicles and tractors

and the proximity of the campground to towns with other shopping areas.
In rural areas during the camping season, some campground stores serve
both the camper and non-camper.

The cost of purchasing or developing a well-designed campground
that appeals to the camping clientele is not low. In 1972, the average
investment per campsite including land, service buildings, recreational
facilities etc. was $1,515.75 with a range of $866.00 to $1,903.00 (Table
7).



The average gross income per site from all campground sources was
$246.97 with an average net income of $9.29 per campsite. This would
amount to an average net income of $1,142.67 in 1972 for a campground with
123 campsites. At most campground businesses in the Black Hills and Bad-
lands, total annual receipts are derived from campsite rentals and store
sales. Other contributors are coin-operated machines, metered showers
and fees charged for use of recreational facilities to non-campers, or
to campers where these services are not included in the base fee.

On the average, camping enterprises operated 139 days during the
1972 camping season with full-scale operations being restricted to 10 or
11 weeks of the year. The length of the full-scale campground operating

season is directly related to the number of weeks families with school-age
children are on vacation.

In order to make comparisons, the six most successful campgrounds
were separated off from the 12 reporting financial statements.® The
six most successful campgrounds had an average net income of $3,848.78
per campground compared to $1,142.67 for the 12 campgrounds in 1972.
This was a difference of $24.77 per site (Table 18). The one most im-
portant factor which contributed to higher net income for the six most
successful campgrounds was a 7 percent higher summer occupancy rate.
This can partially be accounted for by their convenient locations and
by the operators' ability to promote camping. Higher summer occupancy
rates at the six most successful campgrounds contributed to increased
revenue from site rentals and store sales.

There was no great difference in the kinds of recreational fa-
cilities provided at the six most successful campgrounds, and the most
freqguent per site base fee was about the same for both groups of camp-
ing firms. Other noticeable differences were that the six most success-
ful campgrounds had a higher percentage of family labor and a higher
percentage of gross income coming from site rentals.

In 1972 average annual expenditures of the six most successful camp-
grounds were higher than the other campgrounds in 10 of the 15 categories

(Table 19). The most significant differences were: hired labor, adver-

*
The six most successful campgrounds refers to the six campgrounds with
the highest net income per site in 1972.



Investment, Labor, Occupancy Rate, and Sources of Income

Table 17
Average and Range Figures for Gross and Net Incomes, Expenses,

for Private Campgrounds in Black Hills and Badlands, 1972

Factors

Number of sites

Number of sites per acre
Years of operation

Years of ownership

Total investment per site
including land

Cost of land per site

Gross income per site from
all campground sources

Total expenditures per site
Net income per site

Percent income from site
rentals

Percent income from store
sales

Percent income from other
sources

Percentage of hired
labor per site

Percentage of family
labor per site

Total hours of labor per
site per two weeks

Days of operation

Summer occupancy rate

Units Average
Per Campground

number 123
number 15.0
number 758
number 4.1
dollars 1,515.75
dollars 550.00
dollars 246.97
dollars 237.68
dollars 9.29
percent 54,9
percent 42.1
percent S50
percent 28,1
percent V4189
number e
number 139.6
percent 42.0

Range for

Campgrounds

20

6

866

74,

35.

38.

-35

23

12

11

90

20

.00

00

56

04

(37

- 250

- 27

- 13

= 8

-1903.00

- 961.00

- 467.63

- 454,11

-89

- 100

5.4

180

61




Table 18

Average of the Six Most Successful Private Campgrounds in the
Black Hills and Badlands Based on Net Income Per Site, 1972

Factors

Average number of sites

Average number of sites per acre
Average years of operation
Average years of ownership

Average investment per site
including land

Average cost of land per site

Average gross income per site
from all campground sources

Average total expenditures per
site

Average net income per site

Average percent income from
site rentals

Average percent income from
store sales

Average percent income from
other sources

Average total hours hired
labor per site

Average total hours family
labor per site

Average total hours labor per
site per two weeks

Average days of operation

Average June, July & August
occupancy rate

Units

number
number
number

number

dollars

dollars

dollars

dollars

dollars

percent

percent

percent

percent

percent

number

number

percent

Six Most
Successful

Campgrounds

113

14,

1,695.

675.

285

251

34.

58.

395

24,

75.

153

49.

17

60

5 Dk

.85

06

+180.

+125

+ 38.

+ 14,

+ 24

+ 7

Differencea

.10

50

.60

94

17

.77

.80

.60

.20

.80

.80

.50

a ; .
Difference between per site figure for average of the
average of the six most successful campgrounds.

12 campgrounds and
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tising, depreciation and cost of goods sold in the store. Interest on
Tong term loans averaged $5.73 less per site for the six most successf
campgrounds.

