FROM THE PRESIDENT

More than 500
attended the long-
anticipated White
House Conference
on Wildlife Policy
October 2-3, 2008.
The major “take
home” message
was the concern
for the current “nature deficit
disorder” of America’s youth,
its continuing trend of declining
interest and participation in hunting
and the implications this presents
for traditional American wildlife
management.

Richard Louv’s 2005 book,
Last Child in the Woods, high-
lighted the growing disconnect
between our children and the
outdoors. The youth of today
evidence this disconnect most
noticeably in their health: twenty
percent are obese; three million
are being treated for depression;
and pediatricians are diagnosing
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Concerning Our Children’s Nature Deficit Disorder

increasing cases of repetitive motion dis-
order. Our society is primarily urban, and
access to nature is increasingly limited.
Our family structure that supported tradi-
tional outdoor recreational activities has
changed, as has the country’s social struc-
ture. Technological devices, computer and
TV time and structured activities consume
our children’s available time. Predators and
pedophiles force parents to keep children
indoors, further restricting them from
freely exploring their natural world. Not
only is participation in shooting sports de-
clining, but participation is dropping in all
forms of outdoor activities—hiking, biking,

Our strength as a community has always
heen by working together cooperatively.
|t's time our conservation community gets
under one big tent and makes the hunting
heritage foundation a priority by resolving
a strateqy, and dedicating ourselves to a
cooperative and collaborative resolution of

this national challenge.

skiing, golf, water sports, watchable wildlife
activities, and camping—according to sta-
tistics maintained by the National Sporting
Goods Association. The physical, mental,
and spiritual health of our children are all
being affected.

The Responsive Management or-
ganization and National Shooting Sports
Foundation this year completed a thorough
but disturbing study which revealed declin-
ing trends in hunting participation. Titled,
The Future of Hunting and Shooting Sports,
the study focused on participation, analyzed
rural regression, changing U.S. demograph-
ic tends and characteristics, urbanization,
access issues, public opinion,
recruitment and retention pro-
grams, among other issues. Put
in the larger context of declin-
ing participation in all outdoor
recreation activities, participation
in hunting at all age levels and es-
pecially by youth are declining on
par. (See Figures 1 & 2).

The phenomenon of the
current declining interest and
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Figure 2 Trends in Hunting Licenses Sales Since 1980
participation in hunting lies in stark con-  disorder by addressing education, reten-

trast to America’s problems leading up to
the first White House wildlife conference
in 1908 when our nation had an overabun-
dance of hunters and a dwindling supply
of wildlife. Today the reverse is true: a di-
minished interest in and pursuit of wildlife,
and in many cases, an overabundance of
wildlife, especially game species.

How do we reconnect America’s
populace, especially its youth, back to the
natural world of wildlife and wild lands?
One of the seven technical White House
papers prepared as a foundation for the
White House Conference dealt with the
problem of our children’s nature deficit

tion and recruitment of young hunters.
The number one recommendation of this
technical paper was to create a hunting
heritage foundation similar to the Recre-
ational Boating and Fishing Foundation
(RBFF), whose focus is to connect people
to fishing. Funding for the RBFF is provided
through the Sportfishing Restoration and
Boating Trust Fund administered by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The funds
are generated through excise taxes on fish-
ing equipment, boats, boat motors and
sonar equipment, and motorboat fuel tax
and fishing license sales derived under the
Sport Fish Restoration Act, a derivative of
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the Dingell-Johnson Act of 1950 and the
1984 Wallop-Breaux Amendment. The top
two percent of all gross funds generated go
to RBFF, which amounted to more than
$14 million during FY 2008.

