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Chairman Dicks and Members of the Subcommittee:

On behalf of the Friends of Alaska National Wildlife Refuges, I wish to express our appreciation for the opportunity to provide this statement concerning the FY 2009 appropriations for the National Wildlife Refuge System. We urge adoption of a funding level of  $514 million for FY09 for the National Wildlife Refuge System, the amount advocated by the Cooperative Alliance for Refuge Enhancement (CARE) and the Congressional Wildlife Refuge Caucus. This funding level will help to stabilize losses of staffing and programs vital to ensuring the Refuge System’s wildlife and habitat conservation mission and will put the System on the path to reach adequate baseline funding of $765 annually by FY2013. 

The Alaska Friends is a 501 (c)(3) nonprofit organization is composed of individuals who reside throughout the State of Alaska and several Lower 48 States.  We work on a volunteer basis to assist the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) to accomplish their Congressionally-mandated mission for the 16 Alaska National Wildlife Refuges.  The Alaska Refuges encompass 77 million acres and comprise 83% of the National Wildlife Refuge System, but they receive only 12% of the total budget for the Refuge System.  

We appreciate the foresight of your Committee in spearheading a $39 million increase for FY08.  However, a funding level of $514 million for FY09 is needed to avert the damaging reductions in personnel and operations that will be necessary if the President’s budget is adopted.  Every year, the FWS needs at least a $15 million increase just to maintain current personnel and operations, and that is likely to increase as energy costs skyrocket and inflation rises.  In response to anticipated budget shortfalls, FWS has already announced a drastic downsizing plan for the Refuge System that would eliminate 20% of  staff, resulting in completely destaffing scores of refuges and requiring: remote management of many refuges; major reductions in visitor services, wildlife and habitat management, conservation, and restoration; diminished hunting and fishing opportunities; limited ability to control damaging invasive species; curtailment of environmental education programs; and reductions in law enforcement.

A partial list of the impacts of the President’s Budget on the 16 Alaska National Wildlife Refuges is:

· There will be a shortfall of over $300,000 to cover inflation for the Alaska Refuges.  The amount described as "Fixed Costs & Related Changes" in the President's FY09 Budget is only $5,285,000, which is $1,515,000 less than what is considered full funding for this item (based on the accepted formulas).  These are the principal funds required to cover inflation increases every year.  

· 3 to 4 positions would be eliminated in Alaska Refuges just to cover the costs of inflation.
· 2 to 3 Visitor Services positions would be eliminated because funding would be cut by $1,733,000 nationally, translating into more than a $250,000 reduction for Alaska Refuges.
· It will be impossible to complete the updating of Comprehensive Conservation Plans (CCPs) for Alaska refuges in time to meet the Congressional deadline of  2012.  Funding for completion of CCPs is slated to be cut by $984,000 nationally, adding to the cut of $1,833,000 in FY08.  This translates to a FY09 reduction of approximately $90,000 for Alaska Refuges. This shortfall creates major concerns because CCPs remain to be accomplished for the Arctic, Yukon Delta, Yukon Flats, and Alaska Maritime Refuges, four of the largest and most complex Refuges in the Nation.
· Annual Maintenance funds are to be cut by $2,185,000, which translates to a cut of about $75,000 for Alaska Refuges.  Inadequate annual maintenance funding has already contributed to a deferred maintenance backlog of over $120,000,000 for Alaska Refuges. These facilities are critical for the safety and security of FWS staff in may remote and environmentally hostile locations.  In addition, rapidly-rising costs for transportation of materials and workers to remote locations creates a steady increase in the cost of maintenance and repairs. 

Alaska’s wildlife refuges have special management and budgetary needs because they occupy a unique place within the Refuge System. This is clearly illustrated by the Alaska Maritime Refuge, which is headquartered in my home town of Homer. Spread out along most of Alaska’s 47,000 miles of coastlines, the Maritime Refuge includes some 2,500 islands, islets, pinnacles, active volcanoes, and headlands that are home to 40 million seabirds, 80% of all seabirds in North America, and significant populations of  marine mammals, including fur seals, otters, whales, and Stellar sea lions.  The Maritime Refuge stretches from Forrester Island in the southeastern corner of Alaska north to Point Barrow on the Arctic Ocean and west to Attu Island at the end of the Aleutian Chain in the Eastern Hemisphere.   The distances are daunting; traveling east to west across the Refuge is approximately the same distance as a trip from the Atlantic Coast of Georgia to the Pacific Coast of California, and logistically much more complex and expensive.  

Management and monitoring of the far-flung Maritime Refuge is a prodigious and costly task.  This requires long-term scientific studies and monitoring of populations, habitat, and trends in the ocean environment; eradication of destructive invasive species, such as farmed foxes, rats, and invasive plants; restoration of habitat damaged by cattle, horses, and the increasing threat of oil spills; and restoration of native species exemplified by the successful 20-year effort that brought the Aleutian cackling goose back from the brink of extinction.  The Maritime Refuge’s 120-foot research vessel Tiglax travels up to 22,000 nautical miles in a single year to support such activities.  These types of activities on Alaska’s refuges require substantial resources in terms of personnel, equipment, travel, fuel, supplies, and maintenance.  Thus, any direct or indirect reductions in budgets can have severe effects on the management capability of Alaska’s refuges and long-lasting impacts on the wildlife and habitat that play a central role in the biological health of the entire continent. 

