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2012 Priorities
MEMORANDUM

December 9, 2011
Director Dan Wyant, Michigan Department of Environmental Quality
Director Rodney Stokes, Michigan Department of Natural Resources
Director Keith Creagh, Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
Re:
 Michigan Conservation Coalition Priorities

Dear Directors,

At MUCC’s 2011 Annual Convention, Directors Wyant and Stokes requested a consensus agenda from the conservation community, with the promise that you would get behind those recommendations and work towards making them happen.  In response to that challenge, the Michigan Conservation Coalition has worked hard to identify the top conservation issues we believe need to be addressed in Michigan.

The Conservation Coalition represents many diverse voices of the sporting and conservation community, but we share a unified and common commitment to advancing Michigan’s outdoor heritage through science-based wildlife and fisheries management and wise use of our state’s natural resources. This effort allowed us to put contentious issues aside that often splinter our community so that we can work in partnership with you to put conservation and natural resource management back at the forefront in this state.

Director Stokes also came to this Coalition on the day he was appointed and committed that he would not be looking for a license fee increase until he had moved the department towards creating better solutions for hunters, anglers and trappers.  Until we have addressed some of these bigger issues, we will hold him to that commitment.

Thank you for giving our collective organizations the opportunity to contribute.  We recognize that these priorities are not ones that are going to be quickly checked off a list.  The challenges facing conservation are not easy or quick fixes; rather, there is a need to dig in to the weighty issues and invest the time, effort, and collaboration that is necessary to make substantive changes.  We also recognize that these issues span a much broader set of interests than just the conservation community.  We cannot make the changes that need to be made without reaching to broader interests to collaborate and communicate. 
The Conservation Coalition offers the following priorities for action:
1. Michigan needs a coordinated approach to improving wildlife habitat that encompasses state, federal and private lands.  

This approach includes improved coordination for timber management, since timber management is often the most valuable tool in creating and improving wildlife habitat. Timber management and habitat creation can go hand in hand, both working to bolster Michigan’s economy, especially in rural areas of the state. Attempts have been made to do this type of collaborative work, but have not been successful to date because it is complicated, takes a lot of work, and involves people with diverse and sometimes conflicting interests. Co-management of the state forests by forestry and wildlife experts is critical to forest certification and sustainability, but this must be a better working relationship. Similarly, if Michigan wants to be a conservation leader, we must also figure out how to include federal and private land owners. The conversations being had involving technical assistance to private land owners must be wrapped in to these discussions as well.

Discussions on this issue always seem to come down to time and funding. Being comprised of primarily volunteer leaders, the Coalition recognizes that both of these are at a premium. However, this is an important issue for us to start moving towards a new way of doing business in the natural resource world.  State government should move towards being the facilitators, planners, and leaders on some of these issues and work with outside partners, both non-profit and for-profit, to be the actual doers where possible.  This is the road to building a stewardship ethic in the public and creating a model that is financially sustainable.  Using volunteers is important, but we can’t forget about all the partners on the ground out there with paid staff to do habitat improvements, reach out to land owners, connect citizens to natural resource management and more (see number 3 for more thoughts on engagement).
State management plans should be updated to incorporate habitat goals and ensure that conflicts are minimized. The very limited private land work wildlife biologists, foresters, and other state employees are funded to do should be concentrated in these areas that can add value to the landscape level work on state lands, according to the habitat type. These partnerships will allow resources to be used more efficiently and effectively towards common goals. 

At a smaller scale, there are mechanisms to make limited dollars stretch by using willing volunteers (both individuals and organizations). Each field office and State Game Area should have an established mechanism to engage volunteers, which could include informal outreach to local groups; scheduling “stewardship days”; creating wish lists of assistance, materials, and equipment needed; or more formal project-based MOU’s and “Friends” groups. 
2. The Department should communicate broadly with hunters, anglers and trappers and the general public on the outcomes from conservation dollars. Tell us what is better/ different because of the expenditure of conservation dollars.
We want to acknowledge that the DNR has been trying to do a better job of communicating with the public on how conservation dollars are spent. The Wildlife Division Annual Report is a good start and should continue to build into a Department Annual Report.  There also needs to be a consistent communications strategy for this information.  We need to tell the story of conservation in the state.  2012 is an excellent year to work on this, since it is the 75th Anniversary of Pittman-Robertson and national and state groups alike will be working to highlight its value. Until the outcomes are detailed and understood by the general public, there will be little appetite for any license fee increases. 

There is a desire from some Coalition members to assist in constructing a broad-based funding model for conservation, though it certainly isn’t politically feasible at this time.  To garner public interest in a new funding model, we have to better understand where those new dollars are needed. 

3. Michigan’s natural resource agencies and the Natural Resource Commission should work with the Conservation Coalition and its members to improve how they communicate with and engage the public. 
The processes for stakeholder input, evaluation, and implementation needs to be critically reviewed and strengthened.  The Coalition has been too often frustrated by decisions that run counter to the weight of public input and counter to the welfare of the resource. Such decision making fuels mistrust in public input processes. 
We need to evaluate the input the departments are receiving and how it is weighed in making natural resources management decisions. How can public input  be restructured to be  more meaningful? Are these processes successful in crafting solutions and making decisions?  Much time and energy from both the state agencies and stakeholders are invested in advisory groups and public involvement processes and we want to ensure that this is an effective use of our time. 

