



May x, 2020

	The Honorable Mitch McConnell 

Majority Leader 

U.S. Senate 

S-230, The Capitol 

Washington, DC 20510 
	The Honorable Chuck Schumer 

Minority Leader 

U.S. Senate 

S-221, The Capitol 

Washington, DC 20510 



	The Honorable Nancy Pelosi 

Speaker 

U.S. House of Representatives 

H-204, United States Capitol 

Washington, DC 20515 

The Honorable Steny Hoyer

Majority Leader

U.S. House of Representatives

H-107, U.S. Capitol

Washington, D.C. 20515
	The Honorable Kevin McCarthy 

Minority Leader 

U.S. House of Representatives 

H-204, The Capitol 

Washington, DC 20515 


Re: COVID-19 Job Stimulus Opportunities
Dear Senate Majority Leader McConnell, Senate Minority Leader Schumer, Speaker Pelosi,

Minority Leader McCarthy, and Majority Leader Hoyer: 

 

On behalf of the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (Association), we write today to thank you for your leadership and for passing legislation to assist our nation’s citizens, businesses, communities, and health care providers with managing the public health and economic crises created by the COVID-19 global pandemic.  We also write to offer recommendations on future job creation opportunities.  The Association represents the collective interests of the state fish and wildlife agencies (state agencies).  Since 1902, the Association has worked to support these member agencies and assist in promoting and facilitating science-based resource management in collaboration with public and private partners. All 50 states are members.  
As Congress works to address economic stimulus legislation and jump start the state and federal economies, we respectfully request your consideration for inclusion recovery provisions that comprise a robust “Restoration and Resiliency” title.  Such a title could create millions of near-term, local jobs through investments made in fish, wildlife, and habitat conservation activities and projects that support the outdoor recreation economy.  Investments in fish, wildlife, and habitat restoration and outdoor recreation infrastructure generates up to 33 jobs per million dollars invested, as demonstrated by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.  The outdoor recreation economy generates $887 billion in economic activity, which is 2.2% of the Gross Domestic Product according to the Bureau of Economic Analysis and was one of the fastest growing sectors of our economy before COVID-19.  Further, now more than ever before, Americans increasingly are utilizing state public lands and waters that are close to home during these difficult times for physical distancing and exercise and for their mental health and well-being.  Outdoor recreation is growing in necessity and popularity.  Investing in programs and infrastructure that support outdoor recreation activities at the state and federal levels are a wise investment.  It creates local non-exportable jobs while restoring fish and wildlife species to keep common species common and recover declining species before protections of the Endangered Species Act are warranted, reducing regulatory uncertainty.  Habitat restoration provides benefits to our citizens by improving water quality and quantity, restoring forest health, improving air quality, combating destructive invasive species, and providing additional outdoor recreation opportunities, all of which creates jobs and fuels the economy.  Additionally, healthy habitats also improve both urban and rural communities’ resiliency to wildfires, droughts, floods, hurricanes, and other natural disasters.
State and federal agencies have many “shovel-ready” projects and infrastructure backlogs that would improve American’s quality of life, their experiences outdoors, and access to outdoor recreation opportunities. We respectfully encourage your consideration of the following nature-based and outdoor recreation related infrastructure opportunities in the next economic stimulus packages that will create good jobs at home and stabilize and grow the outdoor recreation economy for the future.
Restore Fish, Wildlife, and Their Habitats 

· Fund implementation of State Wildlife Action Plans (Recovering America’s Wildlife Act, H.R.3742) to restore habitats needed for recovering state Species of Greatest Conservation Need and state and federally listed species.  This Act also provides opportunities for wildlife conservation education and wildlife-associated recreation on state lands and waters, which citizens are using at unprecedented levels during the current pandemic crisis for physical and mental health and well-being while being socially distant. 
· Fund implementation of the National Fish Habitat Action Plan and North American Waterfowl Management Plan, which leverage public and private resources to restore priority fish and wildlife habitats, respectively, on a landscape scale through enactment of the America’s Conservation Enhancement Act (ACE Act, H.R.925).
· Fund implementation of restoration plans of the North American Bird Conservation Initiative and implementation plans of the Migratory Bird Joint Ventures to restore habitats in priority bird conservation areas.
· Fund the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (FWS) Fish Passage Program to improve aquatic habitat connectivity and restore aquatic species.
· Fund implementation of Department of the Interior Secretarial Order 3362 to conserve big game migration corridors.
· Combat terrestrial and aquatic invasive species on state, federal, and private lands and waters.

