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March 18, 2021 
 
 
To Chairwoman Euer and the Members of the Senate Committee on Environment and Agriculture 
 
 
Re: BHA Opposition to RI-2021 S0039 
 
 
As the fastest growing organization of hunters and anglers in the nation, Backcountry Hunters & Anglers (BHA) 
seeks to ensure North America's outdoor heritage of hunting and fishing in a natural setting. BHA supports the 
North American Wildlife Conservation Model, which asserts that wildlife is held in public trust as a scientifically 
managed natural resource that can be enjoyed by all Americans. Our members recognize that our participation 
in, and the perpetuation of our outdoor traditions is directly linked to our access to public lands and waters 
that are managed for the conservation of fish and wildlife and the habitats that they rely on. 
 
With these things in mind, we oppose S0039 – a resolution that proposes to divert usage priority on lands 
owned and/or managed by the RI Department of Environmental Management’s Fish & Wildlife Division away 
from their current usage for conserving fish and wildlife habitat and providing outdoor recreation 
opportunities to the public so that land can be prioritized for agricultural use instead. It is unclear in the 
resolution, so we are interpreting the language “for fish and wildlife purposes” to not only include access for 
hunting and angling and management for fish and wildlife habitat, but to also include general public access for 
outdoor recreation, as usage for non-hunting recreation is also common on Rhode Island’s Wildlife 
Management Areas currently.  
 
In Rhode Island approximately 40% of our open hunting season on public land occurs between March 31 and 
November 1. Additionally, the general public’s usage of state lands occurs mostly during the spring and 
summer months when the weather is most conducive to spending time outdoors. 
 
The foundation of our opposition is based on the fact that the public, primarily hunters and anglers, has spent 
generations paying in to user-pay, user-benefit funding programs like the Wildlife Restoration Act (commonly 
referred to as the Pittman-Robertson Act) and buying hunting and fishing licenses, tags, and stamps to fund 
the operation of the Fish and Wildlife Division and the acquisition of public land that is managed for fish and 
wildlife conservation and outdoor recreation. Without these funding sources lands that are owned and 
managed by the Department would not be protected in the first place. Not only is it inappropriate to suggest 
that land acquired and managed using these funding sources be re-prioritized for agricultural use, but it is also 
potentially unlawful because of priorities associated with how funds used to acquire and manage these lands 
have been raised. 
 
Under RI General Law Chapter 20-2, funds derived from payments received for freshwater fishing, hunting and 
combination licenses and permits are appropriated to the department for the protection and propagation of 
fish and game. The usage of these funds is outlined in specific terms in 20-2-7, and usage most applicably 
includes: 
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(4) For the protection and propagation of fish and game 
(5) For the leasing and purchase of land or acquisition of conservation easements for the purpose of 
creating wildlife reservations and protecting wildlife habitats.  
 

Under 16 U.S.Code §669, which outlines the conditions the Wildlife Restoration Act, the top purpose is: 

(1) To extend financial and technical assistance to the States under the Federal Aid to [in] Wildlife 

Restoration Act [16 U.S.C. 699 et seq.]  for the benefit of a diverse array of wildlife and associated 

habitats, including species that are not hunted or fished, to fulfill unmet needs of wildlife within the 

States in recognition of the primary role of the States to conserve all wildlife.  

 
According to the RI Department of Environmental Management’s GIS system, which includes information on 
federal aid projects like U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service grants through the Wildlife Restoration Act, it is clear that 
nearly every Wildlife Management Area that is owned by and/or managed by the Division of Fish and Wildlife 
has received funding through this or similar U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service funding programs. Additionally, 
funding derived from the sale of licenses and permits has also been used for the acquisition and management 
of Wildlife Management Areas. Agricultural use is not mentioned as an appropriate or priority use of funds or 
lands acquired and managed using either of these mechanisms.   
 
We recognize that there are a multitude of land uses that can co-exist alongside fish and wildlife management, 
sometimes including agricultural use, without incurring a significant detriment on this primary objective. We 
also recognize that there are certain situations within the American public lands system where balancing 
multiple uses, sometimes including agricultural use, falls within the mandate of the managing agency and the 
funding mechanisms they use to acquire property. However, in the context of Rhode Island’s Wildlife 
Management Areas, which were acquired and are managed using funds derived from hunting and fishing 
licenses and permits and through user-pay, user-benefit funding programs like the Wildlife Restoration Act and 
are managed by the Department of Environmental Management’s Division of Fish and Wildlife, we are not 
aware of any such consideration for use other than fish and wildlife conservation and outdoor recreation. 
 
Prioritizing agriculture or any other purpose above or in conflict with management for fish and wildlife 
conservation and/or restricting public access for outdoor recreation to Rhode Island’s Wildlife Management 
Areas for any portion of the calendar year as a result of such a reprioritization is in conflict with the purpose of 
and conditions by which wildlife conservation land was acquired and protected in the first place, and we urge 
the committee to vote against S0039.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Michael Woods 
Saunderstown, Rhode Island 
rhodeisland@backcountryhunters.org 
 
Rhode Island State Leadership Team Chair 
New England Chapter Board 
Backcountry Hunters and Anglers 
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