o
=2
@)
=
o
=
e
=




PRESIDENTIAL COMMISSION MEMBERS

Bob Armstrong, Chairman
Department of the Interior

Richard Davies, Vice Chairman
Executive Director

Arkansas Department of Parks & Tourism

William FE. “Rick” Cronk
President
Dreyer’s Grand Ice Cream
Qakland, California

Little Rock, Arkansas

Kathryn J. Jackson, Ph.D.
Executive Vice President

River System Operations & Environment

James R. Lyons
Under Secretary of Agriculture
Natural Resources and the Environment

Thomas L. Strickland
Brownstein Hyatt Farber & Strickland
Attorneys at Law
Denver, Colorado

COMMISSION STAFF

Jana Prewitt
Executive Director
Director of External Affairs, Department of the Interior

Mel Berg*
Bureau of Land Management

Chris Dlugokenski
US Fish and Wildlife Service

Bob Gartner
Bureau of Indian Affairs

Kristine Komar
USDA Forest Service

David J. Wahus*
US Army Corps of Engineers

Bill Wood
USDA Forest Service

CONSULTING STAFF
Tim Ahern
Office of Communications, Department of the Interior

Michelle Dawson
Bureau of Land Management

Robert Gunn
US Army Corps of Engineers

Ted Nelson
Tennessee Valley Authority

Connie Young
US Fish and Wildlife Service

Tennessee Valley Authority

Susan Savage
Mayor
Tulsa, Oklahoma

Joseph W. Westphal, Ph.D.
Assistant Secretary of the Army
for Civil Works

Bruce R. Brown*
Deputy Director
Bureau of Reclamation

Robert L. Curtis
Tennessee Valley Authority

Stana Federighi
USDA Forest Service

Jim Gasser*
National Park Service

Kate Marx
Tennessee Valley Authority

Jeanne Whittington*
Bureau of Reclamation

* Full time staff

Miriam Chapman

Office of the Solicitor, Department of the Interior

Woody Farrell
Tennessee Valley Authority

Rick Magee
US Army Corps of Engineers

Gary Rankel
Bureau of Indian Affairs

For an electronic copy of the National Recreation Lakes Study Executive Summary or Final Report, visit the study web site at
www.doi.gov/nrls. To request a print copy of either document, or the study Document of Records, send a written request with your
complete name and address, your e-mail address, and your daytime phone number to:

National Recreation Lakes Study
1951 Constitution Avenue
Room 320 SIB
Washington, DC 20240



p

=
o Tl

e R

ortunity

eservoirs of Op

Report of the

National Recreation
Lakes Study Commission

June 1999

Final Report






able of Contents

Executive SUIMIMATY & . ..ouveeaianoes : : o 1
Vo R omnts |1 oo b o e e O] Sr = L M B Py AP e e i e o 0 13
2. Scope, History, and Administration ... .. .. .. e RS e e 19

3. Use, Demand, Facilities, and Funding .. .............................. 29

4. Recreation User Fees and Partnerships ... . s S
5. Integrating Lake Water Management ... ... : : 57
6. Clean Water and Recreation .. .. .. ey . .65
7. Assessment and Planning ... ... ... ..ol . 75

8. Mational Recreation Lakes Program . ... .................... : &1

8. Conclusions 3 e At e e #5
10. Recommendations , e . e R e e &9
ERDUIENNO: - . ocav s i b : : e T 101
A. Presidential Commission Members | : . 103
B. Federal Lakes and Reservoirs .. .. .. : ! . Lo7

Reservoms oF OrrosmurnTy Finar Rerorr 11



xecutive Summary N"ll

ver the past half century, the nation’s federal manmade lakes have become a powerful recre-

ation attraction. These lakes, a product of dams built primarily for other purposes, have
acquired significant added value in water-related recreation. They have become popular destina-
tions for vacations and day trips. By the hundreds of thousands, people flock to their waters, their
shores, their adjacent parks, and their tailwaters downstream. Federal lakes are a canvas of boat-
ing, camping, swimming, fishing, hiking, and other leisure pursuits. Lake recreation is also an

economic force, greatly buoying state tourism and local economies.

