Testimony of Friends of Wertheim National Wildlife Refuge

                        Before the Senate Subcommittee on Interior and Related Agencies


U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service – National Wildlife Refuge System
                        April 14, 2008
On behalf of Friends of Wertheim National Wildlife Refuge, I am submitting testimony for the Senate Subcommittee on Interior and Related Agencies.  We support a funding level of $514 million in FY 2009 for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (FWS) National Wildlife Refuge System Operations and Maintenance (O&M) account, adequate funding for Visitor Services and $1,135,300 for phase I (total cost is $7.9 million dollars) for the Long Island NWR Complex’s Visitor Learning Center/Administrative Headquarters to be located at its headquarters, Wertheim NWR.  The $514 million accounts for cost-of-living increases for FWS personnel, while maintaining current levels of visitor services and wildlife management.  Funding the O&M account at $514 million would allow the Refuge System to do its job of protecting habitat and wildlife in a much more responsible way.  It is of the utmost importance that our nation protects and enhances our National Wildlife refuge System for future generations.
The Senate Subcommittee on Interior and Related Agencies should provide strong funding for Refuge System Visitor Services programs and Visitor Facility Enhancement Projects.  Visitor Services funding pays for many Friends and volunteer programs.  We depend on this funding for programs that allow us to remain effective stewards of our refuge.

Recognizing invasive species as a top threat to our refuge lands, we also ask the Committee to continue their support “for cooperative projects with Friends groups on invasive species control”.  This funding supports worthy programs like competitive grants for Friends groups and the Volunteer Invasive Monitoring Program.  Utilizing the energy and enthusiasm of Friends and volunteers is a proven, effective and economical partnership for the National Wildlife Refuge System and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
The $7.9 million for the Visitor .Learning Center/Administrative Headquarters for the Long Island National Wildlife Refuge Complex to be located at Wertheim NWR is a key focal point of LINWR Complex’s 15 year Comprehensive Conservation Plan.   It is important to note that $1,135,300 for Phase I: Planning and design would enable us to start this project.  Phase I includes: Site work, A/E Services and Regional Engineering Services.  The Visitor Learning Center would serve as a catalyst for educational opportunities, wildlife conservation partnerships and collaborative efforts.  In an effort to reduce cost, time and energy consumption, the service has developed a standard conceptual design for the building.  Designed with “green technology” (the plans are consistent with LEED certification requirements) the Center will be a state-of-the-art energy efficient model.  The $7.9 million includes all phases of the project: planning, site design, construction, and interpretive exhibits.
Friends of Wertheim NWR feels this project deserves federal funding because United States Fish and Wildlife is THE federal agency charged with conserving, protecting and enhancing the nation’s fish, wildlife and plants for the continuing benefit of the American people.  Another top priority of the Service is connecting people with nature: ensuring the future of conservation.  Therefore a priority of federal funding must be to take action.  While there is no doubt that our public lands need to be managed through community partnerships/community resources, the federal government should be the catalyst on federal lands to make this happen.
When the funding for the National Wildlife Refuge System is compared to the entire national spending it is not even a “blip on the radar screen”.  The National Wildlife Refuge System is one of our “National Treasures” and the dedicated Refuge staff, Friends and volunteers do so much with so little.  It is our hope that in 2009 and beyond there is increased funding that will do more than maintain what we had last year; we need your help to address the $2.7 billion O&M backlog.  Only by being “faithful stewards” of all of the National Wildlife Refuges in the United States will we ensure that they will be here for our children and our children’s children.  
The Refuges in the Long Island Complex may be small compared to others; but they are so important!!  As a fifth grade science teacher in the local school district I took 4 science classes on field trips to Wertheim each year.  One year one of the boys was standing on the trail just looking up and he stayed this way for some time.  Since the rest of the students were eager to move on I went over to him and asked what he was doing.  He replied, “Look – the trees make a tunnel – I can’t see the sky!”  What a beautiful discovery!!!  This is the reason why we must give our Refuge System adequate funding (FY 2009 - $514 million) and why the Long Island NWR Complex needs a Visitor Learning Center/Administrative Headquarters  (FY 2009 – Phase 1 $1,135,300).
On behalf of Friends of Wertheim NWR we thank you for your consideration of our requests.  .
Sincerely,

Claire Goad 
President 
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