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Fiscal Note for Proposed Rule 15A NCAC 28.0302 

 

Fiscal Impacts of Proposed Rule on NC Aquariums Fee Schedule 

 

 

Rule Title:  15A NCAC 28.0302 Aquarium Fee Schedule (see Appendix 1) 

 

Name of Commission:  N/A 

 

Agency Contact: David R. Griffin, Director 

   Aquariums Division 

   3125 Poplarwood Court 

   Raleigh, NC  27604 

   919-877-5500 

   david.griffin@ncaquariums.com 

 

Impact Summary: State government: Yes 

Local government: Yes 

Federal government: No 

Substantial impact: Yes 

 

Authority: G.S. 143B-289.44 (see Appendix 2) 

 

Necessity: Admission fees at the North Carolina Aquariums were last increased in 2006. 

Due to growth in operating costs from inflation, maintenance, and other 

factors, the aquariums require increased funding to maintain the aquariums’ 

facilities and staffing levels as well as continue to provide the citizens of 

North Carolina and its visitors with a quality educational and recreational 

service. Additionally, via Session Law 2013-360, Section 14.1 (see Appendix 

3), the North Carolina General Assembly directed the Aquariums Division to 

develop a plan to increase the amount of private funds raised to allow the 

aquariums to become more financially self-sustaining. The division views an 

increase in admission fees as the best-available option to fulfill this mandate 

and generate additional private revenues to meet future budgeting needs at the 

aquariums and Jennette’s Pier. 

 

I. Summary 

 

The North Carolina Aquariums and Jennette’s Pier are proposing to raise their admission 

fees. Current aquarium admission fees are much lower than industry averages. Visitor 

experiences have improved, while fees have remained constant since 2006. The division 

proposes increasing admission fees from $8.00 to $10.95 for adults, from $7.00 to $9.95 

for seniors, and from $6.00 to $8.95 for youths. Schoolchildren visiting the aquariums 

with registered school groups will continue to be admitted for free. Active and retired 

military personnel will pay an admission fee of $9.95. Fees at Jennette’s Pier will remain 

the same for daily fishing admissions, but the proposed rules include a sightseeing fee of 

$2.00 as well as the addition of an optional three-day fishing pass for $30 and a seven-

day fishing pass for $65 for adults. Youth fishing and sightseeing passes will be half the 
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cost of adult passes. These fee changes will annually generate an estimated $1.56 million 

of additional private revenue for the aquariums and Jennette’s Pier, after accounting for 

reduced visitation in response to the fee increases.  

 

II. Introduction and Purpose of Rule Change(s) 

 

In 1993, the North Carolina Aquariums began charging fees for admission. These fees 

were modest and increased when the aquariums expanded in 2000, 2002, and 2006. (The 

current fee structure is listed in Table 1.) Since 2006, the aquariums have made 

significant additions and increased the value of visitors’ experience. In addition, industry 

averages for admission to aquariums have steadily increased, leaving admission fees for 

the North Carolina Aquariums as the lowest in the US among all aquariums accredited by 

the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) on the East Coast or of comparable size 

(AZA, 2013). Appendix 4 includes a list of these AZA-accredited. The average 2012 

adult admission price of the aquariums listed in Appendix 4 is approximately $28. This 

compares to the current North Carolina Aquariums adult admission price of $8. Proposed 

admission prices to all three North Carolina Aquariums are included in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Current and Proposed Admission Prices to the North Carolina Aquariums. 

 

User Group Current Admission Price
1 Proposed Admission Price

1 

Adult (Ages 13-61) $8.00 $10.95 

Military (Active or Retired) $6.80 (15% off regular admission) $9.95 

Senior (Ages 62 and up) $7.00 $9.95 

Chaperones $4.00 $6.00 

Youth (Ages 3-12) $6.00 $8.95 
1
Adult, Senior, and Youth groups will continue to receive a special group rate of 15 percent off their regular price 

of admission. Military personnel will also continue to receive a 25 percent discount on admission through tickets 

available for sale on base. Additionally, there is no current or proposed admission charge for children ages 2 and 

under, registered North Carolina school groups, or North Carolina Aquarium Society members. 

 

The North Carolina Aquariums’ Jennette’s Pier opened to the public in 2011 and offers 

ocean fishing, educational programs, and exhibits to visitors. The pier currently charges 

$12 for an adult to fish on the pier for a day. Youth are charged $6 for one day of fishing. 

A donation of $2 is suggested for sightseeing or walk-on experiences. The division 

proposes charging fees of $2 for adults and $1 for youth for admission to sightsee on the 

pier. The pier currently offers three-day and seven-day fishing passes, with the proceeds 

benefiting the North Carolina Aquarium Society. The division proposes incorporating the 

current three-day and seven-day fishing passes into rule. While this will not change the 

practice of collecting fees from anglers for multi-day passes to Jeannette’s Pier, from a 

rule fiscal analysis standpoint, this will be a new inflow of funds for the pier and an 

associated cost for pier users. There is an annual pass available for purchase; however, 

this will remain out of rule, as it is an annual pass to all aquariums, with funds collected 

by the North Carolina Aquarium Society, not the North Carolina Aquariums Division. 

Additionally, the cost of this annual pass is also increasing proportionately. Therefore, 
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there is no net change expected in the number of visitors that prefer to purchase an annual 

pass over daily or multi-day admission.  

 

In addition to the proposed changes in fees, Jennette’s Pier would receive the proceeds of 

the multi-day fishing passes. Currently, the North Carolina Aquarium Society receives 

the proceeds of multi-day fishing passes under current policy. Overall, the division 

expects the proposed fee changes for multi-day passes to have  no impact on anglers, but 

the proposed change in the entity receiving the proceeds – from the North Carolina 

Aquarium Society to the operations fund of the pier itself – will result in costs and 

benefits to each entity.  

 

The proposed pier fees are listed in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. Proposed Admission Prices for Jennette’s Pier. 

