Cutting the Cost of Cash

Cincinnati Zoo uses cash automation to simplify processes, save money and improve customer service

By Abbie Kiefer

It takes a lot of work to keep a zoo profitable and running smoothly.  Great attractions, great marketing, a great staff — those are all part of the mix.   But what about great cash handling?  While it’s easy to overlook this aspect of park management, the quality and efficiency of a zoo’s cash processes impact its success.

That’s a lesson the Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden has learned firsthand.  The second oldest zoo in the U.S., the park is a popular destination, handling large quantities of cash every day. There’s a lot of money to keep track of — and it takes a lot of time and labor to do it.  

So when the zoo renovated its primary entrance and main ticket windows in 2009, it opted to implement a modern approach to cash handling as well: an automated cash management system that zoo officials say has cut handling costs, streamlined management processes and improved staff morale.

“I see value in this system every way I look at it,” said Raymond Ulrich, director of purchasing and cash control for the zoo.  “I really believe in this solution.”
Doing the homework

Prior to renovation, the Cincinnati Zoo used vacuum tubes to transport cash from ticket windows to a separate cash room, where deposits — often out of balance — had to be counted by hand two or three times.  It was an antiquated way of doing business, and Ulrich suspected there was a better approach.

A 25-year veteran of the field, Ulrich has worked in guest services, special events, research, membership and operations.  With such broad experience, Ulrich brings a big-picture perspective to his work, and he knew that good cash handling could improve all aspects of zoo management.

So he began investigating solutions, getting in touch with PostBrowning, a company that specializes in cash handling equipment for financial institutions.  After some initial research, PostBrowning’s Gary Clark suggested the zoo automate its entire cash process — from till creation to bank deposits.

A relatively new concept, cash automation uses a recycler — a piece of equipment that accepts, verifies and counts cash deposits, then retains those bills to dispense as needed.  Recyclers create start funds, accept end-of-day cash-outs and balance transactions instantly.  “Recyclers are great for high-volume cash environments like the Cincinnati Zoo because they can handle a lot of bills faster and more accurately than even the best employees could,” said Clark.

Based on that recommendation, Ulrich and his team spent several weeks documenting the zoo’s manual step-by-step processes, calculating the time required to process cash.  Based on this data, the zoo was able to predict the benefits of automation.  “It quickly became clear that we would save time and labor and reduce loss while creating an audited trail of our funds,” he said.

Putting the pieces in place

With the business case established, Ulrich looked to move forward with automation.  At Clark’s recommendation, he began working with ArcaTech Systems, a company that offers cash automation solutions for a range of environments.  ArcaTech’s Jim Ekeland consulted with the zoo to determine its exact needs and tailor the system accordingly.  Because ArcaTech’s solution includes custom software that tracks and analyzes cash positions, Ekeland and Ulrich also discussed the types of reports that would be most helpful.

When the system was delivered on May 11, the ArcaTech team provided hands-on training and helped the zoo transition to automation.  “We went live a week later with no problems,” said Ulrich.

At first, cashiers and supervisors were cautious about the recycler, but they’ve found the equipment intuitive and easy to use — and it makes their jobs easier, too.  “Now, if the recycler is ever unavailable, the staff is disappointed about having to go back to the old way of doing things,” said Doug Detellem, cash vault manager.
The process at work
Ulrich said that that implementing cash automation was simple because it fits with existing processes.  At the start of a shift, zoo associates who work in admissions, membership and rides log in to the recycler, which handles all cash and coin transactions in the park.  The recycler automatically creates tills with no supervision or counting required.  For cashiers posted in the ticketing office, midday exchanges are performed the same way.  Remote cashiers receive change funds from security officers (who also use the recycler).  And when it comes time to cash out, associates deposit revenue and change funds back into the system, eliminating the need to manually check and recheck deposits.  The system also provides instant totals and balancing on demand.

During every cash exchange or deposit, valuable data is being collected. That information can be used to balance registers, track shortages and ensure that the zoo always has enough cash on hand to operate efficiently.  And soon, those reports can be distributed instantly and securely over existing network connections.

“It’s a great system,” said Ulrich.

Real results

Now one year into automation, administrators in every area of the zoo are reporting success.

“We’ve saved labor since we implemented the solution because we no longer need a supervisor to make or verify funds,” said Todd Miller, admissions manager.  “And we’ve also got fewer hands touching the money.”

That means less chance of loss, explains Ulrich.

“When we were using manual cash management, at least four zoo employees handled each till,” he said.  “Now, only the cashier comes in contact with the cash, making theft and mistakes less likely and freeing our cash supervisors to focus on the customer experience rather than on counting and verifying bills.”

In addition, zoo officials say that, thanks to automation, the facility balances its cash in a fraction of the time previously required. In fact, the time required for end-of-day deposit preparation has been reduced by 78 percent, falling from 3.5 hours every day to just 45 minutes.  The average end-of-day cash merge time has fallen by 71 percent — from 3.5 hours per day to only one hour.  And since the solution was installed, the zoo has been able to balance its cash to the penny — something it hadn’t been able to do in four years with manual counting.

“Cash automation makes a lot of sense,” said Lori Voss, CFO and vice president of administration.  “We’re more comfortable with the security of our cash. We’ve also been able to reduce armored car pick-ups because we can store more cash more safely for a longer period of time.”

There are less tangible benefits as well.  “The equipment has seemed to improve staff attitudes toward proper cash handling,” said Doug Detellem, cash vault manager.

Worth the investment

When other zoos ask Ulrich and his colleagues about their experiences with automation, Cincinnati administrators are enthusiastic about the new approach.  “The recycling solution is a significant investment, but it has considerable payoff,” said Voss.  “Initially you have more control and better security, and you’ll see a lot of savings over the long-term.”

In fact, zoo officials are so convinced of its value that they’ve decided to purchase of a second system, which will process additional revenue and pick-ups from throughout the park.  They may ask their in-park food service partner to begin using automation as well. “This system is a great way to audit an outside vendor,” said Ulrich.

When talking with other purchasing and cash control directors, Ulrich candidly encourages them to consider an automated system.  He also encourages them to tour his facilitates to see his system in action.  He’s already hosted several colleagues this year and welcomes more.

“Once parks have the opportunity to see how effective cash automation can be, the whole idea makes a lot of sense to them,” said Ekeland.  “When you automate, you operate more efficiently — and with total understanding of where your cash is at all times.  In a climate where everyone is looking to cut costs, this is a great way to save money without sacrificing service or quality.”

Of course, automation may not work for some parks, such as those that are very small or don’t handle large amounts of cash on a daily basis.  But most will find it useful, said Miller.  “As long as you have a central location for the recycler and enough points of sale to make your investment worthwhile, cash automation is a smart choice,” he said.

Ulrich suggests that parks interested in cash automation approach the possibility as he did: by researching the true costs of manual cash processing. “You don’t know how much you’re losing until you do the research,” he said.  And to get them started, Ulrich is happy to share with other zoos his calculations, which could serve as a model.

Based on that research and his own experience, Ulrich has become a true believer in cash automation technology, and he’s quick to encourage fellow parks to consider it as well.  “Implementation will pay for itself,” he said.  “This solution has great long-term value — it’s a sound investment.”