· Clean up abandoned coal mines and restore fish and wildlife habitat through the Abandoned Mine Lands program as envisioned in the RECLAIM Act (H.R.2156).

Rebuild State Outdoor Recreation and Public Safety Infrastructure

Over the decades states have made significant investments in providing opportunities for our citizens to access and enjoy fish, wildlife, their habitats, outdoor recreation, and the necessary infrastructure that supports those activities including hunting, recreational target shooting, fishing, boating, wildlife watching and photography, imperiled species restoration, habitat management, hiking, camping, reconnecting with nature, and more.  For years, state agencies have tried unsuccessfully to obtain state general funds for deferred maintenance expenses in order to keep these lands, waters, facilities, and infrastructure functioning for society. In some cases, these maintenance issues are imperative to protecting the public’s safety and protecting property. Collectively, the cost of these existing “shovel-ready” state maintenance needs have grown to over $2 billion.  The longer we wait to make these repairs, the more likely a catastrophic event will occur, or these facilities will be forced to close which will hurt the local outdoor recreation economy.  These state deferred maintenance needs create jobs on par with deferred maintenance projects on federal lands and waters and would support local businesses and contractors.  To further jump start state and local economies, we ask you to consider providing grants to state agencies to address the following immediate state outdoor recreation infrastructure maintenance backlogs and needs:
· Address maintenance backlogs of state fish and aquatic species hatcheries which support the restoration of federal and state listed species as well as recreationally important species.  Many of these facilities are over 50 years old and need new water wells drilled, energy efficiency upgrades, water quantity management systems, water quality treatment improvements, temperature regulating mechanisms, renovation of associated facilities, and more.
· Repair and rehabilitate public fishing piers, boat ramps, courtesy docks, marinas, parking lots, and associated public facilities to keep America fishing and boating.
· Repair, rebuild, and restore dangerous and degrading bridges and dams, water and habitat management structures of lakes and reservoirs, breakwaters, roads, and other state infrastructure that is critical to protect public safety, reduce flooding risks, restore habitat, maintain public access, and protect life and property. 
· Repair, replace, and renovate water control structures, levees, dykes, and culverts to improve the management of water and wildlife habitats, reduce flooding and property loss, and reduce habitat losses from extended periods of flooding that are destroying critical outdoor recreation areas and habitats.
· Repair and upgrade building and maintenance facilities to improve operational efficiencies and in wildlife education and nature centers to better meet the needs of the public, improve energy efficiency, repair roofs, replace HVAC systems, and repair decades-old buildings.
· Fund facilities that provide for native terrestrial and aquatic plant production, which is used for fish and wildlife habitat restoration and enhancement projects.
· Fund repairs and maintenance of critical fish and wildlife monitoring and research equipment.
· Fund state assessments for American’s with Disabilities Act compliance and the rebuilding of compliant infrastructure on state wildlife management areas, parks, and other outdoor recreation facilities to improve access for all Americans. 

· Repair and rebuild campgrounds, trails, roads, and associated facilities on state agency lands.
· Allow the use of Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) Stateside program funds for states’ deferred maintenance and habitat stewardship needs on state-LWCF lands and projects to maintain outdoor recreation opportunities. Also, allow states to utilize up to 10% of the annual apportionment for administration purposes.
· Modify Section 6(f)(3) of the LWCF Act to allow for disposal of structures, amenities, and property that has met or exceeded its useful life.  Currently, all Fund-assisted property must be used and retained for public outdoor recreation uses in perpetuity without any consideration or exception provided for surplus/disposal if the community or environmental conditions change, or if the lifespan or useful life of the structures, amenities, or property funded by the LWCF have been met or exceeded.  These perpetual obligations to maintain outdoor recreational lands, no matter the cost or lifespan of the improvement, is financially and logistically unrealistic particularly for shrinking rural communities.  No similar perpetual obligations are required on federal acquisitions of property or improvements made with the LWCF.   

