FULL FUNDING OF THE LAND AND WATER CONSERVATION FUND

IN THE LARGER FEDERAL BUDGET CONTEXT

The debt ceiling agreement passed by Congress in early August (the Budget Control Act of 2011) sets up a blueprint for our long-term fiscal future which involves broad choices that affect all Americans.  Up front, it includes nearly $1 trillion in cuts to discretionary spending (including the federal agencies that protect our land and water) beginning in 2012 and spread out over the next ten years.  Beyond initial cuts, the debt deal created a joint Congressional “supercommittee” that is charged with finding $1.5 trillion in further savings or new revenues, and put an automatic ‘trigger’ in place to cut discretionary spending accounts by this amount on January 15, 2012 if Congress is unable to enact these additional measures by that date.

These combined cuts will surely take a significant toll on the protection of our nation’s natural resources.  Long-term caps on federal spending will impact agencies’ ability to keep up with inflation, meaning that they will bleed talent, lose efficiency, and miss opportunities through the next decade and beyond.  New revenues and entitlement reform might lessen these resource-damaging impacts to a considerable degree; if they are not included in the final package, however, the conservation, protection, and management of America’s parks, wildlife habitats, forests, and other vital public assets will suffer unprecedented losses.

One particular and critically important federal conservation program, the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), has its own funding source that does not come from taxpayer dollars.  Each year, $900 million is deposited to this trust fund in the U.S. Treasury directly from federal offshore oil and gas drilling revenues that annually exceed $5 billion.  The logic behind this annual commitment is simple and clear: as the government takes in revenues from natural resource development, a fraction of these revenues should be reinvested into conservation and outdoor recreation.  This balanced approach represents a promise that was made to the American people almost 50 years ago.

Unfortunately, Congress continues to lump LWCF money into the larger discretionary budget allocation for natural resources even though its funding source is separate and distinct, raiding these offshore royalties to pay for unrelated priorities.  The oil and gas industry is paying into LWCF but these funds are not being used for their intended purposes.   As a result, over $17 billion in LWCF funds have been diverted from their authorized uses over the history of the program.  These diversions are likely to continue and worsen as long-term budget caps further constrain federal spending, even as offshore oil revenues grow and crucial needs go unmet.
The siphoning off of LWCF’s directed funding comes at great cost to America’s economy, jobs, and communities, and the American people overwhelmingly agree that they should be stopped. Specifically:

· LWCF is vital for public access to outdoor recreation.  Hunting, fishing, camping, and other outdoor recreation activities contribute a total of $730 billion annually to the economy, supporting 6.5 million jobs (1 of every 20 jobs in the U.S.) and stimulating 8% of all consumer spending, according to the Outdoor Industry Foundation.
· The Department of the Interior estimates that the $214 million spent on land acquisitions in 2010 returned more than double that investment, supporting an estimated $442 million in economic activity and about 3,000 jobs.  
· .Over the life of the program, more than $3 billion in LWCF grants to states has leveraged more than $7 billion in nonfederal matching funds.  
· A recent bipartisan poll found that an overwhelming majority - 88% - of voters support continuing to set aside offshore oil and gas drilling fees into the LWCF – AND FULLY 85% OF AMERICANS WANT LWCF TO BE FULLY FUNDED.  This broad support extends from every geographic region of the country and every political persuasion.  Additionally,  last November voters approved 30 of 36, or 83%, of new land protection ballot initiatives in states and districts across the political spectrum.  
Investments in our natural resources comprise roughly 1% of the federal budget.  While this spending will not be immune from the broad budget cuts to come, we must recognize that these investments are vital to the places Americans care deeply about—our national parks and local recreation areas, our clean air and water, our wildlife refuges, working forests and farms and ranches, and other key parts of our national heritage.  We must also recognize that, in particular, LWCF’s unique funding status—even beyond its economic and community benefits—should put this program on a different footing. 

America cannot get its fiscal house in order without honest budgeting—we must stop the annual raiding of LWCF funds that are specifically set aside from offshore royalties but then vanish into a large and undefined general funding stream.  Now is the time to remedy this dishonest budgeting to ensure that we can conserve the last remaining open spaces in this country for the next generation.  
Full funding for LWCF should be considered as separate and distinct from general federal discretionary spending.  A proper accounting of this program would fulfill the original promise of LWCF by making its funding permanent and dedicated, flowing directly and automatically from resource depletion to land and water preservation with oversight by Congress but no diversion of funds away from their authorized uses . 
