REPORT ON THE NOVEMBER, 2006 NATURAL RESOURCES COMMISSION (NRC) MEETING

(Various committee meetings take place which are followed by the NRC meeting)

There were no subcommittee meetings this month so we started right out with the Committee as a Whole.  The main issue of the day was the recommendations of the Hunting and Fishing License Program Development Work Group which I had the privilege of serving on.  I will be spending most of my discussion on this subject but before I do that there were two other items which need to be mentioned. 
There is a new virus infecting the fish in the Great Lakes.  I can’t pronounce it but it was responsible for the recent die off of Muskies which you might have heard about.  This virus come in from ballast water and will be infecting all the fish in the Great Lakes particularly the young.  It cannot be stopped.  It is not transmittable to humans.  The feds tried to implement an order, to prevent the spread of the virus, which would have stopped all fish plantings.  Our fish folks, led by Director Humphries, took a stand both in involvement in the process and in influencing the outcome.  The total results are yet to be determined but we can be sure Michigan will have its say particularly in the discharging of ballast water.  Unfortunately, with the virus having the greatest impact on the young, planting may not be as effective as it has been.  Just when natural recruitment of walleye has reached a sustainable level.

There are a lot of feral pigs in the state and the DNR is asking hunters to eliminate as many as possible.  You do need a hunting license, any license, to be legal and the DNR would like the heads so they can check for disease.  These pigs can destroy a lot of habitat as well as spread disease.

The hunting and fishing work group spent many hours reviewing the financial status of the DNR divisions who get their funding from license revenue.  We looked at where they are and where they thought should be.  We questioned the needs and all the divisions were required to adjust their budgets in line with the thoughts of the work group.  Given that, we determined the funding necessary to achieve the recommendations and adjusted the license packages to meet those recommendations.  The recommendations are:
1. Restore the cuts from the past two years to maintain sound scientific management of Michigan fish and wildlife resources.

2. Accomplish only very limited targeted additions to programs to meet emerging needs.  CWD, forest certification and the previously mentioned fish virus are some of the additions.

3. Provide limited discounts to seniors (20%) and youth (50%) at levels that mirror those provided elsewhere in society to seniors and youth.  Those discounts may not be 100% available.  (e.g. drawing applications)
4. Charge a higher fee to non-residents, acknowledging that they contribute less per capita to conservation than Michigan residents through other revenue sources, but also recognizing the value of the tourism industry to Michigan.

5. Lower the age at which people need a fishing license to 16.

6. Provide DNR authority to discount all licenses.

7.  Support the inclusion of a youth’s (under 16) fishing catch as part of an accompanying adult’s fishing bag limit unless the youth has purchased a voluntary fishing license.
8. Commit to work with other conservation interests to craft a long-term, stable funding approach for conservation in Michigan.

You will be reading about the specific changes to each license elsewhere so I will not repeat that detail here.  Suffice it to say the increases are significant.  So why is it necessary?  Here are my thoughts:
1. There hasn’t been an increase in license fees for ten years.  An annual Inflation rate of 4% over that period would indicate an increase of about 50% would be appropriate.
2. The state of Michigan General Fund contribution to DNR funding has been cut to about one third of what it was ten years ago.  That is approximately $50 million or about $25.00 per license.  The current contribution is about $25 million, less than 10% of the DNR budget, with half of that going to pay property taxes.  The General Fund contribution is about as low as it can get and still meet the requirements for matching Federal funds.
3. The number of people buying licenses is decreasing at a rate of about 1.7% per year, which decreases the DNR income by something slightly less than $5 million per year, $50 million over the last ten years.
4. There have been a few diseases added to the work load along with some new regulations.
5. The DNR has reduced its staff considerably because of budget cuts, more than the demand on the resources should have allowed.
6. Without an increase in license fees there will be a short fall in the current funding which will lead to a number of layoffs and other cuts

