Chapter 23: Concessions
and Special Park Uses
Concession operations have historically played a major role in the program of
visitor activities at Everglades National Park. A large concession operation did business at Flamingo from 1957 until 2005, when two hurricanes drastically curtailed it. A
concessioner has operated the trams at Shark Valley since 1982. Interpretive boat tours
at Everglades City have been handled by the same concessioner since 1959. The Shark
Valley and Everglades City concession activities seem likely to continue to operate
much as they have in the past. As of this writing, the park is engaged in a planning process to determine the nature of future visitor services at Flamingo, including the scope
of concession activities. Activities that are not ongoing or do not require a land base
in the park are currently handled under special use permits or commercial use authorizations. Special use permits cover uses that primarily benefit an individual or group
rather than the public at large. Examples are weddings, bike or hiking club outings, and
commercial filming. Commercial use authorizations cover for-profit operations based
outside of the park that operate within the park. At Everglades, these include charter
fishing boat operators and canoe rental outfits. Scientific research and collecting permits, formerly called collecting permits, cover outside scientific researchers working
in the park. In the park’s early decades, special use permits also were granted for the
testing of military-related technologies (see chapter 22).

Early Concession Operations
Following park establishment in 1947, Superintendent Beard referred to the efforts of Lloyd House and others at Flamingo to provide food and rooms to visitors
as “wildcat” concessions. These operations had no official sanction from the government, and the NPS believed they reflected poorly on the Service. It moved quickly to
buy out all the Flamingo residents and end these efforts. The NPS granted a concession to National Park Concessions Inc., which had previous experience in a number
of national parks, to sell food, gasoline and other necessities at Coot Bay beginning
in December 1950. The firm lost money on this operation and was more than glad
to turn it over in 1955 to the Everglades Park Company, when the latter was the
successful bidder on the Flamingo concession (see below). As of winter 1951/1952,
Willard M. Fletcher and Gordon H. Needham had separate concession contracts to
take visitors on sightseeing boats from Coot Bay (figure 23-1 Coot Bay concessions,
circa 1949). The park extended several other short-term special use permits for bait

Chapter 23: Concessions and Special Park Uses		

565

Figure 23-1. Coot Bay concession, circa 1949

and charter boat operators at Coot Bay in the early years before the Flamingo visitor
use area was opened.1071

Flamingo Concession
As described in chapter 7, the NPS decided early on to concentrate many visitor
services at Flamingo. The Service awarded a 20-year concession contract for operations there to Everglades Park Company (EPC). A group of Miami businessmen led
by Robert Knight formed this company specifically to bid on the Flamingo contract.
The contract, which covered lodging, a restaurant, a gift shop, marina operations, boat
rentals, interpretive boat tours, and a gas station, went into effect January 1, 1956. Assistant Superintendent George Fry described the Knight group as being “green in the
concession business,” but he and Superintendent Beard believed they were motivated
1071 SMR, May 1949, Dec. 1950, Feb. and June 1952; E. V. Buschman to Asst. RDR1 Daniel
Tobin, Feb. 4.1953, NARA Ph, RG 79, 79-62-A-305; George B. Hartzog, Acting Chief, Concessions
Management, to Carroll E. Shoop, Sep. 11, 1952, NARA Ph, RG 79,79-62-A-420.

566

Wilderness on the Edge: A History of Everglades National Park

and willing to learn how to run a successful operation. Most of the marina functions
at Flamingo were up and running in March 1957, with the lodge and visitor center
opening in December.1072 From December 1968 to January 1970, in a period when the
Nixon administration was encouraging private operation of public facilities, the EPC
operated the Flamingo and Long Pine Key campgrounds. After this brief experiment,
the NPS again became the operator of the campgrounds. That is still the case as of
this writing, but current planning calls for both campgrounds to be part of the next
concession contract that is advertised (see chapter 26 for ongoing park planning).1073
The EPC did a good business renting small boats to fishermen and selling gasoline and other supplies to private boat owners who put in at Flamingo. The firm,
however, experienced difficulties with its labor-intensive lodging and food service operations from the very beginning (figure 23-2, coffee shop at Flamingo). Everyone
understood that it would be a highly seasonal operation; the motel was expected to be