 

User Group 
Daily 

Pass 
3-day 

Pass 
7-day 

Pass 
Daily Walk-on 

Pass 

Adult $12.00 $30.00 $65.00 $2.00 

Youth (Ages 12 and under) $6.00 $15.00 $32.50 $1.00 

 

The division believes the proposed rule changes are necessary to comply with the 

legislative directive of S.L. 2013-360 to reduce the financial obligation of North Carolina 

taxpayers to fund the aquariums by increasing private funds for the aquariums’ facilities 

and operations. These additional funds will be generated by the aquariums’ visitors, many 

of whom are not residents of North Carolina. The fee increases will allow the North 

Carolina Aquariums to reach near-term funding goals as well as fulfill the mandate put 

forth in S.L. 2013-360 to secure increased private funding. The division believes the fee 

increases to be a cost-effective measure, as under the new admission prices the North 

Carolina Aquariums will still be among the least-expensive aquariums to visit in the 

nation. The additional private funding will enable the aquariums to maintain adequate 

funding to remain desirable tourist destinations and educational facilities.  

 

Reducing the public burden 

The NC Aquarium Division aims to reduce the impact to the public by not pursuing a 

request for an increase in its State-appropriated budget, by providing additional benefits 

for visitors, and by shifting revenues earned by Jennette’s Pier from the NC Aquarium 

Society to the division. Increasing admission fees is one mechanism to compensate for a 

35% reduction in the Department’s appropriations budget over the last 7 years. The 

aquariums are constantly evaluating new revenue-generation opportunities that would 

continue to serve and enrich the mission of the aquariums and the pier as well as serve 

the public and be fiscally responsible. The admission fee increase strategically keeps the 

fee below the national average for visitor fees at zoos and aquariums accredited by the 

Association of Zoos and Aquariums (the AZA), while providing the aquariums with the 

ability to increase their educational offerings and free special exhibits, to increase 

permanent staffing levels to meet visitor needs, and to lessen the need for an increase in 

State appropriations.  
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The aquariums provide meaningful opportunities for key groups within North Carolina to 

attend free of charge. The aquariums and the pier allow registered school groups to attend 

free of charge throughout the year. Additionally, there are two free-admission days for all 

visitors on Veteran’s Day and Martin Luther King Jr. Day. There have been 

approximately 59,000 school children admitted annually to the three aquarium sites and 

4,000 admitted annually to the pier free of charge. There have been approximately 18,000 

visitors annually to the aquariums over the two days free admission holidays. When 

admission rates are applied to these levels of visitation, this amounts to approximately 

$720,000 annually (under the proposed fee schedule) in reduced public burden through 

the value of free admission to the aquariums. Increasing fees at the aquariums will help 

provide sufficient funding to allow these free admissions to continue.  

 

Additionally, the North Carolina Aquariums have a reciprocal agreement with other AZA 

member facilities that allows annual members free or discounted admission to the North 

Carolina Aquariums. Over the past three years, the aquariums have had an average of 

22,345 free or discounted admissions granted annually under this reciprocal agreement.  

Assuming similar visitation in the future, under the new rate structure the estimated 

reduced admission expenses for visitors stemming from the reciprocal agreement will be 

approximately $249,000 each year. Given the higher admission fees charged by other 

AZA members, it is very likely that North Carolinians who are members of the NC 

Aquarium Society are receiving reciprocal benefits of a greater amount at out-of-state 

facilities. 

 

III. Costs 

 

The proposed rule amendments (i.e., admission fee increases) will not result in net 

expected costs to the State. Visitors to the aquariums will experience an increase in the 

price of admission. Most walk-on visitors to Jennette’s Pier will also experience 

increased costs due to new admission fees. As mentioned, the proposed changes to the 

pier fishing passes will have no impact on anglers; however, due to the funds being 

received by the pier rather than the North Carolina Aquarium Society, the result is a 

transfer from the Aquarium Society to the State.  

 

Overall, the division assumes that without the proposed admission changes, visitation to 

the aquariums and pier would remain constant. While there are some factors, such as 

likely continued growth in the state and national economies, that may suggest increased 

attendance going forward, visitation rates at aquariums have fluctuated greatly among 

aquariums on the East Coast or of similar size to the North Carolina facilities (see 

Appendix 4). Therefore, given the variability and difficulty in predicting future 

attendance, the division assumes a baseline of constant visitation to estimate both costs 

and benefits.        

 

Costs to the General Public and State and Local Governments 

 

The general public will experience an increase in the cost of admission to the aquariums 

and Jennette’s Pier. The estimated total annual cost to the general public, assuming a 12-
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percent reduction in the number of visitors due to the admission fee increases (as would 

be suggested based on the research cited in the next paragraph), is approximately $1.56 

million. A family with two adults and two children will pay $11.80 (42 percent) more for 

admission to one of the aquariums, as compared to the current admission price. (See 

Appendix 6 for details on the estimated costs to visitors.) An indirect impact of the rise in 

admission prices is that the resulting reduction in visitors’ personal discretionary-

spending funds may reduce the amount aquarium and pier visitors would otherwise spend 

elsewhere (including communities near the aquariums).  

 

State and local governments may see some loss of sales tax revenue from above-

described reduced spending. As an upper-bound estimate, assuming the entire $1.56 

million in additional revenue to the aquariums and Jennette’s Pier would otherwise be 

spent on goods that are subject to state and local sales tax (4.75% and, typically, 2.0%, 

respectively), the estimated loss of revenue from decreased sales tax revenue would be 

approximately $74,000 for state government and $31,000 for local governments. The 

reduction in visitation associated with increased admission fees, however, would likely 

result in increased state and local sales tax revenue in proportion to the amount of 

discretionary spending diverted from the aquariums to other taxable uses. If the estimated 

$650,000 in spending diverted from the aquariums by reduced visitation were to be spent 

entirely on taxable goods and services, sales tax revenues would increase by 

approximately $31,000 for state government and $13,000 for local governments. Thus, 

under upper-bound impacts on sales tax revenues (in both directions), the net impact 

would be a loss of approximately $43,000 in state government revenues and $18,000 in 

local government revenues.  

