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BUDGET BACKGROUND

A $3.1 billion wildlife stewardship funding backlog jeopardizes our national wildlife refuges
Severe funding and staffing shortfalls have led to the decline of refuge habitats and wildlife populations and have put popular wildlife-dependent recreation programs at risk. Aging facilities and equipment, invasive species, human encroachment, pollution, inadequate water supplies and other problems plague the Refuge System, making it nearly impossible for refuges to meet their conservation mission. Management programs that help recover endangered species, restore damaged habitats, address threats to water quality and other problems are left unaccomplished on an alarming number of refuges.  Funding for the Refuge System translates to less than $4.00 per acre!  Most refuges are operated only with minimal staffing, and approximately 200 refuges have no staff on-site. Unfortunately, the forecast is for this to get worse before it gets better.
CARE
In 1995, in an effort to counter declining Refuge System stewardship budgets and work toward a sustainable funding level, 21 diverse national conservation and recreation organizations met and formed the Cooperative Alliance for Refuge Enhancement, or CARE (see list of members below), currently chaired by the National Wildlife Refuge Association. By 1997, the group had devised and implemented an aggressive strategy for reducing and eventually eliminating the then $2-billion funding backlog in time for the Refuge System's centennial in 2003. While the Refuge System experienced strong funding increases during the years leading up to 2003, funding for the Refuge System peaked in fiscal year (FY) 2004. Since FY04, overall refuge funding has decreased and the operations and maintenance (stewardship) backlog has increased to $3 billion. Each year, CARE recommends specific budget figures that will eliminate the System's growing backlog.  Early on, CARE estimated the Refuge System would need an annual stewardship budget of $700 million annually to successfully eliminate the backlog. Facing political and budget realities, for FY06, CARE recommended $415 million for the Refuge System.

Despite the best efforts of Refuge System employees, volunteers and the CARE group, the funding shortfall is resulting in the loss of opportunities for enhancing wildlife populations, restoring degraded habitats, rebuilding endangered species' populations, and providing additional opportunities for wildlife viewing, wildlife education, hunting and fishing. A substantial investment is needed for the Refuge System to continue to function and "benefit present and future generations."

CARE MEMBERS

American Birding Association *  American Fisheries Society * American Sportfishing Association  *  Assateague Coastal Trust   * Congressional Sportsmen's Foundation * Defenders of Wildlife *  Ducks Unlimited * International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies * Izaak Walton League of America * National Association of Service and Conservation Corps *  National Audubon Society  * National Rifle Association of America * National Wildlife Federation * National Wildlife Refuge Association *  Safari Club International * The Wilderness Society * The Wildlife Society * Trout Unlimited  * U.S. Sportsmen's Alliance * Wildlife Forever * Wildlife Management Institute
Putting Our National Wildlife Refuges at Risk

Unfortunately, the lands and waters that protect thousands of birds, mammals, amphibians, reptiles, and fish and include 20 million acres of wilderness and 1,400 miles of wild and scenic rivers are at risk due to mounting budget cuts. Lacking adequate funding, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has been forced to limit refuge personnel and management.
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· $3.1 billion is needed to eliminate the Refuge System’s top tier operations and maintenance funding backlog that is taking a toll on visitor experiences, and the Refuge System’s mission of conserving plants and animals for future generations.

· Due to an increase in fixed costs and inflation, the price of maintaining the status quo costs about $16 million more every year. 

Budget Outlook

Without the support of local Friends and support groups nationwide, the Refuge System will continue to experience budget cuts in the foreseeable future. Congressional appropriations for the Refuge System in FY07 are expected to be close to last year’s level (about $390 million). While this may seem like a “flat” budget, when inflation is factored in, it becomes a cut.  To sustain “level” funding, Congress would need to increase funding by $16 million more than the previous year ($406 million) for FY07. Without this increase, the FWS cannot provide cost-of-living increases for FWS personnel, cover rising rent and utilities and other “uncontrollable” obligations, while also sustaining current wildlife stewardship and visitor services programs.
Without funding increases, FWS will need to eliminate staff, allowing invasive species and other threats to go unchecked.  The FWS will be unable to prevent an increase of crime on refuges, due to little or no law enforcement. Local communities will begin to see their refuge not as a place to take their children to experience nature, but as a place to be avoided. As public support dwindles, so will support in Congress. Ultimately, we must ask ourselves if we can afford these budget cuts.