Figure 23-2. Coffee shop at Flamingo
1072 Knight’s other partners were his brother-in-law George A. Pegram, A. M. Tyler, W. T. Rose,
and Alan B. Kessler. The inaugural motel rates were $12 for first floor rooms and $14 for second
floor rooms. Supt. Beard to Dir., Dec. 1, 1955, NARA Ph, RG 79, 79-67-A-1022, box 69; Acting Dir.
Allen to Asst. SOI Lewis, NARA Ph, RG 79, Nov. 22, 1954, NARA Ph, RG 79, 79-62-1-420; Supt.
Beard to park staff, Feb. 27, 1957, NARA Ph, RG 79, 79-68-A-2955; George Fry, “George Fry the
Legend,” 140, George Fry papers.
1073 “Concessioner to Operate Campgrounds at Everglades National Park,” NPS media release,
Dec. 22, 1968, HFC; “U.S. Park Service to Run All Everglades Campgrounds,” unsourced newspaper
clipping, Jan. 2, 1970, Miami Public Library clipping file; William Gordon, personal communication,
Aug. 14, 2013.
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full in January and half empty in August. Attracting and retaining a competent staff
was complicated by the facility’s location 50 miles from the nearest towns (Homestead
and Florida City) at the end of a dead-end road. South Florida had long been a prime
tourist destination, and job opportunities for hospitality workers were plentiful. If
a waiter chose to work at Flamingo rather than on Miami Beach, the reason did not
always bear looking into. As early as March 1958, Superintendent Beard was reporting
that the EPC was experiencing heavy employee turnover. The discovery of several
“hardened criminals” among the staff later in the year led to a requirement that all
incoming employees be fingerprinted. The EPC also found it difficult to recruit and
retain competent managers for its remote operation. Additionally, the NPS may have
overestimated what visitors would want at Flamingo; a snack shop or cafeteria might
have been a better bet than a full-service, sit-down restaurant. All of these factors resulted in persistent losses for the EPC, including one of $58,000 in 1958 and $88,000
in 1962.1074
For decades, renting houseboats at Flamingo has been a popular visitor activity
(figure 23-3 houseboat rental brochure). In the early 1960s, the EPC began renting
30-foot houseboats by the day or week. By the late 1970s, this concession had been
turned over to the Flamingo Houseboat Corporation, owned by Tom and Sue Healy,
who offered eight houseboats for rental. Each of their boats was equipped with “an
alcohol stove, ice box, pots and pans, utensils, dinnerware, linen and towels.” The
Flamingo Houseboat Corporation filed for bankruptcy protection in July 1982, and
ended its houseboat rental operation in 1983. The Flamingo concessioner at that time,
Everglades Park Catering Company, subsequently took over the houseboat operation. Houseboat rentals continued under this company and its successor corporations
through December 2008. Everglades National Park Boat Tours, Inc., then took over
the Flamingo concession and began renting two houseboats. The prospectus for the
Flamingo concession released by the NPS in early 2013 included houseboat rentals.1075
The EPC made several changes in the mid-1960s in hopes of increasing its profitability (figure 23-4, Everglades Park Company brochure). It expanded the coffee
shop by 45 seats, constructed 60 additional motel rooms, and added 24 housekeeping
cottages. These changes seem to have been beneficial, but increases in gas prices in the
1970s caused a decrease in usage of the Flamingo facilities, and the operation again
struggled, with the park reporting an increase in visitor complaints. Such complaints
seem to have been a perennial feature. One Everglades superintendent has described
1074 SMR, Mar. and Sep. 1958; Everglades Park Company to Dir Wirth, May 25, 1959, NARA
Ph, RG 79, 79-68-A-2955, box 44; Everglades Park Company, Financial Statements, Sept. 30, 1962,
NARA Ph, RG 79, 79-70-A-4751, box 1; Stark interview.
1075 “Houseboat Tour Delightfully Different,” Chicago Tribune, Jan. 27, 1963; “Houseboats
Great Way to See Real Florida,” Boca Raton News, Jan. 12, 1979; SAR, 1982, 1983, 1993; William
Gordon, personal communication, Aug. 26, 2013.
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Figure 23-3. Houseboat rental brochure