This very success, however, reveals long neglected and growing problems at fed-
eral lakes. Despite good intentions, many of the federal agencies in charge of
lakes are unable to provide recreation facilities and lake conditions that meet
public demand and present-day expectations; and they are failing to recognize
and act on recreation opportunities. So say recreation consumers, industry
groups, conservation organizations, and state and local governments. All have
become increasingly dissatisfied with recreation at federal lakes.

The National Recreation Lakes Study Commission was created by Congress and
appointed by President Clinton to examine these concerns. After a year of
research, nationwide workshops, and deliberations, the Commission finds that
recreation at federal lakes is, in fact, beset by a multitude of difficulties and
shortcomings.

At many sites, facilities ranging from restrooms to boat docks to roads are inad-
equate, aging, and falling apart. Pollution and aquatic plant invasions threaten
lake health. Fish habitat is compromised, and with it, species survival and sport
fishing. Recreation — too often not integrated with overall project management —
is sometimes left high and dry when water is drawn down for other purposes.
Some recreation uses conflict with others.
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Recreation funding has been cumulatively inadequate, leaving a huge backlog of deferred
maintenance. Yet money alone will not fix what is wrong at federal lakes. Policy and manage-
ment barriers to improved lake recreation are as evident as funds are short.

The Consequences of Neglect j

If these problems are not solved,
recreation facilities and offer-
ings at federal lakes will con-
tinue to deteriorate, and the
public will be under served
despite its expressed demand.
Clean water, which is both a
prerequisite for recreation and a
check on recreation overuse,
will not receive the considera-
tion it deserves as an environ-
mental responsibility.
Opportunities to improve
recreation services and local
economic vitality will be
missed. At the same time, the
nation will fail to protect fully
and capitalize on its past invest-
ment in lake recreation
resources.

Fortunately, there are construc-
tive measures that the federal
government can take to avoid
these consequences and to real-
ize the recreational potential of
our national lakes. These are
outlined presently in this sum-
mary. First, however, it is
appropriate to look at some
background information and the
Commission’s findings.

Background |

The nation owns 1,782 lakes created by federal dams that hold 50 acre feet or more of water.
Nearly 500 of these have 1,000 or more surface acres of water. These lakes are managed by 11
federal agencies. The largest number of lakes are managed by the Army Corps of Engineers
(537), the Bureau of Reclamation (288), the Forest Service (268), and the U.S. Army (175).

The agencies manage these projects to suit a variety of missions and objectives. Seven of the
federal land management agencies (Bureau of Land Management, Bureau of Reclamation,
Army Corps of Engineers, Forest Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, National Park Service,
and Tennessee Valley Authority) develop partnerships with the private sector to provide
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Findings

public recreation. The Bureau of Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, and Tennessee
Valley Authority also partner with states, counties, and cities.

Despite a prevailing misconception to the contrary, recreation is an authorized purpose at
almost all federal lakes. The authorizing legislation may differ, but it is in place. The confu-
sion may result because the dams that created these lakes were built, mainly during the New
Deal, for other primary purposes: job creation, flood control, irrigation, navigation, and elec-
tric power generation. As a practical matter, recreation found its way onto the list after World
War Il when Americans increasingly flocked to their federal lakes.

Growing User Demand

The nation’s nearly 1,800 federal lakes host about 900 million visits a year and generate
more than $44 billion in economic impacts. Their use is growing 2 percent annually. By the
middle of the new century, they will host nearly 2 billion visits a
year. Most lakes are within an hour’s drive of a population cen-
ter, a factor that explains so much of the expanding demand.
Because use is growing and because few new reservoirs are likely
to be created, recreation facilities at existing lakes are under
tremendous pressure.

Despite a prevailing

misconception to the

Growing Maintenance Backlog contrary, recreation is

A Commission survey revealed that 90 percent of the recreation
facilities originally planned at federal lakes were built. Since then,
however, age and growing public use have overwhelmed them.

an authorized purpose

The Commission found evidence that there are not enough facili- at almost all federal
ties of the type and design needed to keep up with increasing use.
Some facilities fail to meet current health and safety standards. lakes.

Given the lag in funding over the years, the backlog of deferred

maintenance at federal lakes now exceeds $800 million. Some agen-

cies have developed a schedule to reduce this backlog but limited funds allow them to target
only the most critical needs. Not all agencies are participating in the backlog reduction.