 

A 2007 study published by two researchers from Northwestern University and Depaul 

University found that, for non-profit zoos and aquariums, a 10-percent increase in the 

price of admission was associated with a nearly 3-percent reduction in visitation.
1
 

Although there is likely to be variation in the impact of admission-price increases across 

institutions, the results of this study are likely the best estimate of the responsiveness of 

visitation to the North Carolina Aquariums to an increase in admission fees of the scale 

the division proposes. Scaling the results of the study to the visitation-weighted average 

admission price increase of 40 percent yields a best estimate of the fee-induced reduction 

in aquarium visitation of 12 percent.  

 

Additionally, sightseeing visitors to Jeanette’s Pier will experience increased costs, as the 

optional pier donation of $2 will now become a mandatory $1 or $2 for pier admission. 

The estimated increased annual total cost to pier sightseers is approximately $260,000 

(assumptions explained in the following paragraph). Pier anglers will see no additional 

costs from current admission prices in practice; however, from a baseline assessment 

standpoint, these admission funds will be treated as a new costs, as they were not codified 

in rule in the past. In 2013, a total of 1,263 three-day fishing passes and 168 seven-day 

passes were sold, generating approximately $49,000 in revenue. As the price of these 

passes will not change, there is no anticipated change in revenue from the proposed rules.  

                                                 
1
 Cain, Louis, and Dennis Meritt. "The demand for zoos and aquariums." Tourism Review 

International 11.3 (2007): 295-306. 
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Last year, an estimated 301,583 sightseers visited Jennette’s Pier and contributed 

$217,403 in donations. Although the introduction of a $2 fee for adult walk-on visitors to 

the pier ($1 for youth) is likely to reduce visitation, there is little research available that 

would enable the division to confidently predict the impact on visitation. Estimates for 

the impact on visitation of new modest day-use fees for public recreation areas range 

from negligible for some national parks and wilderness areas
2
 to a drop of more than 20 

percent for public parks in metropolitan Chicago.
3
 Given the range of possible impacts, 

the division believes a reduction in walk-on visitors of 12 percent (equal to the projected 

reduction in aquarium visitors) is a reasonable estimate supported by the available 

evidence and professional judgment.   

 

The extent to which the cost increases will be divided between in-state and out-of-state 

residents will vary between facilities. As can be seen in Table 3, Jeannette’s Pier and the 

Roanoke Island Aquarium are more frequently visited by out-of-state residents, while the 

Pine Knoll Shores and Fort Fisher Aquariums have more visitors who are residents of 

North Carolina. Out-of-state residents represent a slight majority of visitors to all three 

aquariums combined.  

 

Table 3. Resident Status of Visitors to Jeannette’s Pier and the North Carolina Aquariums 

in 2013.  

   

Facility 
Percent In-

State Residents 
Percent Out-of-

State Residents 

Jennette's Pier 30% 70% 

Roanoke Island Aquarium 21% 79% 

Pine Knoll Shores Aquarium 59% 41% 

Fort Fisher Aquarium  53% 47% 

All Three Aquariums Combined 48% 52% 

 

                                                 
2
 U.S. Government Accountability Office. (1999, February). Recreation Fees: Demonstration Program 

Successful in Raising Revenues but Could Be Improved. (Publication No. GAO/T-RCED-99-77). 
3
 Schroeder, H. W., & Louviere, J. (1999). Stated choice models for predicting the impact of user fees at 

public recreation sites. Journal of Leisure Research, 31, 300-324. 
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IV. Benefits 

 

The general public and visitors to the North Carolina coast benefit from the aquariums 

and Jennette’s Pier by being able to obtain access to these facilities. These sites offer 

exceptional recreational and educational opportunities. The aquariums and pier 

themselves will benefit from the additional revenue that admission-fee increases will 

provide. These revenues will go to meet currently unfunded needs such as new exhibits, 

maintenance and repairs, and new revenue-generating programs. These new revenues 

also will provide funding for the conversion of 11-month temporary staff to permanent 

status. The expected increase in funding is estimated to provide a 9-percent increase to 

the current operating budget for the North Carolina Aquariums and a 20-percent increase 

to the Jennette’s Pier operating budget.  

  

 Cost-Benefit Analysis 

 

Table 4 shows a five-year analysis of the quantifiable costs and benefits that the division 

expects to be generated by the increased admission prices for all three aquariums and 

Jeannette’s Pier. The total revenue the division expects the aquariums’ admission price 

increase to generate is approximately $1.25 million dollars. Based on the resident status 

of aquarium visitors in 2013 (48 percent in-state residents and 52 percent out-of-state 

residents), the division expects out-of-state residents to bear just over half of the 

increased costs. Assuming in-state and out-of-state residents will respond similarly to the 

increase in admission fees, the division expects in-state residents to spend approximately 

$600,000 more per year and out-of-state residents to spend approximately $650,000 more 

per year on admission to the three aquarium sites.  

 

Assuming a 12-percent drop in visitation due to the new sightseeing fees, the division 

estimates that there will be approximately 265,000 sightseers, with 1 out of every 5 

visitors being youth based on overall 2013 visitation data. At that visitation rate, visitors 

would contribute nearly $480,000 in admissions via a $1 or $2 fee. This amount is 

approximately $260,000 above the total donations collected from sightseers in 2013. 

Also, there is an expected $49,000 in revenue that will be generated from multi-day 

passes to the pier. While pier anglers will see no change in admission price in practice, 

the recipient of these funds will be the pier rather than the North Carolina Aquarium 

Society, and this fiscal analysis accounts for the charge to pier anglers as an increase in 

cost because the prior charge was not codified in rule.     

