 Access and American Values

By Ken Barrett

Convenient and affordable access to quality hunting and fishing is the biggest challenge confronting the average hunter and angler, in America today.  While the populations of many game species like whitetail deer and wild turkeys continue to increase, places to hunt them are disappearing at an alarming rate. Favorite places, beloved by generations of hunters and anglers: wood lots, cornfields, bass ponds, abandoned fields, and rabbit filled, briar patches---little oasis’s of the wild---once found on the edge of nearly every town, are being swept away by development sprawl, leasing, and changing land use patterns. As these places disappear, something quintessentially American disappears with them--- a sense of freedom, open space and a place to roam. 

Over 40 million Americans hunt and/or fish. And while a few are not limited by the constraints of time, travel or money, allowing them access to the best hunting and fishing spots around the world. The majority works hard and looks forward to the day, weekend or week, if they are lucky, that they can spend hunting and fishing close to home.

Like America’s hunting and angling community our nation’s farmers and ranchers are also threatened by sprawl and changing land use patterns. They also deal with additional problems. The vagaries of fluctuating worldwide markets and commodity prices are constantly challenging their existence. And like the average hunter and angler, the average farmer and rancher, often feels threatened if not endangered.

In addition to providing abundant and affordable food to our country and the world, farmers and ranchers also provide much of the best wildlife habitat to be found anywhere in our country. They and their lands support enormous numbers of deer, elk, turkeys, pheasants, quail, bass, trout, pan fish and more. Some, though sadly in ever decreasing numbers still allow hunters and anglers, hikers, photographers and birders, access to their farms and ranches and to the fish and wildlife that reside upon them.

But the fact remains; traditional and long-standing access agreements between hunter/anglers and farmer/ranchers, once commonly sealed or acknowledged with a handshake, holiday greeting card, or box of chocolates, has also suffered at the hands of sprawl, increased development and hard-edged economics. As a result, both communities are the poorer and find themselves more isolated from each other, than ever before. Ironically, never has the time for connection and cooperation between them been more needed and apparent than it is today. Simply put, we need each other.

That is why the Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership, a non-profit group working to Guarantee all of us a Place to Hunt and Fish has helped develop legislation aimed at upholding and expanding access and cooperation between hunter/anglers and farmer/ranchers. 

Senate Bill 1840, The Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program, called “Open Fields” was introduced by US Senators Kent Conrad (D-ND) and Pat Roberts (R-KS), and it’s already being supported by over two-dozen of our nation’s premier conservation groups. Among them: Pheasants Forever, BASS, Boone & Crockett Club, Congressional Sportsmen’s Foundation, Trout Unlimited, National Shooting Sports Foundation, Pope & Young Club, Mule Deer Foundation and others. “Open Fields” calls for the expenditure of $50 million dollars annually, during the next four years. The funds will be used to make modest payments to owners of privately held farm and ranch lands in exchange for making their lands accessible to the public. The voluntary, incentive-based programs will be administered by individual states. Funding can be used to supplement and/or expand already existing access programs, in states like Kansas, Montana, Wyoming and South Dakota, or to initiate and help fund programs, in states where they currently do not exist.

This is a modest proposal, but if passed it will help open millions of acres of private lands to the public while giving renewed life to a tradition of access enjoyed by generations of American Sportsmen and Sportswomen. It is also an important first-step toward guaranteeing not only places to hunt and fish, but other deeply held American values, like rural landscapes, family farms, abundant wildlife, sharing, community and our all important sense of open space and freedom. Most importantly, in a world where, regrettably, a box of chocolates or a holiday greeting card, though still appreciated, is simply not enough to maintain an important social contract, “Open Fields” offers an opportunity to take action, and to put our money and support where it counts. That is what hunters, anglers and American’s have always done. Write or call your representatives today and ask them to co-sponsor Senate Bill 1840 and its companion House of Representatives Bill HR 3482

To learn more about “Open Fields” and how you can help make this legislation a reality, please log on to www.trcp.org or call toll free 1-877-770-8722. 