In addition, we need to evaluate the level that input is gathered, recognizing that decisions are made in both the field as well as in Lansing. Field offices should encourage more stakeholder involvement in prioritizing projects in their regions. Increasing this proactive local engagement may be a more effective use of time than trying to defend the previous management decisions. 

When wide reaching decisions are made, a summary of the decision process and the outcome should be provided for public review. Closing the loop on how decisions  are made  must be done effectively in order to help the public understand the process as well as the outcome. State agencies must say what they mean and mean what they say. It is necessary to explain in writing their basis for major decisions, including the science they are using, the related public input they have received, and the uncertainties inherent in them. This would allow the public to fully understand what was considered in the process, and move away from the perception that many things are “political” in nature or “uninformed”. Transparency in decision making will help to build back trust. 
We would like to better understand how stakeholders can engage in the setting of priorities across the board, as well as help to look at how the public is currently engaging in these decisions and help drive towards a more productive process. We believe that one example where transparency and public engagement should be improved is in fisheries management. While we are using fisheries management below as an example, we hope that all Divisions and the State of Michigan as a whole understand that this priority setting process may assist in making tough choices and will ultimately lead to a more supportive stakeholder community when faced with political and budget battles. 
The Lake Basin Committees and Warm/Cold Water Fisheries Committees, among others, are very good at engaging stakeholder organizations, however the average “unaffiliated” angler may find it difficult to understand how decisions are made if they are not aware of these groups. Improvements are needed so there is better communications with the public and increased opportunities are created for any interested person to provide input into decisions. It is important for the Department and stakeholder organizations to reach out to the community of anglers in a tiered way, commensurate with what each community can realistically offer—that is to say that organized groups with volunteer officers and paid staff may be able to provide more meaningful input on the details of plans or regulation changes, while the average angler may be asked to provide general information on angler attitudes, preferences, and trends. The latter information is critical to ensure that these committees and Fisheries Division have this data when making recommendations. 
The Fisheries Division has not effectively communicated with or  engaged the public on the overall strategic and operational plan for the division.  The Division has shown success in involving stakeholders in decisions to manage the intricacies of Great Lakes fisheries management as well as some species-specific regulation changes, however they have not engaged the stakeholder groups by soliciting input on the overarching strategy to balance fisheries management, research, and production priorities within the existing budgetary constraints. The DNR and the Division may suggest that they have been utilizing the priorities laid out in the 2002 Staffing Blueprint and the last 5 year budget plan, however neither of these documents have been updated, are available online, or have engaged stakeholders in their development. As mentioned above (Priority #1), in this new age of conservation a plan that incorporates the ideas and talents of potential partners will assist Michigan in using its resources most effectively. 
4. Natural resources management must utilize the social, market and economic data that is available to help shape and evaluate the existing and new programs and regulations. 
Solid market research is necessary for the entire State of Michigan to be able to serve its customers well. Hunting and fishing license sales are one source of data that should be continually mined for important trend information, and how regulation or large scale habitat changes may impact sales regionally or statewide. In addition, surveying all types of outdoor enthusiasts and public land users and managers on their attitudes and preferences may reveal important information about whether the state is properly marketing or creating programs and opportunities people are interested in. 

5. The DNR and the Conservation Coalition needs to continually evaluate the programs and efforts at recruitment and retention and use good data to refine them. 
This should necessarily include surveying former hunter safety participants to determine their retention and what opportunities have been most useful. Small game hunting, including traditional small game as well as turkey and waterfowl, can present a great opportunity for family hunting and should be explored as a hunter recruitment tool. 

As a state, we need to focus more on developing the “well-rounded sportsmen” as well as continuing to reach out to new hunters, anglers, and trappers, youth and adults. Cross-marketing different licenses to existing sportsmen and women may help broaden horizons and increase satisfaction in times when a particular species is less accessible (i.e. the deer aren’t moving during bow season, so I’ll try fishing this weekend instead). The Mentored Youth multi-species license and program will be a great pilot to begin this initiative. 

###

Thank you once again for the opportunity to bring forward our priorities for better management and increased use of our natural resources. Michigan’s outdoor heritage and the future of our state’s cultural and economic well-being depend upon the preservation and enhancement of our natural resources.  The Conservation Coalition appreciates your commitment to work with the sporting and conservation community to enact sound policies that will shape the future of conservation and natural resource management in Michigan.   In return, we commit to you that we will work in partnership to help move these issues forward as well.

The Michigan Conservation Coalition

· Frank Krist, Hammond Bay Area Anglers Association

· Dean Hall, Michigan Bow Hunters Association

· Denny Grinold, Michigan Charter Boat Association

· Dave Borgeson, Michigan Resource Stewards

· Gary Shinske, 

· Bryan Burroughs, Michigan Council of Trout Unlimited

· Erin McDonough, Michigan United Conservation Clubs
· Jim De Clerck, Saginaw Field and Stream

· Mike McGuire, Michigan Quality Deer Management Association
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