 

As with the aquariums, based on the residency of pier visitors (see Table 3 above), the 

division expects out-of-state residents to bear the majority of the multi-day pass 

purchases and the overall increase in admissions price for sightseers. Assuming in-state 

and out-of-state residents will respond similarly to the increase in admission fees, the 

division expects in-state residents to spend nearly $93,000 more per year and out-of-state 

visitors to spend over $216,000 more per year.  

 

Table 4 also includes the upper-bound estimates for the impact of the admission-fee 

increases on state and local sales tax revenues: a $43,000 annual reduction in state sales 
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tax revenue and an $18,000 annual reduction in local sales tax revenue. Given the large 

share of consumer spending on non-taxable goods and services,
4
 the upper-bound 

estimates are likely to over-estimate the actual impact. 

 

The division expects total increased costs for aquarium and pier visitors to be 

approximately $1.56 million per year. The 5-year present value of the total increased 

private and public costs under a discount rate of 7 percent is $6.64 million. The increase 

in costs will generate approximately $1.56 million in annual benefits for the North 

Carolina Aquariums facilities and Jennette’s Pier, as the aquariums and pier will be the 

benefactor of these new funds. This leads to an annual net impact (and a 5-year net 

present value) of -$60,000 and an aggregate impact (costs plus benefits) of $3.18 million.  

 

Considering only costs and benefits to in-state entities and individuals, the division 

projects annual costs to in-state residents to increase by $754,000 per year, with the entire 

$1.56 million in total annual projected benefits accruing to in-state entities. The result is a 

net annual in-state benefit of $806,000 per year, with a 5-year net present value, at a 7-

percent discount rate, of approximately $3.30 million.     

 

  

                                                 
4
 Mazerov, Michael. "Expanding Sales Taxation of Services: Options and Issues." (2009), 

http://www.cbpp.org/files/8-10-09sfp.pdf. 
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Table 4. Cost-Benefit Analysis of Proposed Aquarium Admission Fee Increases. 

 

Fiscal Year 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

  

     Costs  

     
Expected increased cost to aquarium 

visitors who are in-state residents 

$600,000  $600,000  $600,000  $600,000  $600,000  

Expected increased cost to aquarium 

visitors who are out-of-state residents 

$649,000  $649,000  $649,000  $649,000  $649,000  

Expected increased cost to pier visitors 

and anglers who are in-state residents 

$93,000  $93,000  $93,000  $93,000  $93,000  

Expected increased cost to pier visitors 

and anglers who are out-of-state residents 

$216,000  $216,000  $216,000  $216,000  $216,000  

Upper-bound estimate of reduced state 

sales tax revenue 

$43,000  $43,000  $43,000  $43,000  $43,000  

Upper-bound estimate of reduced local 

government sales tax revenue 

$18,000  $18,000  $18,000  $18,000  $18,000  

Total Costs $1,620,000  $1,620,000  $1,620,000  $1,620,000  $1,620,000  

    5-year present value of total costs $6,640,000      

Total in-state costs $754,000  $754,000  $754,000  $754,000  $754,000  

    5-year present value of in-state costs $3,090,000      

      

Benefits       

Expected increase in funding to the North 

Carolina Aquariums 

$1,250,000  $1,250,000  $1,250,000  $1,250,000  $1,250,000  

Expected increase in funding to 

Jennette's Pier 

$309,000  $309,000  $309,000  $309,000  $309,000  

Total Benefits $1,560,000  $1,560,000  $1,560,000  $1,560,000  $1,560,000  

       

Aggregate Total Impact 

(benefits+costs) 
$3,180,000  $3,180,000  $3,180,000  $3,180,000  $3,180,000  

Net Total Impact (benefits-costs) -$60,000 -$60,000 -$60,000 -$60,000 -$60,000 

Net 5-Year Total Present Value -$250,000     

Net In-State Impact (benefits-costs) $806,000  $806,000  $806,000  $806,000  $806,000  

Net 5-Year In-State Present Value $3,300,000      

Notes: Values rounded to greater of thousands or three significant digits.Net present values incorporate 

discounted values for costs and benefits starting in the first fiscal year.  
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V. Risk Analysis 

 

The primary risk associated with an admission fee increase involves predicting how much 

new revenue the increased fees will generate. Predicting the amount of new revenue 

requires making reasonable projections of future visitation with and without the fee 

increase.  

 

If one were to assume no reduction in attendance associated with the proposed fee 

increases, then the aquariums and pier would realize nearly $2.5 million in new revenue. 

However, economic theory and empirical analyses indicate that increased admission fees, 

particularly a 37 percent to 49 percent increase in admission fees as proposed for the 

aquariums, will likely cause a reduction in visitation levels. Individuals and families will 

only visit the aquariums or the pier if they perceive the value of admission to be at least 

equal the price of admission.  

 

Current aquarium admission fees are lower than admission fees at other comparable 

aquariums. Looking at AZA aquarium admission fees across the country for aquariums of 

similar size or on the East Coast, the North Carolina Aquariums charge the lowest 

admission fee (AZA, 2013). Even with the proposed 37 percent to 49 percent increase in 

admission fees – $2.95 per person in most cases – in place, the admission fees for North 

Carolina Aquariums would to continue to be well below the average for AZA aquarium 

admissions; the admission fees would rank as the second-least expensive among 

comparable AZA aquariums. As a result, the division expects that visitors should 

continue to perceive that they are receiving a good value for the fees they are paying to 

be admitted. Therefore, the division expects only a modest reduction in visitation to result 

from the increase in fees. (See Appendix 4 for a more detailed risk analysis.) 

 

When the reduction in visitation is factored in, the division estimates $1.25 million in 

new revenue for the aquariums and $309,000 in new revenue for the pier. Table 5 

provides a sensitivity analysis of expected revenue gains from the proposed fee increases 

under varying assumptions of changes in visitation. 

 

Given the lack of fee increases in past years, this estimated $1.56 million will help ensure 

that total revenues will continue to meet or exceed the costs of aquarium operations, 

thereby allowing the aquariums to continue to provide visitors a quality, educational, and 

enjoyable experience. Should revenues exceed projections, the aquariums will invest the 

funds into new exhibits and programs to entice repeat and new visitation. Should 

revenues fail to meet projections, the aquariums will rely upon private funds from fund 

raising efforts of the North Carolina Aquarium Society.  

