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Chair Murkowski and Honorable Members of the Subcommittee: I am Bill Durkin, President of The Friends of Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge, headquarters in Wells, Maine. 

       I have been a member of the Friends of Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge for the past 36 years. The group was founded in 1987, we are a small non-profit group  supporting the refuge and it's staff in various ways.. The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) is to work with others to conserve, protect, and enhance fish, wildlife, plants, and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. For FY26, I request that this subcommittee allocate $731 million in funding for National Wildlife Refuge System Operations and Maintenance under the United States Fish and Wildlife Service. This includes $560 million to address the growing staffing shortage across the Refuge System, as well as accounts for the addition of new refuge units, increased programmatic needs and visitation levels, and rising inflation since FY 2010. For Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge , I request $750,000. in land acquisition funds for the purchase of critical wildlife habitat in southern Maine, utilizing LWCF.
      The Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge is named in honor of one of the nation’s foremost and forward-thinking biologists. After arriving in Maine in 1946 as an aquatic biologist for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Rachel Carson became entranced with Maine’s coastal habitat, leading her to write the international best-seller The Sea Around Us. This landmark study, in combination with her other writings, The Edge of the
Sea and Silent Spring, led Rachel Carson to become an advocate on behalf of this nation’s vast coastal habitat and the wildlife that depends on it. The Friends continue to have community activities that involve the local schools and neighbors with the teachings of Rachel Carson and her impact on the awareness of the natural world. For the past few years we have a photography contest with the winners displayed in our  Friends Calendar. We have kept busy working with the new Visitor Service Specialist in "Exploring Nature's Connection " program along with other outreach activities to the public. With the refuge's acquisition of a new headquarters, we will have a new Visitor's Center and a Multi-purpose room that will aid in more continuous community engagement; if all goes well we will have our own Friends Bookstore and office by the end of this year. People can use the refuge as a springboard to connect to nature by experiencing wildlife observation, environmental education, interpretation, wildlife photography, hunting and fishing. 
     The refuge was established in 1966 to preserve migratory bird habitat and waterfowl migration along southern Maine's coastal estuaries. It consists of 11 refuge divisions in 12 municipalities protecting approximately 5,600 acres within a 14,800 acre acquisition zone. Consisting of meandering tidal creeks, coastal upland, sandy dunes, salt ponds, marsh, and productive wetlands, the Rachel Carson NWR provides critical nesting and feeding habitat for the threatened piping plover and a variety of migratory waterfowl, and serves as a nursery for many shellfish and finfish. The salt marsh habitat found at Rachel Carson NWR is relatively rare in Maine, which is better known for its dramatic, rocky coastline. Located along the Atlantic flyway, the refuge serves as an important stopover point for migratory birds, highlighted by shorebird migration in the spring and summer, waterfowl concentrations in the winter and early spring, and raptor migrations in the early fall. In fact, southern Maine contains a greater diversity of terrestrial vertebrates, threatened and endangered species, and woody plants than any other part of the state.
     Over the past 15 years, visitation to National Wildlife Refuges has increased by over 53% while staffing has decreased by 30% - largely because annual appropriations have not kept pace with inflationary needs, leaving positions unfilled nationwide. The 30% loss of staff since FY2010 was BEFORE the cuts of the past two months. Since January, the Refuge System lost an additional 10% of staff to deferred resignations and the firing of probationary staff. While some of the probationary staff have been reinstated, there is concerned that it is a matter of time before a Reduction in Force fires them again. Next to come is the loss of institutional knowledge, expertise and leadership in the Refuge System with over 550 FWS employees taking retirement effective May 30, 2025. Of those 550 FWS staff, it is likely that at least one third, or 185 will be from refuges. There is an estimate that will leave just 1800-1900 Service staff to run the entire Refuge System which already has the smallest staff and budget of any of the four federal land management agencies. The refuge system requires  O&M funding at $731M.
       With 568 units, the National Wildlife Refuge System is a model for conservation around the world. More than 160 coastal refuges buffer communities from the increasing frequency and intensity of storms, and even more provide habitat for millions of migrating birds each year. All of the refuges are in dire need of staffing and upkeep. An investment in the nation's Refuge System is an excellent investment in the American economy, generating $3.2 billion and creating about 41,000 jobs in local economies. Without increased funding for refuges, wildlife conservation and public recreation opportunities will be jeopardized. Overall, the National Wildlife Refuge System requires at least $731 million in Operations and Maintenance Funding to be considered “full funding”. 
       Here in Maine, Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge is seeking is have $750,000. secured in LWCF monies for land acquisition for vital coastal tidal wetlands and associated upland buffer lands. The parcels are in very desirable areas of development in southern Maine and these lands are in high demand. This will provide great dividends for refuge trust resources such as shorebirds and waterfowl. In addition,  protection of these resources will allow more recreational use along with areas for hunting and fishing. As the sub-committee members are aware, the Great American Outdoors Act of 2020 permanently funded the Land, Water and Conservation Fund at the dedicated level of $900M. This needs to be upheld as it was signed into law for the conservation, recreation and access to public lands. Please protect this vital funding mechanism as revenues from offshore oil and natural gas royalties are the primary source, not taxpayers.
        I again extend our appreciation to the Subcommittee for its ongoing commitment to our National Wildlife Refuge System and respectfully request the Interior, Environment and Related Agencies Appropriations Subcommittee allocate $731M for the Refuge System’s FY26  Operations & Maintenance Budget and $750,000. for Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge from the LWCF.   

      Thank you again, Chair Murkowski and Ranking Member Merkley, for the opportunity to present this testimony in support of protecting wildlife and it’s habitat. Enjoy your next walk out on a National Wildlife Refuge.
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