Flamingo as the “worst concession operation in the history of the National
Park Service.” One company promotional ploy, the selling of “deeds”
to one square foot of park land, was
stopped when the NPS learned of it
(figure 23-5, Everglades Park Company
deed). When its original 20-year contract was coming to an end, the EPC,
which had been a subsidiary of General Host Corporation since 1968, expressed no interest in bidding on a new
contract. The NPS got no response to
an initial concession prospectus issued
in 1974. A revised prospectus drew
some bidders, and in 1975, the Service
awarded a contract to Everglades Park
Catering Company (EPCC), a subsidiary of Restaurant Associates, Inc. EPCC’s contract took effect on October
1, 1975. A 1977 analysis by a consulting firm showed that the concessioner
was not making large enough profits to
afford necessary facility renovations.
In a bid to help the company turn a
profit, the NPS in 1978 purchased all
the concessioner’s buildings for $1.3
million. This added significantly to
the park’s maintenance responsibilities. The park did not believe that the
$70,000 increase it received in its maintenance budget fully covered the added
costs.1076
In June 1984, EPCC sold its Flamingo concession contract to T. W.

1076 SMR, Jan., Mar., and Oct. 1964; Stark interview; NPS Dir. to J. Alan Cross Jr., Everglades National Park Company, Mar. 11, 1966, EVER 22965; Centaur Management Consultants, Inc., “Analysis
of Flamingo Concession Operation in Everglades National Park,” HFC; SAR, 1972 through 1975,
1978.
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Figure 23-4. Everglades Park Company Flamingo brochure

Services of Chicago. The firm changed its name to T. W. Recreational Services as
of June 1987. Then, in 1995, Amfac Corporation purchased T. W. Recreational Services. Amfac in 2002 changed its name to Xanterra Parks and Resorts Corporation.
Throughout these ownership changes, the Flamingo concession continued to experience ups and downs. At bottom, the park did not receive enough in concessioner
franchise fees or in its maintenance budget to make needed upgrades at Flamingo.
The facilities, built in the 1950s and 1960s, increasingly showed signs of wear and
tear. In 1990, the concessioner constructed additional employee housing, freeing up
rooms in the lodge for public rental. Hurricane Andrew in 1992 depressed tourism,
and the company reported a 25 percent decline in lodge stays. A decade later, Xanterra
Corporation reported losses of $45,000 in 2003 and $24,000 in 2004. A 2004 analysis
by PricewaterhouseCoopers indicated that Flamingo could not be profitable in its existing configuration.1077

1077 SAR, 1984, 1985, 1990, 1991, 1993; Summary of Concession Operations, Everglades and
Dry Tortugas National Parks, EVER 22965; PricewaterhouseCoopers to Henry Benedetti, Chief,
Concessions, NPS SERO, Sep. 28, 2004, EVER 22965.
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The Flamingo concession, then, was already in difficulty when hurricanes Katrina and Wilma in 2005 made the motel, restaurant, and housekeeping cabins unusable.1078 Given the age of the structures and the prohibitive cost of reconstruction to
contemporary standards, the NPS decided to demolish them. After repairs to some
marina structures, Xanterra Corporation continued to operate the marina store, sightseeing boat tours, and canoe, kayak, and skiff rentals. Xanterra wanted to end its
operations at Flamingo, and the park put out a request for proposals for a short-term
(three-year) concession contract for Flamingo. There was no response, and the NPS
ended up offering financial and other incentives to Xanterra to convince it to continue
to operate at Flamingo through December 31, 2008. The Everglades City concession
was then operating on a year-to-year renewal basis, and the park decided to combine
the Everglades City and Flamingo concession operations into a single request for proposals. Everglades City had consistently been a profitable concession operation, and