The RBFF perpetuates boating and
fishing traditions and facilitates increased
participation through its website Take-
MeFishing.org, which identifies access
sites throughout the country for boat-
ing and fishing and highlights related
family-friendly activities. Fishing license
information, local regulations by zip code,
hot spots, and fishing reports are also in-
cluded on the website, together with a link
on ESPNOutdoors.com which takes visi-
tors directly to TakeMeFishing.org. Three
million unique visitors utilized the RBFF

(AFWA) has promoted the idea for several
years. AFWA is a party to the MOU with
the Sportfishing Boating and Partnership
Council (SFBPC) and the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service administering the trust
fund. AFWA has established an industry/
agency coalition to address the establish-
ment of a hunting heritage foundation. The
National Shooting Sports Foundation cre-
ated Task Force 20/20 to address the same
issue. The Wildlife Management Institute
has put out its Hunting Heritage Action
Plan to address the issue. The American
Wildlife Conservation Partners as well as
the Hunting and Shooting Sports Round-
table have also promoted the idea of a
foundation. The White House Conference
and the Sporting Conservation Council

THE AMERICAN SYSTEM OF CONSERVATION FUNDING

License Revenue &
Excise Taxes on Hunting,
Shooting & Fishing
Equipment Sales

Provides

License & Hunting,
Shooting, Fishing
Equipment Sales

Figure 3

site. during FY 2008. Other promotional
vehicles which RBFF uses to perpetuate
the heritage include promotions with 27
Triple-A baseball teams, a mobile “Take
Me Fishing Center” that travels to major
boat shows, in-store displays in 424 retail
outlets such as Bass Pro Shops, a variety of
multimedia public-service messages, direct-
mail campaigns, and a series of educational
outreach programs promoted by states and
local physical education programs. The
RBFF program has been highly successful
in preserving the boating and fishing heri-
tage in America.

The idea of establishing a nonprofit
501(c)(3) hunting heritage foundation simi-
lar to the RBFF is not new. Leadership at the
Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies
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now join the ranks of supporters behind
the idea of a hunting heritage foundation
similar to the RBFFE.

The model, of course, follows the
traditional conservation funding model
established 71 years ago by the Pittman-
Robertson Act (PRA) of 1937 whereby
sportsmen banded together to impose an
excise tax of 11 percent on all firearms
and ammunition (later extended to ar-
chery equipment) to pay for wildlife habitat
conservation programs. These revenues
and license sales provided the basis for a
sustainable system of funding to maintain
abundant fish and wildlife populations
as part of the North American Model for
Wildlife Conservation. In FY 2007, nearly
$321,562,500 was generated under the PRA

tax. A graphic in Figure 3, provided by the
Congressional Sportsmen’s Foundation in
conjunction with the Archery Trade Associ-
ation illustrates the funding concept unique
to America.

Access & Increased Opportunity

One idea common to most proposals is
expanding the scope of the 1937 Pittman-
Robertson Act by amending it to include
establishment of the hunting heritage
foundation. Suggestions to fund the pro-
posed hunting heritage foundation include
an excise tax on merchandise not covered
by the 1937 Act such as optics (rifle and
spotting scopes and binoculars), camou-
flage clothing, etc. An extension of this
concept includes expanding the excise tax
to merchandise utilized in the enjoyment
of non-game species such as birdseed, bird-
feeders, binoculars, and similar products.
Many Congressional observers see this
approach as problematic, giving Congress
an opportunity to potentially overhaul the
Pittman-Robertson Act and divert some of
its funding to cover overall deficit federal
spending. Another recent idea proposes
establishing a hunter-access website for all
public state and federal lands, then fund a
hunting heritage foundation from the web-
site’s advertising revenues. Still another
idea is to merge a hunting heritage foun-
dation into the existing RBFF since the
administrative structure exists, is opera-
tional and highly successful.

If our children’s nature deficit dis-
order is the top concern of the White
House conferees, followed closely by the
continual decline in the number of hunt-
ers; and the number one recommendation
of the technical committee addressing this
issue is the creation of a nonprofit foun-
dation to preserve, protect and enhance
America’s hunting heritage, then it’s time
for the sportsmen’s community to collab-
oratively figure out how to create and fund
the foundation. Currently there are six
separate groups referenced above all chas-
ing the same outcome; yet no one has been
able to bring it to closure. Our strength as
a community has always been by working
together cooperatively. It’s time our conser-
vation community gets under one big tent
and makes the hunting heritage founda-
tion a priority by resolving a strategy, and
dedicating ourselves to a cooperative and
collaborative resolution of this national
challenge. We've done it repeatedly before.
We can do it/again. Let’s not throw away
tomorrow! ®