 

 

  



11 

 

Fiscal Note for Proposed Rule 15A NCAC 28.0302 

 

Table 5. Sensitivity Analysis of Additional Revenue Generated by Proposed Aquarium 

and Pier Admission Fee Increases Under Varying Assumptions of Changes in visitation.  

 

Percent Change in Visitation Additional Revenue Generated 

-15% $1.31 million 

-12% $1.56 million 

-10% $1.72 million 

-5% $2.13 million 

0% $2.54 million 

 

VI. Alternative Policies 

 

Leadership at the aquariums and pier considered a range of potential changes to 

admission fees based on the admission fees of comparable aquariums and other State 

attractions. As part of this process, the aquariums and pier evaluated a discounted 

admission fee for North Carolina residents, however felt that this would not be the best 

option to pursue. Upon further assessment, in-state or local discounting was determined 

to be an uncommon practice at AZA accredited aquariums. Of the aquariums that do 

provide a discount for residents, the reduction in admission price varies greatly. 

Appendix 6 lists the aquarium facilities identified to provide a resident discount of some 

kind. The identified aquariums offer an average resident admission discount of 32%. A 

32% discount for N.C. residents at the N.C. Aquariums would place resident admission at 

$7.45, less than the previous admission rate of $8. All of the aquariums identified which 

currently offer resident discount admission, have significantly higher admission prices 

than the N.C. Aquariums (Appendix 6). Also, only 3 of the aquariums identified are 

publicly held entities (Appendix 6). The proposed admission fees at the N.C. Aquariums 

will continue to be significantly less than these identified aquariums, as well as almost all 

other AZA aquariums of similar size (Appendix 4). Aquarium leadership believes that 

these low admission fees offer N.C. residents access to the N.C. Aquariums at below-

market admission, thereby offering both state residents and non-residents tremendous 

value for their aquarium experience.  

 

Aquarium leadership also believes that the membership program offered by the North 

Carolina Aquarium Society provides an effective alternative to an in-state discount 

program. Members of the Aquarium Society pay $75 annually for a family membership 

which is less than 2 times the amount of the regular admission for a family of four of 

$39.80. The Aquarium Society Membership provides complimentary admission to any of 

the aquariums and the pier as well as free or discounted admission to other AZA member 

facilities. Aquarium leadership believes that an in-state discount program would compete 

with the Aquarium Society membership program, which could reduce funds available to 

the aquariums through the Aquarium Society.  

 

Another concern raised regarding offering a discount to North Carolina residents is that 

there could be a shortfall in the revenue increase of approximately $1.56 million that is 

being targeted to satisfy the aquariums’ and pier’s budgetary expectations. Table 6 

provides an analysis of estimated revenue reductions that may occur from various 
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discounts to in-state admission under the same attendance assumption from the previous 

analysis in this document. This shortfall could be partially or entirely compensated from 

increased in-state attendance stemming from the discounted admission and by raising the 

admission fees for out-of-state visitors, however this will likely negatively affect out-of-

state visitor attendance. Additionally, the leadership felt that the process of having 

visitors verify residence might prove to be cumbersome, thereby causing delays in 

lengthy admission lines during the summer. Also, non-resident N.C. coastal home owners 

would not receive a resident discount, which may lead to confusion and further delays at 

the admissions window. Furthermore, all state residents are currently offered two free 

admission days and in-state school groups are offered free admission throughout the year, 

therefore a concession for state residents is already in place. Based upon the proposed 

admission fees being below market value, the availability of the Aquarium Society 

membership program as a de facto discount program, the potential admission delays with 

resident discounts, the current free admission offered to residents, and the need for 

additional revenue, N.C. Aquarium leadership determined not to offer a resident discount. 

 

Table 6. Analysis of Revenue Reductions From Varying Discount Rates for North 

Carolina Residents.  

 

State Resident Discount on Admission Projected Revenue Reduction Due to In-State Discount  

10% $375,000  

20% $773,000  

30% $1,192,000  

40% $1,633,000  

50% $2,096,000  

 

Another alternative the division considered was increasing admission fees by one dollar 

per category. This smaller increase would provide for new private revenues, but would 

not meet some of the aquariums’ funding goals to provide for future operations. A one-

dollar increase would leave admission fees at the aquariums significantly below other 

comparable AZA aquariums on the East Coast. Based upon admission fees charged at 

other East Coast AZA aquariums, the division believes an increase of more than one 

dollar per category is necessary to provide sufficient revenue to meet the future needs of 

the aquariums and pier, as projected revenues under the current fee structure would fall 

short of the costs of future operations.  

 

Other avenues of private revenue generation, such as fundraising activities, can be risky 

and provide uneven revenue flows. The aquariums investigated securing traveling 

exhibits. However, the aquariums do not have the space available for a typical traveling 

exhibit (~ 3000 square feet). In addition, new special exhibits typically require significant 

up-front capital outlays, which may not be fully recouped if exhibits prove less popular 

than expected. The division believes that the proposed fee increases provide a higher 

likelihood of generating sufficient increases in private revenue to enable the aquariums 

and Jennette’s Pier to maintain and enhance value to visitors and taxpayers.  
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The division also evaluated the outcomes associated with maintaining admission fees at 

current levels, but retaining the current fee structure would limit the aquariums’ abilities 

to sustain adequate funding to meet operating costs in coming years. In addition, 

maintaining the status quo on admission fees would not align with the General 

Assembly’s directive to increase the aquariums’ reliance on private sources of revenue.  
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Appendix 1-  Proposed Rule Amendments – 15A NCAC 28.0302 

 

15A NCAC 28 .0302 FEE SCHEDULE  
(a) The following schedule of fees is applicable to govern admission to the North 

Carolina  

     Aquariums:  