Figure 23-5. Everglades Park Company deed, 1965

1078 Hurricane Donna in September 1960 shut down most of the Flamingo concession operations for three months. See chapter 16.
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the thought was that firms might be willing to take on the more doubtful Flamingo
job if Everglades City was part of the deal. The NPS offered a package with a 10-year
term for Everglades City and five years for Flamingo. In 2008, the Service awarded
the concession to Everglades National Park Boat Tours, Inc., owned by Sammy Hamilton Jr. The Hamilton family has been operating the Everglades City concession since
1959 (see below). At this writing, sightseeing boat tours; rental of canoes, skiffs, kayaks, houseboats, and bicycles, and marina services are available at Flamingo. In winter
2010/2011, the concessioner began offering casual dining at the Buttonwood Café.1079
Public interest in the future of visitor services at Flamingo has remained strong
following the demolition of the old lodge and cabin buildings. The NPS started a
planning process in October 2006 to come up with a commercial services plan and environmental assessment (CSP/EA) for Flamingo. The stated goal of the CSP/EA was
“to determine necessary and appropriate commercial services for the Flamingo area
in accordance with all applicable laws and policies, while providing a viable long-term
business opportunity for the concessioner(s) ultimately selected to operate the facilities.” A host of considerations, many of them unknown or of little importance when
the Service first developed Flamingo in the 1950s, came into play in crafting the CSP/
EA. The impacts of development on the fragile coastal environment are much better
understood today than 50 years ago, as are the often costly methods of protecting
structures from winds and hurricane storm surge. Planning for the long-range impacts
of sea level rise is a particular challenge in a coastal environment such as Flamingo.1080
The preferred alternative from the commercial services plan has been incorporated into all alternatives in the park’s draft general management plan (GMP). Planning
for the redevelopment of Flamingo calls for a significantly smaller footprint and the
restoration of natural conditions on some 50 acres that were previously developed or
landscaped. Redevelopment also will be compatible with the existing Mission 66 historic landscape, and the historic visitor center and gas station will be retained There is
to be a lodge with 30 units, 24 cabin units, and 40 ecotents. Ecotents are permanent,
sometimes movable, tents with minimal impact on the natural environment. They
typically have canvas walls, are raised above the ground on platforms, may use recycled
materials, and sometimes have features such as solar water heaters for showering. A
prototype ecotent, developed by the park in partnership with the University of Miami
and the South Florida National Parks Trust, was rented to visitors from December 14,
2012, to April 14, 2013. The number of campsites at Flamingo will be reduced to 130
1079 SAR, 2005 through 2009; Keith Whisenant, interview by author, May 24, 2011; “Mayor Hamilton Awarded Long-Term Contract to Run Everglades Boat Tours,” Naples Daily News, Jan. 3,
2009; Everglades National Park Boat Tours, http://evergladesnationalparkboattoursflamingo.com/
canoe.php; William Gordon, personal communication, Jan. 23, 2013.
1080 NPS, Flamingo Commercial Services Plan Finding of No Significant Impact, July 2008,
http://www.nps.gov/ever/parkmgmt/upload/FlamingoCSP_FONSI_08July23.pdf.
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tent sites and 40 recreational vehicle sites. There will be eight houseboats available for
rental. Because of the high cost of construction at Flamingo and the current challenging budgetary environment, the redevelopment of Flamingo will proceed in stages.1081
In January 2013, the NPS released a prospectus for commercial visitor services
at Flamingo. The Service solicited proposals for the provision of “lodging, camping,
tour boat, canoe/kayak rentals, skiff rentals, houseboat rentals, bicycle rentals, boat
slip rentals, food and beverage, retail, boat transfer service, and other visitor services.”
The term of the proposed contract was set at 10 years, with a franchise fee of 4.7
percent. This prospectus failed to elicit any proposals. At present, the NPS is revising
the prospectus based on feedback it got on the unsuccessful 2013 offering. A new
prospectus is expected to be released that provides a term longer than 10 years and
provides more flexibility for potential concessioners.1082