Shrinking Appropriations

While public recreation use at federal lakes has been growing, budget appropriations for lake
recreation needs have been shrinking. The appropriation process itself is uneven because
agency priorities differ and because funding for agencies resides in different House and
Senate subcommittees, which also have differing priorities and perspectives. This yields a mix
of funding levels and arrangements at different agencies. For example, lake projects may be
funded through a general appropriation, or one specifically for a particular lake. Some gen-
eral appropriations may be made without regard to local fee revenues at lakes.
Appropriations for some agencies have been reduced to offset such revenues.

Financial Burdens on State and Local Government Partners

Self-imposed policies at some agencies restrict cost sharing with state and local government
partners who manage lakeside parks on federal land. Caught between rising public use on
one side and increasing operation and maintenance costs on the other, many of these
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partners are chafing under funding liabilities for land they don't own. Since 1971, 22 jurisdic-
tions have turned back parks to the Bureau of Reclamation, leaving the agency with opera-
tion and maintenance costs it was not prepared to bear. The Corps of Engineers has
responded to this problem with a policy of closing turned back parks.

State and local governments are also constrained by requirements to match federal grants for
recreation projects. Many of these jurisdictions can’t afford to put up matching funds, so they
pass on projects that would benefit the public, despite the availability of federal moneys.

Inconsistent User Fee Policies

In concert with previous review panels, the Commission found that user fees are an effective
and justifiable means of supplementing recreation costs incurred by
those who use recreation amenities most heavily. However, user fees are
a hodgepodge of permissions, prohibitions, and procedures from agency
to agency. Generally, user fees have failed to make up for declining

. agency appropriations. Federal agencies have, on average, funded about
many of the federal agencies 10 percent of lake recreation operating costs from user fees. State park

) systems, by contrast, fund 40 percent of their operating costs from user
in charge of lakes are unable  fees.

Despite good intentions,

to provide recreation facilities The User Fet_a Demonstrat_ion Program, which vv_as impleme_nted in 1996,
shows promise of enhancing user fees as a funding mechanism at federal
lakes. It contains a built-in incentive to collect user fees, allowing agen-
cies to retain all demonstration program revenues, and to keep at least
80 percent of the revenues at the site where they are collected. Four
agencies are participating in this demonstration, the Forest Service, the
. National Park Service, the Bureau of Land Management, and the Fish
day expectations. and Wildlife Service. During their first year of demonstration program
operation, Fiscal 1997, these agencies increased total fee revenues at 208
demonstration sites by more than $55 million, a 63 percent increase over
fees collected at the same sites the year before the demonstration program went into effect.

and lake conditions that meet

public demand and present-

Tensions With Private Sector Partners

It is evident to the Commission that the public has benefitted from development and opera-
tion of recreation facilities at federal lakes through arrangements with private sector partners.
Their expertise has provided such facilities as campgrounds, restaurants, marinas, equestrian
facilities, resorts, golf courses, and nature centers. Concessionaires benefit too, realizing more
than $2.2 billion in gross annual revenues.

Nevertheless, there are longstanding tensions between the federal government and its private
sector partners over federal lake concessions. The government side is concerned about main-
taining control, receiving a reasonable return on the arrangement, keeping the contracting
process open and fair, and accounting for collection and distribution of fee revenues charged
to concessionaires. Private partners object to policies that make it difficult for them to oper-
ate efficiently and make a reasonable profit. In particular, they say contract durations are not
long enough to amortize investments, which makes it difficult to secure financing. They say
fluctuations in water levels from other reservoir operations can hurt business in their short
peak seasons, making it difficult to secure loans, service debt, and meet other operating
eXpenses.
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Several dozen federal reviews have focused on this problem, and the response to their recom-
mendations has varied. A 1995 interagency agreement on concession policy has been imple-
mented only partially. Legislation was passed setting concession policy for the National Park
Service. The Commission finds that the 1995 interagency agreement, despite difficulties in
implementation, probably shows the most promise as an approach to the concession
problem.

Other Partnership Barriers

Barriers to successful partnerships go beyond financial and contractual arrangements. The
biggest barrier may lie with organizational attitudes and cultures. Private sector representa-
tives who appeared before the Commission acknowledged that there are a number of mutual
misunderstandings between private sector entities and federal agencies, but they pointed to a
list of problems on the agency side. They alleged agency bias against public recreation proj-
ects, bureaucratic inflexibility, excessive agency oversight and control, mistrust of private sec-
tor motives, misunderstanding of private sector business requirements, inability to see the
benefits of private-public partnerships, and lack of consistency among agency policies across
local areas. Some of these perceptions are undoubtedly valid, but even those that are not con-
stitute a problem because they influence the way that private sector and agency personnel
relate to one another.