 (1) Roanoke Island:  

  Adult, 13 and over      $8.00 $10.95  

  Military and Senior, 62 and over   $7.00 $9.95  

  Child, 3 through 12      $6.00 $8.95  

 (2) Fort Fisher:  

  Adult, 13 and over      $8.00 $10.95  

  Military and Senior, 62 and over   $7.00 $9.95  

  Child, 3 through 12      $6.00 $8.95  

 (3) Pine Knoll Shores:  

  Adult, 13 and over      $8.00 $10.95  

  Military and Senior, 62 and over   $7.00 $9.95  

  Child, 3 through 12      $6.00 $8.95  

 

(b) Free admission to the North Carolina Aquariums on Roanoke Island, at Pine Knoll 

Shores and at Fort Fisher is offered to the following groups:   

(1) Aquarium Society Members;  

 (2) Preregistered North Carolina School groups;  

 (3) Association of Zoos and Aquariums' reciprocals; and  

 (4) Children under the age of three.  

 

     Free admission is offered on the following days: Martin Luther King, Jr. holiday and      

     Veteran's Day on November 11.  

 

(c) The following schedule of fees is applicable to govern admission for fishing on the  

      educational fishing piers of the North Carolina Aquariums:  

 (1) Daily Fishing Pass  $12.00 (maximum 24 hour period; two rods 

maximum;  

     (Ages 13 and over)   $2.00 for each rod over two)  

 (2) Youth Fishing Pass  $6.00 (maximum 24 hour period; two rods 

maximum;  

     (Ages 12 and under)  $1.00 for each rod over two)  

 (3) Pin-Rig Fishing Rigs  $3.00 addition to fishing pass fee per day 

     (Live bait fishing) 

 (live bait)(4) 3-Day Fishing Pass $30.00 (any 3 days in a 7-day period from 

date purchased; 

     (Ages 13 and over)  two rod maximum; $2.00 per day for each rod over 

two) 

 (5)Youth 3-Day Fishing Pass $15.00 (any 3 days in a 7-day period from date 

purchased; 
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     (Ages 12 and under) two rod maximum; $2.00 per day for each rod over 

two) 

 (6) 7-Day Fishing Pass $65.00 (any 7 days in a 1-month period from date  

    (Ages 13 and over)  purchased; two rod maximum; $2.00 per day for 

each rod  

    over two) 

 (7)Youth 7-Day Fishing Pass $32.50 (any 7 days in a 1-month period from date  

     (Ages 12 and under) purchased; two rod maximum; $2.00 per day for 

each rod 

     over two) 

 (8) Sightseeing Pass  $2.00 (unlimited sightseeing for date of purchase) 

     (Ages 13 and over) 

 (9) Youth Sightseeing Pass $1.00 (unlimited sightseeing for date of purchase) 

     (Ages 12 and under) 

 

History Note: Authority G.S. 143B-289.41(b); 143B-289.44;  

Eff. March 1, 2004;  

Amended Eff. January 1, 2006;  

Transferred and Recodified from 15A NCAC 01R .0101 Eff. August 1, 2007;  

Amended Eff. September 1, 2011; January 1, 2011; April 1, 2010. 
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Appendix 2 - Aquarium General Statutes 143B-289 

Part 5C. Division of North Carolina Aquariums. 

§ 143B-289.40. Division of North Carolina Aquariums – creation. 

The Division of North Carolina Aquariums is created in the Department of Environment 

and Natural Resources. (1985, c. 202, s. 3; 1995, c. 509, s. 98; 1997-286, s. 2; 1997-400, 

s. 6.3(a), (b); 1997-443, s. 11A.119(b).) 

 § 143B-289.41. Division of North Carolina Aquariums – organization; powers and 

duties. 

(a)        The Division of North Carolina Aquariums shall be organized as prescribed by 

the Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources and shall exercise the following 

powers and duties: 

(1)        Repealed by Session Laws 1991, c. 320, s. 3. 

(1a)      Establish and maintain the North Carolina Aquariums. 

(1b)      Administer the operations of the North Carolina Aquariums, such administrative 

duties to include, but not be limited to the following: 

a. Adopt goals and objectives for the Aquariums and review and revise these goals and 

objectives periodically. 

b. Review and approve requests for use of the Aquarium facilities and advise the 

Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources on the most appropriate use consistent 

with the goals and objectives of the Aquariums. 

c. Continually review and evaluate the types of projects and programs being carried out 

in the Aquarium facilities and determine if the operation of the facilities is in compliance 

with the established goals and objectives. 

d. Recommend to the Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources any policies and 

procedures needed to assure effective staff performance and proper liaison among 

Aquarium facilities in carrying out the overall purposes of the Aquarium programs. 

e. Review Aquarium budget submissions to the Secretary of Environment and Natural 

Resources. 

f.  Recruit and recommend to the Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources 

candidates for the positions of directors of the Aquariums. 
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g. Create local advisory committees in accordance with the provisions of G.S. 

143B-289.43. 

(1c)      Notwithstanding Article 3A of Chapter 143 of the General Statutes, and G.S. 

143-49(4), dispose of any exhibit, exhibit component, or object from the collections of 

the North Carolina Aquariums by sale, lease, or trade. A sale, lease, or trade under this 

subdivision shall be conducted in accordance with generally accepted practices for zoos 

and aquariums that are accredited by the American Association of Zoos and Aquariums. 

After deducting the expenses attributable to the sale or lease, the net proceeds of any sale 

or lease shall be credited to the North Carolina Aquariums Fund. 

(2),       (3) Repealed by Session Laws 1993, c. 321, s. 28(e). 

(4)        through (6) Repealed by Session Laws 1991, c. 320, s. 3. 

(7)        Assume any other powers and duties assigned to it by the Secretary. 

(b)        The Secretary may adopt any rules and procedures necessary to implement this 

section. (1985, c. 202, s. 3; 1991, c. 320, s. 3; 1993, c. 321, ss. 28(d), 28(e); 1997-286, s. 