Everglades City
In 1959, Sammy Hamilton Sr., of a family that had been in Everglades City since
at least 1920, received the contract to operate sightseeing cruises from Everglades City.
Later his son, Sammy Hamilton Jr., took over the firm. Until the NPS built a small
visitor center in the winter of 1966/1967, the boats left from a private dock. Once
the visitor center went up, Hamilton expanded operations to include a gift and snack
shop and boat rentals. In 1984, Sammy Hamilton Jr. and some other family members
incorporated under the name of Everglades National Park Boat Tours, Inc. (ENPBT).
The younger Hamilton developed a measure of political renown and has served multiple terms as mayor of Everglades City. ENPBT has generally operated successfully.
From time to time, the Service has raised concerns over the condition of boats and
the quality of the interpretation provided by employees. By 1990, Hamilton was operating four vessels, the Panther I, Panther II, Manatee I, and Manatee II, and carrying about
50,000 passengers annually (figure 23-6, Concession boat).1083
ENPBT’s long-term contract with the NPS expired in 1991, and the firm continued to operate under repeated short-term contract extensions. In 2002, the Service
issued a prospectus seeking bids for a seven-year concession contract at Everglades
City. Soon thereafter, on December 30, 2002, the Panther I sank in shallow water in the
Ten Thousand Islands while carrying 33 sightseers. There were no serious injuries,
but the passengers went into the water without life jackets and had to be rescued by a
1081 NPS, Flamingo Commercial Services Plan; “Everglades National Park to Try Moveable
‘Eco-Tents’ for Flamingo Area Lodging,” National Parks Traveler, Dec. 14, 2012.
1082 “Everglades National Park Requesting Proposals for Commercial Visitor Services at Flamingo,” NPS media release, Jan. 29, 2013; Fred Herling, personal communication, Aug. 22, 2013.
1083 SAR, 1984, 1988, 1990.
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Figure 23-6. Concessioner boat at Everglades City

commercial fisherman. The Coast Guard investigated and determined that the accident was the result of previous damage to the vessel’s hull that had never been reported. The Coast Guard found other violations and imposed a $60,000 fine on ENPBT.
Following this incident, the NPS in consultation with the National Transportation
Safety Administration prepared a new concession prospectus, issued in 2003. ENPBT
and five other firms bid on the contract, and the Service announced its award to Guest
Services, Inc., of Fairfax, Virginia.1084
ENPBT contested the award to Guest Services, filing suit in the Court of Federal
Claims in Washington, D.C. While the case was pending, the NPS rescinded the award
to Guest Services, put the bidding process on hold, and allowed ENPBT to continue
operating on yet another contract extension. The Service ended up having to reimburse Guest Services for costs incurred. The firm was disappointed over the Service’s
decisions, but muted its criticism because it had NPS contracts in other parts of the
1084 “Tour Boat Captain Charged in Sinking,” Miami Herald, May 25, 2003; “Owner of Boat That
Sank Blamed,” Miami Herald, Mar. 10, 2004; Draft Concession Contract No. CC-EVER002-04,
between NPS and Guest Services, Inc., Fairfax, Virginia, EVER 22965; Fred Herling, personal communication, June 26, 2014.
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country that it did not want to jeopardize. ENPBT’s lawsuit was dismissed, without
prejudice, on June 14, 2005. The NPS waited a couple of years and then issued a new
prospectus. Sammy Hamilton and the other ENPBT investors were eager to hold on
to a lucrative contract, which had grossed $1 million in 2004. Concerned that he might
lose out, Hamilton got the Collier County Commission to pass a resolution urging the
NPS to give the contract to an “established local business.” As related above, in early
2009, the NPS awarded a contract to ENPBT covering both Everglades City and Flamingo. At this writing, ENPBT offers guided boat tours and boat rentals and operates
a gift and snack shop at Everglades City.1085

Shark Valley
As indicated in chapter 20, Gettysburg Tours, Inc., doing business as Shark Valley Tours, Inc., took over the tram operation at Shark Valley from the park in 1982.
Gettysburg Tours subsequently created a subsidiary, TRF Concession Specialists of
Florida, Inc., to run the operation. High water at times stopped the trams from running, including a 19-month closure that ended in December 1987, when the new, elevated Shark Valley Road was opened. Located on the heavily traveled Tamiami Trail,
the Shark Valley tram tours have been enduringly popular. Gross revenues reached
$445,000 in 1988 and topped $1 million by 2004. The contract with TRF has been
renewed several times; a recently executed contract runs to 2021. The concessioner
completed new buildings in 2003. As of this writing the concessioner offers the tram
rides, bicycle rentals, and limited retail and vending services at Shark Valley.1086