Table 19
Average and Range Per Site Annual Expenditures at the Six
Most Successful Private Campgrounds in the Black
Hills and Badlands, 1972

ul

Items (on per site basis) Average Range for
Per Campsite Campsites
--Dollars -- -Dollars-
Labor hired 20.66 1.75 - 58.00
Electricity 7.5 3.69 - 13.36
Propane gas BLIL7 Il 6.94
Phone & utilities 8L.57 2.00 - 6.46
Gas, oil and repairsa 6.55 I S350 L3 )
Taxes 9%..29 2.27 - 17.17
Interest per site 19.57 12.96 - 33.37
Insurance 7.67 1.24 - 12.84
Repairs & maintenance 8.05 1.74 - 19.23
Advertising 12.71 4,17 - 40.38
Membership dues 1+ 522 b 20 s 2.08
Office expenses .99 40 - 4,23
Depreciation 62.24 16.67 - 75.76
Other 12,28 1.30 - 27.79
Cost of goods sold in the store 76.73 21.94 - 263.92
Total Expenditures $251.85 152.01 - 454.11

a
Vehicles and tractors

In summary, private campgrounds in the Black Hills and Badlands
area of South Dakota have had a fairly high turnover in ownership.
Several factors are associated with this, each of which has a direct
influence on income generated by the camping businesses. Among the



more important are: Tlocation of the camping enterprise, scale of opera-
tion, price level, occupancy rates and length of season.

It has been suggested by many private campground operators that
public-operated campgrounds provide keen competition. This may be true.
However, the public-operated campgrounds in the Black Hills and Bad-
lands area provide a very rustic setting, and perhaps they attract only
those campers who desire that type of a camping experience. If so,
private and public campgrounds may not be in direct competition with each
other.

As a rule the returns to Tabor and management input in private
campground enterprises were low. In fact, one may question how some
camping firms stay alive. The answer to this question can be made
by looking at the following: (1) land value appreciation, and (2) non-
economic entrepreneurial goals.

In 1972 campground operators in the Black Hills and Badlands area
of South Dakota had an average increase in land value of 20.9 percent.
If this type of trend continues to exist during the next few years, such
an appreciation in land value can offset many years of Tow labor and
management returns for the private camping firms. In fact this factor
may be a far greater determinant of enterprise tenure than actual cash
returns to Tabor and management.

In some instances the decision to operate a private campground may
be more related to personal and non-economic considerations than to pro-
fit maximization. The campground operator will operate his facilities
if returns cover cash costs, because he enjoys the business and likes to
have people around. If, however, lower returns are coupled with high
property taxation over a prolonged period, the ultimate effect may be an
over-balancing of these personal and non-economic considerations, causing
the entrepreneur to sell his operation.

The private camping firm has an important role to play in the years
ahead. We should not assume that because returns to labor and management
are low and the business season is short, that this will discourage all
people from entering and continuing in the private camping business. The
highest degree of success will come to the entrepreneur who uses ingen-

uity and imagination and becomes an innovator among private camping firms.

He should always observe his customers to determine how he might modify
his camping operation to yield greater customer satisfaction.
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Appendix [
UNDERSTANDING YOUR CAMPING BUSINESS

The following questions are designed to help campground vperators

better understand their business and to serve as information questions
for potential campground operators. BE HONEST WITH YOURSELF IN ANSWERING.

(1)

(2)

(1)
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Are your Tong-run entrepreneurial goals profit maximization,
or personal and non-economic considerations coupled with long-
run capital gains?

Is your campground designed to accommodate vacation or tran-
sient campers, and do you know enough about both types of
campers to provide the services and facilities they desire?

As a campground operator do you have the ability to meet and
work with camper customers in order to satisfy their demands,
and are you able to cope with the complexities of this type
of an industry, particularly in its marketing aspects?

Are you acquainted with the state health regulations and have
you designed your existing and long-run campground plans to be
in compliance with these regulations?

Is your campground located in a remote area making it incon-
venient for campers to find your operation, and are transient
campers required to travel out of their way if they stay at
your campground one night?

Does your Tlocation provide the natural environmental setting
desired by vacation campers, and are you using these natural
resources in satisfying the demands of your clientele?

Are you providing the types of recreational services and
facilities desired by the camping public. If so, can you
afford to continue providing these services under your present
fee system?

Are you evaluating your advertising methods in order to more
efficiently use your advertising resources and promote your
camping business?

As a campground operator do you and your employees promote your
business by being polite, courteous, and helpful to your
clientele?

If you are providing free swimming, showers, recreation hall,
and other on-site services at no extra cost, are you charging
a camping fee that may be inadequate in terms of generating
realistic levels of income?

Are you consistent in charging campsite rental fees commensurate
with the facilities and services provided to the camper?



In establishing your site rental fees do you take the following
into consideration: (a) operating costs, (b) facilities and

services provided, (c) occupancy rates, (d) and fees at
comparable campgrounds?

When advertising in next year's camping directories, do you
plan ahead far enough in making campsite rental changes so
that you do not lock yourself into last year's prices?

Do you encourage campers to stay longer at your camping firm
by providing interesting information about the surrounding
area, and by making available organized on-site activities
for all members of a camping family?

Do you keep accurate financial and business records and do
you use these records in making your management decisions?

As a campground operator are you innovative and do you
critically observe campers' actions, in order to determine
how you might modify your operation to yield greater customer
satisfaction?

Appendix II
Figure 7
Map of Black Hills and Badlands Study Area
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