To effectively manage the Alaska Refuges, the Alaska Region has adopted a goal of devoting 30% of its budget to Management Capability (MC) and 70% to personnel, as compared to a national target of 20% and 80% respectively.  This greater allocation to MC is necessitated by the inherently higher costs of equipment, such as boats and airplanes rather than trucks, higher fuel and other utility costs for the more remote offices and stations located in Alaska Refuges, and higher costs of repairs and maintenance of equipment and buildings in the many remote areas.  For example, in 2006 the Tiglax required $98,000 in fuel with an expected 20% increase in 2007, refuge aircraft required $506,000 in fuel with an additional $100,000 expected from a 20% increase in costs, and remote refuge offices pay a premium to operate in rural Alaska.  Since fuel prices have skyrocketed in the last year, far greater increases are anticipated for FY09.  At current prices, the Tiglax alone will require another $30,000 just for fuel!
In recent years, budget reductions and lack of funding to meet increased costs of operations and maintenance caused by inflation have placed a great strain on these resources.  This has led to continuing staff reductions to maintain the MC level that is necessary to implement the basic programs of the 16 Alaska Refuges.  For nine years, the Alaska Region has been actively working to maintain its MC at 30%.  Since 1999, it has made “full inflation offsets” a top priority.  When the Refuge Operating Needs System (RONS) increases began to dwindle in 2003, the Alaska Region began the process of abolishing positions and using the savings to fund inflation offsets.  During FY 2005 through 2007, downsizing resulted in the elimination of 29 positions, including assistant managers, education specialists, and biologists, and the salary savings were rolled into inflation offsets for all 16 Alaska Refuges.  

The 16 Alaska Refuges provide a myriad of opportunities to 1.3 million visitors each year.  There are summer science camps and local environmental education school programs; outstanding recreational opportunities, such as fishing, hunting, hiking, boating, wildlife viewing, and photography; important subsistence activities that support the traditional lifestyles of Alaska Natives and other rural residents; lectures and other educational programs that make a significant contribution to community life, especially in smaller communities located near Refuges; partnering with Native corporations and local governments that provides valuable experiences and job opportunities, such as Refuge Information Technicians; and cooperative programs and matching grants with the Alaska Friends to conduct rural outreach and environmental education programs and to remove invasive species that threaten the health and integrity of refuge ecosystems.  The contribution of  refuges to local economies is illustrated by the Kenai Refuge where every $1 spent by the Refuge produces almost $15 in local recreational expenditures and over $12 million in local tax revenues.

Invasive plant species are advancing northward and threatening the habitats of Alaska Refuges. With 50% cost-share funding for the two years, Alaska Friends volunteers removed invasive species affecting six Alaska refuges.  In conjunction with these activities, we organized public meetings to inform the local populace about their refuges and the opportunities and challenges they provide.  This year, we have several similar projects underway.  Without continued matching funding, these volunteer programs would not be available to protect our valuable wildlife habitats from destructive invasives, and the entire Refuge System would eventually be impacted by this loss of habitat and the attendant reduction of nesting and feeding opportunities for migratory species.

In addition to the traditional refuge programs and activities, the Alaska Refuges are uniquely situated to contribute information and expertise to major national and worldwide problems.  The mounting scientific evidence of global warming has shown that Northern Alaska is experiencing far greater impacts than other regions.  The rate of temperature increase in Alaska is twice that of the Lower 48 States.  Coastlines, nesting areas, and villages are being severely damaged by the decreasing size of polar icepacks and the longer ice-free periods, which increase the severity and destructiveness of coastal storms.  Homes, offices, and other structures are being destroyed by the melting of permafrost, and plant and animal species are advancing northward to areas where they have been unknown in human history.  These changes not only interfere with the subsistence lifestyle of rural Alaskans, but they impede and increase the costs of refuge research and management programs.  Given adequate budgetary support, the Alaska Refuges can provide extremely valuable biological and climatological studies and monitoring to increase our understanding of the processes and hopefully reduce the impacts of global climate change.  

The Alaska Refuges are also on the frontlines of potential transmission of avian influenza by migratory birds from Asia.  Since a major portion of these populations depends on refuge habitats during migration and breeding, early detection can be improved by monitoring programs conducted within the refuges.  There is presently some funding available to support such monitoring programs, but continued or increased funding may be necessary to provide adequate early warning capability.

Failure to increase the budget of the Alaska National Wildlife Refuge System will result in: 

· reduced subsistence and recreational opportunities

· fewer visitor services 

· loss of important environmental education and science camps for children and youth

· increased maintenance backlogs

· reduction of important scientific studies, wildlife population and habitat monitoring and enhancements that assist in understanding global climate change and avian flu 

· overall degradation and decay of the refuge system and public enjoyment of the resources  

Adoption of the recommended $514 million appropriation for the National Wildlife Refuge System will allow necessary biological and public programs to be maintained and enhanced in important ways that will benefit habitat, fish and wildlife, and public use and enjoyment of our magnificent Wildlife Refuges.  We have an obligation to provide future generations the same opportunities to learn and benefit from our National Wildlife Refuge System that all of us enjoy today.
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