Support for Integrated Water Management

The Commission found that there are both supporting constituencies and policy precedent
to justify integrating recreation and environmental purposes into reservoir operations, even
to the extent of modifying water management to accommodate these purposes. There are
also valid reasons to manage water releases to improve fish habitat and recreation conditions
downstream.

The Critical Importance of Clean Water

In addition to its view that clean water has intrinsic environmental value, the Commission
believes that clean water is essential for recreational use of federal lakes. For example, sedi-
ment, pollutants that stimulate algae growth, or invasions by foreign aquatic plants can harm
both a lake’s environmental balance and its recreational value. The Commission agrees that
clean lake water begins beyond the lake’s boundaries, extending to upstream tributaries and
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adjacent uses. Because manmade lakes are constructed on primary rivers, they are usually
part of a much watershed, resulting in higher loads of sediment, nutrients, and toxins than at
natural lakes.

Although great progress has been made in cleaning up lakes and rivers since the Clean Water
Act of 1977, water quality in about half of the nation’s 2,000 major watersheds is still seri-
ously or moderately deficient. According to a 1996 survey by the Environmental Protection
Agency, a higher percentage of lakes (61 percent) are clean, but a fourth to a third of lake
acres surveyed rated only fair or poor in terms of ability to support water-related recreation.

The Commission agrees with provisions of the 1998 federal Clean Water Action Plan that are
relevant to lake cleanup and protection. The Commission received testimony that Section
319 funding under the Clean Water Act is not addressing the environmental needs of lakes as
did Section 314 funding, which was discontinued by Congress after 1994. The Commission
also heard from EPA that the agency intends to increase funds for lake cleanup activities pre-
viously funded under Section 314.

Deficiencies in Data for Policy and Management Decisions

The Commission found that data on public recreation needs and lake recreation resources
are inadequate and inconsistent across agencies, as are data on management performance
and customer satisfaction. Thus, assessing needs and making decisions on the basis of accu-
rate information is not now possible.

Such data deficiencies impaired the o

Commission study itself. '

National Recreation Lakes — System or
Program?

The Commission was specifically
charged to examine the feasibility e
and desirability of a national recre-
ation lake system, a designation and
arrangement that would give federal
lakes higher visibility and stature.
The Commission finds that a
national recreation lake system is fea-
sible and could be beneficial, but is
wary of establishing such a system
before testing the concept on a small
scale, preferably in the form of a lake
demonstration program. A demon-
stration program could be operated
as a “management lab” with a num-
ber of pilot lakes as part of the
National Partnership for Reinventing
Government.
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Conclusions

Based on its findings, the Commission draws these conclusions about the status of recreation
at federal manmade lakes, and about the difficulties of providing water-related recreation to
the public.

1. Federal lake recreation is a significant national resource and public benefit of federal water
projects, and it makes important contributions to local, state, and national economies.

2. Recreation at federal lakes has not been treated as a priority, or often even an equal, with
other reservoir uses, despite its stature as an authorized purpose. This is manifested in often
inflexible water management for recreational purposes, in lack of public communication
about changes in water levels for other purposes, and in failure to provide and maintain the
facilities and services needed to meet public demand for recre-

ation at federal lakes. .
Federal lake recreation

3. Recreation management at federal lakes has suffered from lack

of unifying policy direction and leadership, as well as insuffi- IS a Significant national
cient interagency and intergovernmental planning and coordi-
nation. resource and public

4. Recreation facilities at most federal lakes are inadequately .
maintained and insufficient for current levels of public use. benefit of federal water
Funds are not available to correct an $800 million maintenance
backlog, nor to construct and operate new facilities. projects.

5. Federal recreation user fee practices are not particularly suc-
cessful as a revenue generator. The Fee Demonstration Program appears to provide a model
for greater success in producing fee revenue.

6. Meeting current and future demands for lake-related recreation, with or without increased
appropriations, will require smart, flexible, visionary management and better ways of doing
things.

