ADVISORY COUNCIL ON WILDLIFE & FRESHWATER FISH MINUTES

TUESDAY, December 9, 2014
Richardson & Robbins Building Auditorium
89 Kings Highway, Dover, Delaware

Phone 302-739-9912, FAX 302-739-6157
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The meeting was called to order by Chairman Montague at 6:30 PM.
Agenda Item 1.  Approval of Minutes (Chairman).


A motion was made and voted unanimously to approve the October 28, 2014 meeting minutes as written.  
Agenda Item 2.  License Fee Increase Presentation (Director David E. Saveikis).


Director Saveikis introduced staff members and reviewed the agenda which includes two PowerPoint presentations given by Director Saveikis followed with questions and a public comment period.  The first presentation was on the Division’s proposed hunting/trapping license fee increase needed to meet wildlife program operational needs.  Hunters and trappers in Delaware generate approximately $4.2 million/year for wildlife management/research and management of public hunting lands through license purchases that are matched to federal funding generated from excise taxes on firearm/archery and ammunition purchases ($1 state to $3 federal).  Hunters spend approximately $16.7 million each year in Delaware, adding to the state’s economy and supporting approximately 549 private sector jobs.  The Division provides wildlife program services, which include wildlife population and habitat management; wildlife species and habitat research; management of public wildlife areas for hunting, trapping and wildlife viewing; hunter education; and shooting sports facilities.  Seventy percent of wildlife program operation revenues depend on hunting and trapping license funds combined with matching federal funds.  Wildlife program revenues consist of 16% license fees, 54% Federal funds and 30% general funds/other.  The wildlife program spends 48% on wildlife area operations, 25% on wildlife management and research, 17% on hunter education and public shooting range operation, 7% on public technical assistance, and 3% on administration.  There are 16,860 licensed hunters in Delaware, but there has been a three to eight percent decrease in these license sales each year.  The last license fee increase was in 2007.  This license increase generated approximately $280,000 in additional revenue, however; the statewide general fund decrease beginning in 2008 resulted in an approximate $430,000 loss of general funds to the wildlife program, resulting in approximately $150,000 net fewer state dollars available to match federal funds than before the license increase.  Current hunting and trapping fee revenues are not sufficient to maintain the Wildlife Section program’s current level of service and wildlife/habitat conservation.    The projected shortfall for FY 2015 is $429,674.  This prevents matching $1.29 million in Federal funds for a total lost funding opportunity of $1.72 million/year.  To increase our ability to match additional federal funding, the Wildlife Section has implemented new accounting procedures generating $200,000/year in additional match to federal funds.  To reduce costs, the following service reductions were implemented:
· Did not fill five full-time vacant positions.
· Hired 70% fewer seasonal employees for wildlife area management.
· Eliminated wildlife food plots and reduced sunflower plantings.
· Closed wildlife area access roads between hunting seasons.
· Reduced days/hours at the Ommelanden Shooting Range.
· Reduced other maintenance/operational activities at wildlife areas.  
New fee authority was granted to the Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control by the 147th General Assembly through House Bill #425 “Section 93.   Revenues.”  Section 93 states “The Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Control, following adequate opportunity for public comment and the approval of the appropriate public advisory council(s) and Secretary, may establish…such appropriate fees as shall approximate and reasonably reflect costs necessary to defray the expenses of each such activity or service…but no fee shall be charged for a purpose not specified in…the Delaware Code...”   Director Saveikis stated that any fee increases would be effective on July 1, 2015.  Increased revenues from the proposed fee increase would be used to maximize match to available federal funds, balance the budget, restore services, avoid further service reductions, continue to provide wildlife conservation research and management, and continue to manage public wildlife areas to provide access to hunters and trappers. The PowerPoint presentation included the proposed fee increase by category, which included (no change was proposed for junior hunting licenses or the Public Wildlife Area Deer Stand/Waterfowl Blind Lottery Permit):

Fee Category



Proposed Fee
Resident Hunt



$45.00/year
Nonresident Hunt
                

$225.00/year
Resident Hunters Choice/Quality Buck Tag
$20.00/year
Waterfowl Stamp



$15.00/year 

Resident Trapping


$10.00/year


The second PowerPoint presentation was a review of the public workshops at which the Division presented the proposed license fee increase.
Director Saveikis reported that three license fee workshops were held, one in each county.  The Kent County workshop was held on December 2, 2014 in Dover at the DNREC R&R Building and had 22 participants.  The Sussex County workshop was held on December 3, 2014 in Georgetown at Delaware Tech with 27 participants.  The New Castle County workshop was held on December 4, 2014 in New Castle at the Ommelanden Hunter Education and Shooting Facility with 22 participants.  The total public attendance was 71.  There were 58 completed questionnaires submitted by workshop attendees and the age categories are as follows:
· 16-29 years:  6