Commercial Airboat Operations in the East Everglades
In passing the Everglades National Park Protection and Expansion Act of 1989,
Congress expressed its intent that existing commercial airboat operations in the expansion area continue. The act authorized the NPS to grant concession contracts at
existing locations, subject to any regulations necessary to protect the “biological resources of the area.” At that time, airboat rides were being offered at Everglades
Safari, Frog City, Glades Park, and Coopertown. Coopertown has been in operation
1085 “Everglades City Mayor Losing Contract with Park Service, Says He’ll Wage Legal Battle,”
Naples Daily News, Apr. 28, 2001; Briefing Statement, Concession Operations, Feb. 7, 2006, EVER
22965; “Mayor Hamilton Awarded Long-Term Contract to Run Everglades Boat Tours,” Naples
Daily News, Jan. 3, 2009; Everglades National Park Boat Tours, http://evergladesnationalparkboattoursgulfcoast.com/.
1086 SAR, 1988, 1990; NPS briefing statement, Feb. 7, 2006, EVER 22965; SAR, 1988, 1990;
Shark Valley Tram Tours, http://www.sharkvalleytramtours.com/about.html; William Gordon, personal communication, Jan. 23, 2013.
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since 1945 and bills itself as the “original airboat tour.” Some of the operators sold
souvenirs, kept small zoos, and had restaurants offering local specialties like frog legs
and gator tail. Under the preferred alternative in the park’s GMP, the park intends to
purchase the land of the existing airboat operators and grant up to four airboat concession contracts. The park’s goal is to consolidate concession operations and confine
tours to some subset of the existing airboat trails. The interpretive talks given by concessioner staff would have to meet NPS standards.1087

Special Park Uses
In the park’s early years, activities not covered under concession contracts were
covered under special use permits. These were used for a wide range of activities,
including guide fishing, specimen collecting for scientific purposes, carrying firearms
across park land to private land, and conducting secret testing of new technologies
for the American military (see chapter 22). In 1964, the park decided to require no-fee
permits from all commercial, charter, and guide fishermen. This requirement went
into effect in 1965. At some point, permits for fishermen and other commercial operators who used the park but operated from land bases outside the park became known
as incidental business permits. Commercial fishing in the park ended on December
31, 1985, but guide fishermen continued to ply park waters. In 1986, the park was issuing 169 permits to guides and charter boat captains. As of March 31, 1996, the park
began charging $250 for a two-year permit guide fishing permit. In the National Parks
Omnibus Management Act of 1998, Congress created the category of commercial
use authorization (CUA) to replace the incidental business permit. As of this writing,
the park issues approximately 350 guide fishermen permits per year and a handful of
CUAs for canoe rental outfits and tour guides. The Resource and Visitor Protection
Division administers the CUA programs.1088
In recent decades, the park has received more and more requests to do commercial filming and hold special events in the park. Many of the latter are requests to
hold weddings, family reunions, or charity biking events (Figure 23-7, Bicycle event
in the park, 2010). In 1985, for example, the park issued 32 filming permits. Responsibility for filming permits and special use permits has variously been lodged in the

1087 Everglades National Park Protection and Expansion Act, P.L. 101-229, Dec. 13, 1989; George
Frederick and Bob Panko, Preliminary Visit to East Everglades Commercial Attractions, June 24,
1991, EVER 22965; Draft GMP, 71-72.
1088 ENP Annual Aquatic Resources Report for 1968, EVER 42242, ser. IV; SAR, 1986; “Glades
Fishing Guides Must Buy $250 Permit,” Miami Herald, Feb. 2, 1996; Foist interview; P.L. 105-391,
Nov. 13, 1998; SAR, 1991.
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superintendent’s office and the Resource and Visitor Protection Division. As of this
writing, the Resource and Visitor Protection Division issues both types of permits.1089
A final category of permit is the scientific research and collecting permit, which
covers scientific or scholarly investigations or educational activities by outsiders.
Among the activities requiring a permit are natural or cultural resource surveys, inventories, monitoring, and research and sociological research, and any kind of data
and specimen collection All applications for permit are reviewed for impact on park
resources and compliance with applicable laws and regulations. The South Florida
Natural Resource Center coordinates the research permit program.

Figure 23-7. A bicyclilng event in the park, 2010

1089 SAR, 1985 and 1988; Foist interview. Everglades National Park issues permits for both itself
and Dry Tortugas National Park; it is not always clear from records whether totals given represent
both parks or only Everglades.