7. The value of providing recreation services through local partners underscores the need to
expand and improve development and operating partnerships with state and local govern-
ments and with private businesses.

8. Inconsistent concessionaire policies across lake management agencies do a disservice to the
public, which benefits when concessionaires have the conditions to succeed.

9. Agency policies against cost sharing with state and local government partners are unwise.
Cost sharing in the operation and maintenance of facilities operated by local jurisdictions
would be cheaper for the federal government in the long run and in the best interest of the
public.

10. There is ample justification and precedent to integrate reservoir water management, particu-
larly drawdowns and flow levels, to serve recreation and environmental purposes. This can
be done while still achieving the intent of Congressional authorizations.

11. Clean water is critical to lake recreation as well as lake health. The Commission endorses the
total watershed approach to clean water and the Environmental Protection Agency’s
expressed commitment to give increased emphasis to clean lakes under the Clean Water Act.
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12. The concept of a national recreation lake system has merit, but such a system should not be
created before it can be tested through a smaller scale demonstration program.

Recommendations

Commission recommendations are presented in a framework of five overarching themes:

Make recreation a higher priority at federal lakes.

Energize and focus federal lake recreation leadership.

Advance federal lake recreation through demonstration and reinvention.

Create an environment for success in federal lake recreation management.

Identify and close the gap between recreation needs and services.

Recreation management at
federal lakes has suffered
from lack of unifying
policy direction and leader-
ship, as well as insufficient
interagency and intergov-
ernmental planning and

coordination.

1. Make Recreation a Higher Priority at Federal Lakes.

As the 21st century approaches, the federal government has an obligation to
respond to increasing public demand for recreation at federal lakes. It
should develop strategies that integrate recreation with other authorized
project purposes and optimize all public benefits at federal lakes. In particu-
lar, closer policy and management coordination is required to overcome
institutional barriers to consistent, quality lake recreation. These barriers
include fragmentation in lake project statutes and Congressional oversight
of lake management agencies, inconsistent budget appropriations for lakes,
varied agency missions and priorities concerning lakes, and the isolation of
local lake managers.

Recommendation 1-1 Provide clear guidance at all agency levels that recre-
ation is a project purpose and should receive appropriate budgetary and opera-
tional treatment. Everyone involved in water project management should
understand that recreation is a valid project purpose with legal standing,
substantial market demand, and significant economic benefit.

2. Energize and Focus Federal Lake Recreation Leadership.

The Commission believes that for recreation to be revitalized and offered cost-effectively at
federal lakes, the first step required is to energize and refocus federal leadership in order to
resolve federal lake issues and create an environment for success.

Recommendation 2-1 Establish and adequately fund an interagency Federal Lakes Recreation
Leadership Council to coordinate recommendations of the National Recreation Lakes Study
Commission. The formation of this Council is the cornerstone for implementing the recom-
mendations in this report. Without an official body to lead the way, the recommendations
here will not move forward.

3. Advance federal lake recreation through demonstration and reinvention.

Using the guiding principles and recommendations developed by the National Recreation
Lakes Study Commission, the Council would be invested with the responsibility to develop a
National Recreation Lakes Demonstration Program.
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Recommendation 3-1 Develop a National Recreation Lakes Demonstration Program and apply
for Reinvention Laboratory status for the program. The Council would establish an application
and selection process to identify 12 or more pilot lakes to participate in the demonstration
program. The demonstration would be geographically diverse and would include all agencies
and entities that manage federal lake resources.

4. Create an environment for success in federal lake recreation management.

This will require lake
managers to broaden
their approach to water
resource management. It
will require broader use
of recreation fees and
local control over those
fees. It will also require
the removal of a number
of barriers to more suc-
cessful federal recreation
management partner-
ships with the private
sector and with state and
local governments.

Recommendation 4-1

Operate federal lakes to optimize water use for all beneficial purposes, including recreation and
environmental values, consistent with Congressionally authorized purposes. Many federal lakes
with significant recreation potential are authorized primarily for navigation, flood control,
water supply, and power generation. The recreation and environmental benefits of these lakes
can be affected significantly by the way agencies implement Congressionally authorized pur-
poses. The Commission believes that integrated management of federal lakes will reduce
present and future conflict over water use and resource stewardship.