3; 1997-400, s. 6.3(b), (c); 1997-443, ss. 11A.119(a), 11A.123; 1999-49, s. 1.) 

 § 143B-289.42. North Carolina Aquariums; purpose. 

The purpose of establishing and maintaining the North Carolina Aquariums is to promote 

an awareness, understanding, and appreciation of the diverse natural and cultural 

resources associated with North Carolina's oceans, estuaries, rivers, streams, and other 

aquatic environments. (1991, c. 320, s. 4; 1993, c. 321, s. 28(d); 1997-400, s. 6.3(b).) 

§ 143B-289.43. Local advisory committees; duties; membership. 

Local advisory committees created pursuant to G.S. 143B-289.41(a)(1b) shall assist each 

North Carolina Aquarium in its efforts to establish projects and programs and to assure 

adequate citizen-consumer input into those efforts. Members of these committees shall be 

appointed by the Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources for three-year terms 

from nominations made by the Director of the Office of Marine Affairs. Each committee 

shall select one of its members to serve as chairperson. Members of the committees shall 

serve without compensation for services or expenses. (1991, c. 320, s. 4; 1993, c. 321, ss. 

28(d), 28(f); 1997-286, s. 4; 1997-400, s. 6.3(b), (d); 1997-443, ss. 11A.119(a), 

11A.123.) 

§ 143B-289.44. North Carolina Aquariums; fees; fund. 

(a)        Fees. – The Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources may adopt a 

schedule of uniform entrance fees for the North Carolina Aquariums. 
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(b)        Fund. – The North Carolina Aquariums Fund is hereby created as a special and 

nonreverting fund. The North Carolina Aquariums Fund shall be used for repair, 

renovation, expansion, maintenance, educational exhibit construction, and operational 

expenses at existing aquariums, to pay the debt service and lease payments related to the 

financing of expansions of aquariums, including other relevant satellite areas, and to 

match private funds that are raised for these purposes. 

(c)        Disposition of Fees. – All entrance fee receipts shall be credited to the North 

Carolina Aquariums Fund. 

(d)       The Division of North Carolina Aquariums shall submit to the Joint Legislative 

Commission on Governmental Operations, the House and Senate Appropriations 

Subcommittees on Natural and Economic Resources, and the Fiscal Research Division by 

September 30 of each year a report on the North Carolina Aquariums Fund that shall 

include the source and amounts of all funds credited to the Fund and the purpose and 

amount of all expenditures from the Fund during the prior fiscal year. (1997-286, s. 5; 

1997-400, s. 6.3(b); 1997-443, s. 11A.119(b); 1999-49, s. 2; 2002-159, s. 46; 2005-276, 

s. 12.10.) 

§§ 143B-289.45 through 143B-289.49. Reserved for future codification purposes. 
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Appendix 3  -  Legislative Directive to Generate New Private Revenue – SL 2013-360, 

Section 14.1 “Develop Plan for Aquariums to Raise Private Funds for Support 

Assistance” (State Budget Bill 2013-2015) 

 

Session Law 2013-360, Section 14.1 

 

“DEVELOP PLAN FOR AQUARIUMS TO RAISE PRIVATE FUNDS FOR SUPPORT  

ASSISTANCE” 

 

No later than April 1, 2014, the Division of North Carolina Aquariums of the Department 

of Environment and Natural Resources shall develop a plan for the North Carolina 

Aquariums established under Article 5C of Chapter 143B of the General Statutes to 

increase the amount of private funds raised through the direct efforts of each North 

Carolina Aquarium in order to make the North Carolina Aquariums become more 

financially self-sustaining. No later than April 1, 2014, the Division of North Carolina 

Aquariums of the Department of Environment and Natural Resources shall report its plan 

under this section to the Senate Appropriations Committee on Natural and Economic 

Resources, the House of Representatives Appropriations Subcommittee on Natural and 

Economic Resources, and the Fiscal Research Division. 
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Appendix 4- Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) Admission Fee Analysis 

 

Table 7. Attendance of selected AZA aquariums that instituted admission price increases in 2012.  

   

Aquarium 
2012 

Attendance 

2012 Adult 

Admission 

Price 
2011 

Attendance 

2011 Adult 

Admission 

Price 
Change in 

Attendance 

Percent 

Change in 
Attendance 

Price 

Increase 

Percent 

Change 

in Price 

Aquarium & Rainforest at Moody Gardens, Inc. 420,093 $41.90 418,125 $25.90 1,968 0% $16.00 62% 

John G. Shedd Aquarium 2,063,694 $34.95 1,964,791 $32.95 98,903 5% $2.00 6% 

Steinhart Aquarium 1,700,000 $29.95 1,700,000 $24.95 0 0% $5.00 20% 

Aquarium of the Pacific 1,441,000 $24.95 1,525,000 $23.95 -84,000 -6% $1.00 4% 

New England Aquarium 1,299,405 $22.95 1,325,224 $20.95 -25,819 -2% $2.00 10% 

Ripley's Aquarium 1,000,000 $21.99 1,000,000 $19.99 0 0% $2.00 10% 

Florida Aquarium 670,564 $21.95 674,177 $19.95 -3,613 -1% $2.00 10% 

Ripley's Aquarium of the Smokies 1,000,000 $19.99 1,000,000 $18.99 0 0% $1.00 5% 

South Carolina Aquarium 443,893 $19.95 430,091 $17.95 13,802 3% $2.00 11% 

Audubon Aquarium of the Americas 728,650 $19.95 754,314 $18.50 -25,664 -3% $1.45 8% 

Seattle Aquarium 792,619 $19.00 836,720 $18.00 -44,101 -5% $1.00 6% 

Shark Reef at Mandalay Bay 900,000 $18.00 900,000 $16.95 0 0% $1.05 6% 

Texas State Aquarium 482,031 $16.95 535,369 $15.95 -53,338 -10% $1.00 6% 

Aquarium of the Bay 600,000 $16.95 600,000 $15.95 0 0% $1.00 6% 

Landry's Downtown Aquarium - Denver 556,000 $15.99 556,000 $14.95 0 0% $1.04 7% 

Oregon Coast Aquarium 496,600 $15.95 496,600 $15.25 0 0% $0.70 5% 

New York Aquarium 767,023 $14.95 746,526 $13.00 20,497 3% $1.95 15% 
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Table 8. Attendance of selected AZA aquariums that did not institute admission price increases in 2012. 

