Elevating the Outdoors:
Opportunities for Raising the Profile of Outdoor Recreation in the Executive Branch
_____________________________________________________________________________

Introduction

Outdoor recreation is good for America. 

Recreation on America's lands and waterways is more than just a national pastime - it is a massive economic engine and creator of jobs.  Recreation plays a crucial role in fostering appreciation for the beauty and vastness of the United States, as well as the values of environmental stewardship and conservation in future generations, while directly improving the health and well-being of the millions Americans who visit our nation's public and private lands and waterways each year.  The vast opportunities for outdoor recreation in America contribute to the foundation of our national identity, and provide countless benefits that cut across socioeconomic, cultural, and regional lines.

Too often, however, outdoor recreation does not get the attention it deserves in policy decision-making at the federal level.  The executive branch's policy development and implementation with respect to outdoor recreation is unfocused, inconsistent, and plagued by insufficient resources.  Outdoor recreation frequently becomes an after-thought --- a "nice to have," rather than a "must have."

Our federal executive branch leaders must ensure that this unique and important American industry gets the focused high-level attention it deserves when deciding important questions of budgeting and allocation of federal resources, coordinating the work of agencies that manage federal lands and waters, increasing cooperation among different levels of government, streamlining regulations and management plans, and promoting conservation. As Americans look toward the inauguration of President Trump, the next administration should strive to build upon existing structures to elevate the prominence of outdoor recreation and ensure that this vital industry is fully considered in budget and policy decision-making within the federal executive branch. 

This paper outlines a new strategy for accomplishing this objective: the president issuing an executive order creating a Cabinet-level President's Outdoor Recreation Council to lead, coordinate, and innovate in federal policy-making and budget formulation on outdoor recreation issues. This President's Outdoor Recreation Council should build upon the lessons learned from previous federal activities in this area, while centralizing executive branch policy-making through consolidation of other, often overlapping, advisory committees and programs.  Among other functions, it should recognize, engage and include a diverse array of recreation stakeholders. In addition, this paper discusses the possibility of appointing a Special Assistant to the President in the White House's National Economic Council with responsibility for Outdoor Recreation Economics as a second-best alternative to the above strategy. 

Where we stand today: outdoor recreation policy and practice prior to the Trump Administration
___________________________________________________________________________

In April 2010, the America's Great Outdoors Initiative (AGO) was created within the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) to "promote and support innovative community-level efforts to conserve outdoor spaces and to reconnect Americans to the outdoors."[endnoteRef:1]  The launch of AGO kicked off a nationwide public engagement tour to gather feedback on the major planks of the initiative.  The tour featured 51 public listening sessions across the country, with the initiative receiving over 105,000 public comments from a wide variety of stakeholders.  A 2011 progress report recommended establishing a Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation[footnoteRef:1] (FICOR) to improve coordination, effectiveness, and efficiency among federal agencies involved in outdoor recreation.  Goals of FICOR include: [1: "A 21st Century Strategy for America's Great Outdoors." Presidential Memorandum available via White House Office of the Press Secretary. 16 April 2010; https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/presidential-memorandum-americas-great-outdoors ]  [1:  Often referred to as the Federal Recreation Council (FRC). For sake of clarity, this paper uses the original name – FICOR – or simply "the Council."] 

· Aligning policies and procedures among recreation providers at the federal ,state, local, and tribal levels;
· coordinating recreation management, access, and policies across the multiple agencies involved in the administration of public recreation;
· improving and promoting recreation.gov to close the "information gap" and provide easy access for permits and reservations; and
· identifying partners outside the federal government to help promote outdoor recreation and access, among others.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  America's Great Outdoors: A Promise to Future Generations. https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ceq/ago_report_-_report_only_2-7-11.pdf] 

FICOR was officially established in May 2011 with the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Secretaries of the Interior, Agriculture, and Commerce, and the Army Corps of Engineers.  The Council consists of the agency directors of the National Park Service, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Land Management, the Bureau of Reclamation, the USDA Forest Service, the Army Corps of Engineers, and the National Ocean Service on behalf of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.  The charter established a working group comprised of representatives appointed by each Agency director to serve in an advisory capacity to the official FICOR body and provide operational support for the Council, with chairmanship of the Council rotating between agencies on an annual basis. 
Notably, FICOR is expected to coordinate with existing advisory councils and interagency working groups with a nexus to outdoor recreation.  These include the dozens of nongovernmental advisory committees, commissions, and task forces organized under the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA), as well as numerous other federal interagency councils involved in tourism, recreation, and conservation of federal lands and waterways.  The list of task forces includes:
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· Interagency Working Group for Visitor Safety on Federal Lands and Waterways
· Tourism Policy Council
· Federal Interagency Council on Trails
· Interagency Recreation Fee Council
· President's Council on Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition
· Wild and Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council
· Wildlife and Hunting Heritage Conservation Council (FACA)
· Sport Fishing and Boating Partnership Council (FACA)
· Interagency Visitor Use Management Council [endnoteRef:3]  [3:  Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation Charter; available at http://whhcc.djcase.com/sites/default/files/FICOR-Charter.pdf] 