Rebuild Federal Outdoor Recreation Infrastructure

· Address the deferred maintenance backlog of the FWS National Fish Hatcheries System that restores federally threatened and endangered species, imperiled species, meets Tribal obligations, and provides for sportfish restoration and recreational opportunities.
· Through the Great American Outdoors Act (S.3422), address the deferred maintenance backlogs for the National Park Service (NPS), the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), FWS National Wildlife Refuges, US Forest Service (USFS), and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.
Reauthorize the Transportation Bill
· Reauthorize the distribution of motorboat and small engine fuel taxes to the Sport Fish Restoration and Boating Safety Trust Fund by including the Sport Fish Restoration and Recreational Boating Safety Act (H.R.4828) in the Transportation bill, which is normal practice. 
· Reauthorize the Fixing America’s Surface Transportation Act (FAST Act) and include the wildlife habitat connectivity, wildlife crossings, and reduced wildlife-vehicle collisions provisions from the America’s Transportation Infrastructure Act (S.2302) in enacted legislation.

· Include a Recreation Title as part of the FAST Act reauthorization to ensure Americans have access to safe public lands and waters that support outdoor recreation opportunities for future generations. Improving and renovating federal road systems, state access roads and scenic pull-outs, greenways, campgrounds, trails, and fishing and boating facilities will reconnect our communities with nature, improve public safety, enhance quality of life, and support rural and urban economies. Fund outdoor recreation access and infrastructure on NPS, USFS, BLM, US Army Corps of Engineers, and other federally managed lands and waters.
Prevent and Manage Zoonotic Diseases in the US
A zoonotic disease is a disease found in wildlife that can be transmitted to humans. The COVID-19 pandemic vividly illustrates the potential of zoonotic disease outbreaks to cause human suffering, economic losses, and broad societal disruption.  To date, the US has not made the significant investments in surveillance, monitoring, diagnostics, and management of fish and wildlife diseases urgently needed to understand the dynamics of those diseases in this country, much less to reduce the threats and risks to our fish, wildlife, citizens, and economy from foreign fish and wildlife diseases, or how to prevent or minimize a future zoonotic pandemic.  
We need to make critical, strategic investments in our existing fish and wildlife disease surveillance, monitoring, prevention, and response infrastructure to enhance capacity and cooperation at state and federal levels and to help prevent future zoonotic pandemics.  Such investments would help to monitor and report more effectively on the presence of known zoonotic diseases (e.g., COVID-19, avian influenza, West Nile virus, rabies, Lyme disease, anthrax) as well as potential zoonotic diseases (e.g., chronic wasting disease) in our wildlife populations.  In consultation with state and federal wildlife biologists, wildlife veterinarians, and wildlife disease experts around the country we are identifying the most urgently needed and strategic investments in our nation’s fish and wildlife disease surveillance, monitoring, response, prevention, and research infrastructure.  Those recommendations are forthcoming.
Congress can help communities, states, and the federal economies recover from the financial devastation created by the COVID-19 pandemic by prioritizing the above investments in local jobs that provide for natural resources restoration, resiliency, and outdoor recreation while benefiting our citizens and future generations.  Thank you for considering our recommendations and for your support of state agencies and the outdoor recreation economy.  Please utilize our expertise and consider us a trusted resource moving forward on fish, wildlife, habitat, fish and wildlife diseases, and other natural resource issues. 
We look forward to working with you and your staff to overcome this national crisis while building a conservation legacy and stronger outdoor recreation economy for the future. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you wish to discuss the contents of this letter. I can be reached at Kelly.Hepler@state.sd.us or at 907-242-1907, and you may also contact the Association’s Government Affairs Director, Mrs. Jen Mock Schaeffer, at jenmock@fishwildlife.org or 202-870-8062. 

Sincerely, 

Kelly R. Hepler 

President    
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