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Legislators push for more park funding

ERAD DOHERTY/The Brownsville Herald

By Elizabeth Pierson
The Brownsville Herald

February 1, 2007 — AUSTIN — The playground where your kids
capture ladybugs and caterpillars, and play tag with their friends
could also bring jobs to your town.

Local parks pump nearly $105 million annually into the Rio
Grande Valley economy and are responsible for 827 jobs,
according to a report released today by a group asking the
Legislature to better fund parks in Texas.

The Texas Parks and Recreation Foundation commissioned the
study by Texas economist Ray Perryman and is using his
findings — that parks pump $5.5 billion a year into the state'’s
economy and create 38,000 jobs — to convince the Legislature
to increase park funding by $90 million.

“Unlike a lot of government spending, this does generate some
direct, measurable economic benefits, in addition to the quality
of life,” Perryman said.

The study, called Sunshine, Soccer and Success, looked at how
much money municipal parks and recreation facilities generated.
Perryman said the study included net dollars from park-related
tourism and sports tournaments, but did not include secondary
money visitors spent at restaurants.

That means the cost a visitor paid to attend a tournament was
included in the study, but the money the visitor spent for lunch
at the nearby Jack in the Box, for example, was not.
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The report did not include federal or state parks such as the
World Birding Center.

In the McAllen-Edinburg-Pharr metro area, local parks add $64.3
million to the economy and 516 jobs. In Brownsville-Harlingen,
they bring in $40.6 million and 311 jobs, according to the report.

In 1993, the Legislature designated a portion of sales tax from
the sale of sporting goods to pay for state and local parks. The
tax brings in more than $100 million annually, but parks receive
just $20.5 million per year because the Legislature appropriated
only that much in 2005.

Even if the Legislature wanted to use all the tax for parks it
couldn't, because it has capped the amount that can be spent on
parks from the tax at $32 million per year, regardless of how
much the tax raises.

As a result, state parks are falling into disrepair and have seen
cutbacks. There even have been some partial closures. Local
parks have suffered, too, since they receive grant money from
the fund.

On Wednesday Sen. Craig Estes, R-Wichita Falls, and Rep.
Harvey Hilderbran, R-Kerrville, said they are sponsoring
legislation to lift the cap, improve access to parks for those in
urban areas and dedicate more money to repairing parks.

The bills would add $90 million per year to parks funding,
including $20 million for state parks.

Hilderbran said he has assurances of support for the bills from
95 of the 150 House members and expects to have full support
from the Senate and Gov. Rick Perry.

“The objective of this bill is to restore excellence to our state and
local parks system in the state of Texas,” he said. “It’s also to
improve management practices and increase opportunities for
local parks grants.”

The bills filed are House Bill 6 and Senate Bill 252. To view
them, visit http:// www.capitol.state.tx.us/
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