· 30-45 years:  9

· 46-64 years:  30

· 65+ years:     13

Fifty-five percent did not support the proposed increase, 28% supported the proposed increase with conditions or supported a lower fee increase and 17% supported the proposed increase. Sixty-four percent supported the current 65+ license exemption and 36% did not support the current 65+ license exemption.  Eighty percent supported a user fee for all users of public wildlife areas. Public suggestions were as follows:

· Lower non-resident fees, buck tag fees and antlerless tag fees.
· Less of a fee increase.
· Smaller, incremental fee increases.
· Double fees across the board and eliminate youth license fees.
· Eliminate the Junior Hunting License.
· Allow license fee to remain the same for 16-18 years and increase fee at 19 years of age.
· Initiate a turkey tag fee.
· Charge $20 fee for crop damage permits.
· 100% increase on resident guide fees.
· If raising fees, elongate seasons.
· Add lottery fees.
· If raising fees, include a buck tag with license purchase.
· Raise fines on violations & hire more enforcement.
· Initiate Sunday hunting.
· Charge a fee to use wildlife area lands on Sundays.
· Sell timber rights on wildlife areas (already being done).
· Charge fees for separate seasons (i.e., archery and muzzleloader).
Some actions being considered by the Division to provide added value to hunting licenses are to expand deer hunting opportunities (through regulation process), open additional agriculture  fields for goose hunting on state wildlife areas, open additional areas on state wildlife areas for certain types of hunting, and  enhance small game habitat on state wildlife areas.


The Council inquired whether the Division had an alternate fee/revenue proposal, to which Director Saveikis provided a handout to Council of alternative proposed fee increases for the following categories, which would only balance the license budget with no functional revenue operating margin and not maximize match to available federal funds:
Fee Category

Proposed Fee
Alternate Fee        Resident Hunt

$45.00/year
$39.50/year
Resident Guide/Hunting
$225.00/year
$175.00/year
Nonresident Hunt
                $225.00/year
$199.50/year
Nonresident 3-day Hunt        
$85.00/year
$75.00/year
Nonresident Guide/Hunting   $525.00/year
$475.00/year

Chairman Montague asked Council members for their comments.  They are as follows:  
Councilman Karsnitz – License fee increase is a bargain and needs to be increased.  Proposal is needed and necessary.  Not in favor of alternate proposal.

Councilman Kendus – Proposal lacks some new details now.  He has spoken with individuals & attended the New Castle County workshop.  Some conditions are in line but we need to do some additional research.  We need to use this to get leverage on Sunday hunting.  Not in favor of voting.   
Councilman Ratliff – We have to do something to make this sustainable.  I am fine with numbers, but we should spread to all users.  Need a $20.00 (wildlife area) user fee.

Councilman Johnson – If 80% support a (wildlife area) user fee, people should contact their senators and representatives.  Parks has a user fee. 
Vice Chairman Grier – Look at Chapter 11 for more timely increases, this is way past the band aid stage.  Need to have more services, but I’m in favor of proposal.  

Councilman Burris – I’m in favor of a (wildlife area) user fee.  Division can’t provide services if we don’t have the money - in favor of proposal. 

Councilman Dukes – I’m in favor of proposal.  Fees are necessary.  It is a shame to lose federal funds.  User fee (for wildlife areas) is fine.

Councilman Nichols – We need statistics for hunters 16 – 18 years old – hunting as an activity is not growing.  We have to do something or be shut down.  I’m in favor of both a fee increase and user fee.


Councilman Johnson stated that he had heard a lot of criticism about Division blinds, but it was probably because of storms.  He used to hunt from just a stake.  The cost for annual maintenance (not construction) on a waterfowl blind is $61.40 and the Division has approximately 30 blinds.  The cost for a new waterfowl blind is $484.00.   A new deer stand costs $850.00 and the Division has approximately 200.  
Numerous public attendees commented in opposition to the proposed license fee increase. The three primary reasons expressed in opposition were: 1) increase was too significant, 2) no direct value added with the fee increase and 3) legality/constitutionality of the mechanism used to authorize the license fee increase.
The following two motions were made, with neither being passed by the Council: 1) table the proposed fees to gather more facts (4 yes, 5 no, 0 abstain) and 2) endorse the proposed fees (3 yes, 5 no, 1 abstain).  

Another motion was made to endorse the Alternate Fee Proposal, but there was no second.
After additional and lengthy discussion and comments by both the Council and public, the Council was unable to reach a consensus on the proposed hunting and trapping license fee increase.  
AGENDA FOR THE 1/27/2015 ADVISORY COUNCIL MEETING
1. Approval of Minutes (Chairman).
2. Base Migratory Bird Seasons (Rob Hossler and Matt DiBona).
3. Wildlife Program Revenues and Services (Director David E. Saveikis)

4. Director Update (Director David E. Saveikis).
There being no further business, a motion was made and carried that the meeting be adjourned at 8:09 PM.

Sincerely,
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Karen Kennedy

Recording Secretary