7. With the increase in license fees there will be a short fall within five years which will lead to layoffs and other cuts at that time.  Thus the emphasis on finding a long-term stable funding.
That summarizes the needs supporting the increase in license fees.  We looked at alternatives to license increases but could not find anything that we felt would be saleable to the legislature.  There is no question that the funding for the DNR needs stabilization at a level which provides the people of the state of Michigan with good, sound natural resources management.  Now I would like to put the cost of a license in perspective with the other costs involved with the harvesting of the natural resources.  Let’s look at the impact on the purchaser:

1. Preparation for either a hunting or fishing trip requires the purchase of some liquid refreshments.  Deer camp in particular has a strong requirement in this area but there is a close match for fishing trips of more than one day.  How does the license fee compare to the spending on refreshments?  And where does the money go when you buy those refreshments?  Some of it stays with the local supplier but a large chunk goes to the manufacturer who is probably not located in Michigan.
2. The same can be said for nourishment requirements for one of these trips.  I separated the food from refreshments because; in spite of some beliefs refreshments are not classified as nourishment.  How does this spending compare and where does the money go?
3. If you hunt or fish you will undoubtedly get suckered into buying the latest doodad or catchem-quick gadget, or maybe an update of some piece of equipment.  And we always need fresh ammunition, new lures, hats, boots, gloves and whatnot most of which is destined to gather dust in the closet or take up room in the tackle box.  Again, how does that compare to the license fee and where does the money go?
4. Unless you live on a lake and are surrounded by hunting land it is necessary for you to drive to your hunting or fishing location.  Even if you are that lucky, you probably don’t walk to your blind nor do you fish from the bank.  The gas you purchase for almost any one trip will be greater than the cost of the license.  You don’t want to be reminded of where that money goes.
5. I’m almost willing to bet that you spend more on phone calls making arrangements for the trip than you will spend on the license.

When you buy a hunting or fishing license or pay for any DNR fee or permit the money stays in the DNR and comes back to you through:

1. The enhancement and protection of the natural resources.

2. Increased field opportunities.

3. Diversity of harvest options.

4. The experience of the outdoors.

5. The experience of teaching your children about the outdoors.

6. The tranquility afforded by the woods and waters of the state of Michigan.
You can probably think of more and better reasons to be afield all of which are pretty much directly the result of the efforts of the DNR.  And all of which have been jeopardized by the lack of funds.  A condition we cannot allow to continue.

The DNR conservation officers keep the resources from being abused and your experience safe.  Unfortunately there aren’t enough of them to do the job they would like to do.  Remember, poachers and violators are stealing from you.  The DNR biologists keep you informed of the status of the fish and game.  They assure the health of the resources.  They study the habitat and recommend improvements so as to allow a broader diversity of wildlife and a greater abundance available for harvest.  We all understand that wildlife move through various habitats depending on what is available in the way of food and shelter.  And we also know that habitats change – trees grow, wetlands dry up, streams change in flow and depth all of which affect the ability of fish and wildlife to breed, raise young and in general survive.  Close watch on these items is the job of DNR foresters and technicians.  We don’t want to forget the DNR support troops who handle publications, training, paperwork and who make sure everybody is where they are supposed to be when they are supposed to be there.  Keeping a balance between the habitat, the occupants of the habitat and the public demands is a difficult job.  Credit must be given to the DNR for the great balancing job they have been doing.  A job the DNR has been glad to take on and they are willing to take on more if resources can be provided.    

We can no longer depend on the legislature to provide General Fund monies for the DNR.  So, once again you are being asked to step up to the plate and take care of business.  It’s time for you to protect the heritage and support the efforts of the DNR by supporting this license fee increase.  Since the legislature must approve the license fee changes you are being requested to write, e-mail, call and talk to your representatives to express your support and request their support in passing the licensing package.  Let’s stand up and tell our representatives that we want our natural resources taken care of now and for future generations.
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