


Operations 

they cannot vote and a child's only 
source of influence is parents acting 
on their behalf. However, even paren
tal priorities are likely to be divided 
between their children and the elder
ly, because it is likely that most fami
lies will have more surviving parents 
than children under age 18. 

The adversarial political climate 
that emerged in the early years of 
the new millennium appears to be 
emphasizing self-interest, rather than 
altruism and collective interest. This 
suggests that empty-nester and se
nior-age cohorts, which are the fast
est growing sectors of the population 
and also its most prolific voters, are 
unlikely to be supportive of increased 
spending on children because they re
ceive no benefits from it. 

In addition to age demographic 
self-interest, two other factors have 
been suggested as having some influ
ence in the lack of support for govern
ment expenditures on children. First, 
reliable contraception gives people a 
high degree of control over whether 
they have children. Since children are 
often now the result of a private deci
sion rather than of chance, some peo
ple have argued that parents should 
bear the costs of child rearing. 

A second factor is that dispropor
tionate numbers of poor children are 
from minority groups with whom 
some in the majority may have trou
ble identifying. Thus, of the 13.5 
million children living in households 
below the federal poverty level, only 
17 percent of them are white. 

Why Restoring Full Youth 
Discounts Matters 

The data presented in the previous 
section show there is a relatively large 
proportion of children from econom
ically disadvantaged households. 
There are two rationales for support-

ing substantial discounts for children. 
First, some argue that leisure literacy 
is as important to a satisfying life as 
reading, writing and numerical litera
cy. It is contended that the absence of 
such skills in some cases will lead to 
deviant behavior that inflicts greater 
costs on society. 

A further rationale stems from a 
consistent finding that, for the most 
part, people's leisure interests and 
skills are established by the time they 
leave high school or college. Hence, 
by investing in youth through giving 
them meaningful discounts, park and 
recreation agencies are nurturing 
their future clienteles. 

Meaningful Discounts, But Not Free 

Among agencies that have main
tained substantial discounts for 
youth, debate often shifts to the issue 
of whether they should be admitted 
free of charge. There are strong argu
ments against this. Children are like
ly to require more careful supervision 
and inflict more damage on a facility 
than adults, so the costs associated 
with servicing them often are greater. 
Further, children's use of a service is 
likely to be contingent on their par
ents', rather than their own, ability 
to pay. It is argued that if parents are 
not prepared to demonstrate their 
support by at least partially offsetting 
a program's costs, it is unreasonable 
of them to expect people without 
children in the program to recognize 
it as worthy of subsidy through the 
tax system. 

It is sometimes suggested that be
cause society fully subsidizes other 
types of education through the public 
school system, then youth recreation 
programs that contribute toward lei
sure literacy also should be offered 
for free and fully subsidized. This 
analogy has two weaknesses. First, 
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whereas all children are required to 
participate in education offered by 
the schools, only a select group of 
children elect to participate in pro
grams offered by a recreation de
partment. If only a select group of 
children receive benefits, it is difficult 
to make the case that they should be 
fully tax-supported by other citizens. 

The inequity becomes even more 
pronounced if the select group are 
from middle- or high-income families 
rather than from low-income families, 
which is often the case in activities 
such as Little League, soccer, swim
ming and softball. These programs 
are usually subsidized by property 
sales taxes. In those situations, poor 
people are being required to subsidize 
a program even though their children 
do not benefit from it. These taxes are 
regressive and hurt poor people most. 

A second weakness with the edu
cation analogy is that many schools 
already offer basic instruction in the 
recreation activities, and many of the 
programs offered by the recreation de
partment are for more advanced prac
tice of those skills and competitive op
portunities. 

Concluding Comments 
In recent decades the norm among 
park and recreation agencies has 
been to yield to the pressures to gen
erate more revenue by reducing both 
the age of eligibility for discounts 
and their magnitude. The author be
lieves a strong case can be made for 
returning to the "half-price" norm of 
yesteryear and for restoring the age-
18 qualification. ~ 
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