FICOR achieved some early success, but there is a great deal more to be done. The America's Great Outdoors 2012 progress report praised FICOR for its efforts in revamping recreation.gov, the interagency website that provides outdoor recreation information and reservations for web users at over 90,000 outdoor sites, including national parks, wildlife refuges, waterways, forests, and other recreation areas.  Also in 2012, FICOR released a brief white paper highlighting the economic value of outdoor recreation on federal lands and waterways.  
FICOR alone does not appear to be an effective vehicle for achieving the requisite outcomes. FICOR's 2012 Outdoor Recreation: Jobs and Income report appears to be the only formal publication released by the Council since its founding.  In the years since, the Council has participated in a number of panels and discussions with outdoor recreation industry trade associations and other stakeholders, but there is little evidence that FICOR has had a meaningful, lasting impact on policy development or implementation.  It has not succeeded in focusing the executive branch's efforts to promote outdoor recreation, increased consistency in policy or practice across those agencies managing federal lands and waters, or produced a significant increase in resources to support the expansion of outdoor recreation in the United States.

The need for reform: Cabinet-level leadership and consolidation
____________________________________________________________________________
While FICOR was a welcome first step in bringing greater focus in the executive branch to the issues associated with advancement and promotion of the American outdoor recreation industry, the existing system suffers from several weaknesses that are inhibiting greater success:
Leadership: Outdoor recreation is a national industry with international implications that is fundamental to American life and the American economy.  But as with many areas of federal responsibility, outdoor recreation is part of the missions of several Cabinet departments and sub-Cabinet agencies.  A critical task is bringing all of these executive branch entities together, in partnership with state, tribal, and local governments and private-sector stakeholders, in a common effort to advance and promote the outdoor recreation industry.  
There is a readily available solution: Senior national leaders reporting directly to the President of the United States and approved by the U.S. Senate --- that is, Cabinet secretaries --- should be directly and regularly involved in the policies and challenges that influence the future of outdoor recreation.  Only these leaders have the scope of vision, the broad mandate, the national and international bully pulpit, and the access to the President and Congress that is necessary to successful leadership, coordination, innovation, and implementation of outdoor recreation policy.  Unfortunately, that's not how it currently works.  FICOR includes directors from seven sub-Cabinet agencies representing four Cabinet-level federal departments.  Lower-ranked officials who are the directors' designated representatives conduct the bulk of the Council's business at the working group level – all while the chairmanship rotates between agencies on a yearly basis.  Government engagement with a high-priority industry must be led from the top by the President's designated department leaders with a dedicated staff that reports to the chair of the Council.  
Focus: The federal executive branch's admirable interest in the outdoor recreation industry has produced the unintended consequence of proliferating advisory councils and other entities with responsibility for engaging segments of the involved shareholder communities or focusing on a small slice of the universe of issues that arise in outdoor recreation.  In essence, each sub-Cabinet agency with a role in outdoor recreation has its own infrastructure of groups.  The federal executive branch must bring focus to these efforts by consolidating all existing entities from across the executive branch that relate to outdoor recreation ---- FACA committees and others --- under one umbrella of Cabinet-level leadership.  FICOR coordinates with, but apparently does not have any authority over, at least three Federal Advisory Committees and seven other interagency councils, adding unnecessary layers of bureaucratic complexity to a critical task.  In a new system, every entity would report to the Cabinet-level President's Outdoor Recreation Council.
Visibility: FICOR does not maintain a website and has no permanent staff or office space separate from its member agencies.  The Council is occasionally referenced in press releases or announcements from its member agencies, but there is little other public information available on FICOR's activities.  Consistent with the growing commitment in the federal government to openness, transparency, and high-quality performance, all executive branch entities engaged in policymaking should be both visible and accessible to allow the public and interested stakeholders to measure progress and adherence to programmatic objectives.  A President's Outdoor Recreation Council led by Cabinet secretaries with a dedicated staff would increase exposure and boost the visibility and salience of the Council's work.
Stability: Unlike some other executive branch councils, FICOR was not created by an act of Congress or an executive order of the President.  In addition, the Council's charter must be renewed every five years.  These factors make the Council and its important work vulnerable to changes in priorities and administrations.  An executive order issued by President Trump creating a Cabinet-level council would serve to anchor the council within the executive branch - in turn insulating the important work of the Council from the various cross-pressures within the federal bureaucracy.  
Addressing these challenges will require attention from the most senior leaders in the federal executive branch to promote closer cooperation and a willingness to engage with the outdoor recreation industry. The first few months of the new administration will undoubtedly feature pressures from interests competing for the limited attention and resources of the White House. With these realities in mind, two options emerge. 

Proposal A: The President's Outdoor Recreation Council
____________________________________________________

The best path forward for elevating the importance of outdoor recreation within the executive branch would be the creation of a cabinet level Outdoor Recreation Council.  This Council would benefit from the prestige of the President's Cabinet and the resources of the federal departments they lead - while at the same time avoiding many of the institutional obstacles affecting FICOR and other proposals to replace it. This new council could be modeled on other existing cabinet-level entities, including those within the White House Domestic Policy Council. 