 

Aquarium 
2012 

Attendance 

2012 Adult 

Admission 

Price 
2011 

Attendance 

2011 Adult 

Admission 

Price 
Change in 

Attendance 

Percent  

Change in 

Attendance 
Price 

Increase 

Percent 

Change 

in Price 

Ocean Park Corporation 5,090,000 $250.00 4,803,000 $250.00 287,000 6% $0.00 0% 
Monterey Bay Aquarium 1,806,465 $29.95 1,934,697 $29.95 -128,232 -7% $0.00 0% 

National Aquarium in Baltimore 1,406,482 $29.95 1,509,529 $29.95 -103,047 -7% $0.00 0% 

Mystic Aquarium 750,000 $28.00 750,000 $28.00 0 0% $0.00 0% 

Vancouver Aquarium Marine Science Centre 882,000 $27.00 889,000 $27.00 -7,000 -1% $0.00 0% 

Tennessee Aquarium 954,100 $24.95 998,360 $24.95 -44,260 -4% $0.00 0% 

Dallas World Aquarium 606,566 $20.95 649,989 $20.95 -43,423 -7% $0.00 0% 

Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center 634,222 $17.00 598,119 $17.00 36,103 6% $0.00 0% 

Birch Aquarium at Scripps Inst. of Oceanography 405,431 $12.00 426,077 $12.00 -20,646 -5% $0.00 0% 

Bermuda Aquarium, Museum and Zoo 94,311 $10.00 94,311 $10.00 0 0% $0.00 0% 

North Carolina Aquarium at Fort Fisher 429,883 $8.00 453,715 $8.00 -23,832 -5% $0.00 0% 

North Carolina Aquarium at Pine Knoll Shores 394,762 $8.00 403,769 $8.00 -9,007 -2% $0.00 0% 

North Carolina Aquarium on Roanoke Island 287,927 $8.00 286,962 $8.00 965 0% $0.00 0% 
North Carolina Aquariums (All Three Locations 

Combined) 1,112,572 $8.00 1,144,446 $8.00 -31,874 -3% $0.00 0% 
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Appendix 5- North Carolina Aquariums Admission Fee Increase Analysis 

 

Table 9. Current and proposed fee structure for the North Carolina Aquariums under varying reductions in visitation. 

 

Paid 

Admissions 

Category 

Current 

Fee 

Structure 

Proposed 

Fee 

Structure 

Average 

Attendance 

From 2010-

2013 

Average 

Revenue 

Under 

Current Fees 

Revenue Under Proposed Fees Under Varying Visitation Responses 

15% 

Reduction 

12% 

Reduction  

10% 

Reduction  5% Reduction  No Reduction  

          

Adults $8.00  $10.95  472,933 $3,783,464 $4,401,824  $4,557,182  $4,660,755 $4,919,686 $5,178,616  

Seniors $7.00  $9.95  66,170 $463,190 $559,633  $579,385  $592,552 $625,472 $658,392  

Military $6.80  $9.95  2,465 $16,762 $20,848  $21,584  $22,074 $23,300 $24,527  

Chaperones  $4.00  $6.00  11,033 $44,132 $56,268  $58,254  $59,578 $62,888 $66,198  

Youth $6.00  $8.95  160,392 $962,352 $1,220,182  $1,263,247  $1,291,958 $1,363,733 $1,435,508  

Adult Group $6.80  $9.31  15,512 $105,482 $122,754  $127,087  $129,975 $137,196 $144,417  

Senior 

Group $5.95  $8.46  1,774 $10,555 $12,757  $13,207  $13,507 $14,258 $15,008  

Youth Group $5.10  $7.61  9,377 $47,823 $60,655  $62,796  $64,223 $67,791 $71,359  

Total Paid 

Admissions 

  

739,656 $5,433,760 $6,454,921  $6,682,742  $6,834,622 $7,214,324 $7,594, 025 

Change in Revenue Compared to Current Fee Structure: $0 $1,021,161  $1,248,982  $1,400,8062 $1,780,564  $2,160,264  
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Appendix 6- Discounted resident admission offered by aquarium facilities. 

 

Table 10. Adult admission, discounted admission, ownership structure, and AZA accreditation for aquarium facilities offering 

discounted resident admissions. 

 

Facility 

Adult 

Admission Discounted Admission Condition 

Ownership 

Structure 

AZA 

Accreditation 

Ripley’s Aquarium- Myrtle Beach $20.99 50% discount 

Offered to Horry, Georgetown, and 

Brunswick County Residents 501c/ private yes 

John G. Shedd Aquarium $39.95 

Chicago residents receive a $3 

discount 

52 days a year Illinois residents are 

offered free admission 501c/ private yes 

Shark Reef Aquarium $18.00 

$3.00 discount for adults, $2.00 

for youths Offered to Nevada Residents private yes 

Waikiki Aquarium $12.00 $4 discount for adults Offered to Hawaii Residents 501c/ private no 

Albuquerque BioPark $12.50 

$3.50 discount for adults, $1.00 

for seniors Offered to New Mexico Residents public non-profit yes 

Point Defiance Zoo & Aquarium $17.00 

$2.00 discount for adults, 

seniors, and youths Offered to Pierce County Residents public non-profit yes 

Columbus Zoo and Aquarium $14.99 50% discount Offered to Franklin County Residents public non-profit yes 

New England Aquarium $24.95 

$15 discount for adults, $8 

discount for youths 

Offered to Massachusetts Residents  

September through June 501c/ private yes 

 