President Trump should issue an executive order early in his/her first year in office creating a Cabinet-level President's Outdoor Recreation Council, building upon and expanding the work of the FICOR.  The Council would be chaired by the Secretary of the Interior, and should also include the Secretaries of Commerce, Agriculture, Labor and Transportation, as well as the Administrator of the Small Business Administration, the Commanding General of the Army Corps of Engineers, and the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency.  The President may choose to expand this list of Council members.  This Council should lead the federal executive branch's efforts to develop, innovate, fund, and implement policies that advance and promote the U.S. outdoor recreation industry.  Simply, all policy relating to outdoor recreation in the United States should be on the agenda of the President's Council.  

Among its other functions, the Council should have the authority to review each of the annual budgets proposed by its member departments and agencies for inclusion in the President's budget.  The purpose of this review should be to seek opportunities to maximize investments and cross-department cooperation and coordination of initiatives included in those budgets, and advise the President and the Director of the Office of Management and Budget regarding those budgets.  To the extent feasible, this Council also should consolidate the functions of the federal interagency councils and advisory groups with a nexus to outdoor recreation, conservation, and tourism, including those listed above and any other similar entities.  The Council should strive to incorporate the diverse interests of state, local, tribal, industry, and other non-federal stakeholders wherever possible – including conservation groups, outdoor recreation trade associations, outdoor recreation businesses, and users of public lands. The White House Rural Council provides a good example of how a Cabinet-level council can lead the federal executive branch's efforts to advance the U.S. outdoor recreation economy. This stakeholder engagement could take a variety of forms from regular open meetings or listening sessions to a more formal policy forum or working group organized pursuant to FACA made up of outdoor recreation stakeholders to advise the Council on policy issues.


Spotlight on the White House Rural Council
The White House Rural Council is a body of the Domestic Policy Council within the White House, established by Presidential executive order in 2011. The council functions to coordinate the administration's efforts in rural America by 1) streamlining and improving the effectiveness of Federal programs serving rural areas; 2) engaging stakeholders on issues and solutions in rural communities; and 3) promoting and coordinating private sector partnerships. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Council members include the various cabinet-level federal departments, organizations within the Executive Office of the President (EOP), and other independent federal agencies. The Council makes recommendations to the President through the Director of the Domestic Policy Council and the Director of the National Economic Council. To date, the Rural Council has undertaken numerous multi-agency initiatives to improve the lives of those in rural communities across the country in areas of health care, infrastructure deployment, small business      and workforce development, water quality conservation, forest restoration, tourism and competitiveness, food security, and clean energy development, among others. 
The Rural Council's prominent position within the White House's Domestic Policy Council allows stakeholders to more effectively leverage the resources of Council members, while providing a crucial platform for the discussion of issues important to rural Americans.  

To ensure success, the Council should organize its activities around the following principles and objectives:
Building Consensus within the federal government, and with state, tribal, and local governments and the private sector, around a comprehensive set of actionable policy items that will achieve the goals of the Council in the near- or long-term.

Identifying Opportunities for the federal government to  promote outdoor recreation through investment in infrastructure, aligning policies to increase ease of access, and/or providing expertise and leadership through the Council's member departments and agencies.

Outreach to the hundreds of environmental conservation groups, trade and industry associations, state, local, and tribal leaders, and everyday outdoor recreation enthusiasts.

Implementation of policies at all levels of government, with regular public progress reports to ensure that policies are consistent with the overarching goal of promoting outdoor recreation.

Measurement of outcomes to demonstrate that the Council's efforts have improved Americans' lives and promoted outdoor recreation.  Consistent with the requirements of the Government Performance and Results Act and the GPRA Modernization Act, the Council should work with its member departments and agencies and the Office of Management and Budget to encourage creation of cross-cutting priority goals that involve all aspects of the federal government's role in outdoor recreation and economic development.
  
Proposal B: Advisor to the President on Outdoor Recreation Economics
___________________________________________________________________________

A second-best alternative to the Cabinet-level Outdoor Recreation Council discussed above would be the appointment of a new Special Assistant to the President situated in the White House's National Economic Council with responsibility for Outdoor Recreation Economics. This individual would advise the President on all issues related to the outdoor recreation industry,  particularly including the important economic role of outdoor recreation on public and private lands and waterways. Assuming that FICOR is extended into the next administration, this "recreation czar" should be integrated into the existing framework as a senior observer of the Council charged with reporting to the President and his/her senior advisors about its goals and progress. With a seat at the FICOR table, the advisor would serve as a crucial liaison between the federal agencies with jurisdiction over outdoor recreation and the Office of the President. 
While creating a new Special Assistant to the President is an easily achievable goal and an important step in bringing outdoor recreation to the forefront of policy discussions, without a stronger connection to the most senior officials in the federal departments and agencies with jurisdiction over outdoor recreation, this proposal would not offer the kind of leadership transformation and engagement in the executive branch that is needed for outdoor recreation to get the attention it deserves. These weaknesses would be further compounded in the event that FICOR is discontinued in the next administration and is not replaced by a comparable inter-agency institution. 