Recommendation 4-2 Review current guidelines regarding recreation activities for all federal
lakes and develop policy recommendations which will include best business practices encouraging
private sector investment in needed recreation facilities. The Commission supports the devel-
opment and implementation of a commercial recreation activity policy as described in the
1995 memorandum of understanding signed by several federal agencies regarding conces-
sions management. An excellent starting point would be to review, modify and implement
that memorandum of understanding.

Recommendation 4-3 Make the Fee Demonstration Program permanent and allow it to include
revenues collected from concessions operations. Include the Bureau of Reclamation and the Army
Corps of Engineers in the program. Allow fee revenues to be retained at the management unit
where collected, and allow them to be used for capital improvements and operations and mainte-
nance costs. It is important that future fee programs enable agencies to develop an entrepre-
neurial approach to service delivery.

Recommendation 4-4 Encourage partnerships with nonfederal entities. Specifically, change
Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps of Engineers policies that now forbid cost sharing with
nonfederal government partners for operation, maintenance, and rehabilitation of recreation
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facilities at parks on federal lakes. Reclamation and the Corps share costs with their state and
local government partners on new construction projects, but not on operation, maintenance,
and rehabilitation. Cost sharing in the rehabilitation, modification, operation and mainte-
nance of those facilities would be cheaper for the federal government in the long run and in
the best interest of the public.

Recommendation 4-5 Amend Public Law 89-72 to repeal the requirement that federal entities

can develop new recreation facilities only through cost sharing agreements with nonfederal gov-

ernmental entities. This would give the Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps of Engineers
the same flexibility to manage and provide lake recreation now
enjoyed by other federal land management agencies.

Recommendation 4-6 Amend federal grant-in-aid programs to elimi-
nate the requirement for state matching funds when projects benefit
federal lakes. This would allow the states to use federal grant-in-aid
funds for projects that benefit recreation and related resources at
federal lakes without the necessity of providing a nonfederal funding
source to meet cost-share requirements.

Recommendation 4-7 Develop and implement programs to inform
public users of federal lakes about the mission, history, management,
services, and facilities of the lakes. There is no federal prohibition
against communications, including marketing or advertising, unless
it deals with political issues or is little more than agency self-promo-
tion. Communication programs serve the legitimate purposes of
promoting lake recreation, educating the public about lake manage-
ment and issues, and encouraging public involvement.

Recommendation 4-8 Establish water-related recreation performance
measures for all federal lake management agencies. This meets the
intent of the Government Performance and Results Act, which
directs all federal agencies to base their performance on results. Lake
management agencies have strategic plans and performance meas-
ures for water-related recreation services, but these plans and meas-
ures should be made consistent across all agencies.

Recommendation 4-9 Establish regular federal, state and local government and tribal
inter/intra-agency and private sector development assignments, exchanges and meetings for fed-
eral lake supervisors and staff to enhance expertise and understanding. Agencies should foster a
culture of cooperation in federal lake management. When managers at federal lakes are par-
ticularly successful at offering or improving recreation services, or solving related problems,
these successes should be shared to the benefit of everyone in federal lake management.

Recommendation 4-10 In the implementation of the National Recreational Fisheries
Conservation Plan, give special emphasis to federal lakes. The basic objective of the recreational
fisheries conservation plan is closely aligned with the goals and guiding principles of the
National Recreation Lakes Study. Improving habitat for fish, increasing opportunities for the
angler, educating the public about recreational fisheries programs, and developing partner-
ships to achieve these aims are all means of enhancing recreation and conserving the
environment.
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Recommendation 4-11 Encourage agencies to work with communities on lake management
issues. In regard to lake use, there are competing interests in communities, including busi-
nesses, industries, recreation users, and environmental advocates. Learning to interact with
communities and these interests in a flexible, productive manner will help agencies institu-
tionalize the practice of meaningful community involvement at federal lakes and throughout
the federal government.

5. Identify and close the gap between recreation needs and services.

Recommendation 5-1 Conduct assessments at federal lakes to determine customer needs, infra-
structure and facility needs, and natural resource capabilities. Develop a strategic plan for future
investments in recreation infrastructures in response to these assessments. Consistent with the
strategic plan, reduce the recreation facilities maintenance backlog over the next 10 years.

Recommendation 5-2 Improve lake water quality through a watershed management approach.
Clean lake water should be treated by lake management agencies as both a recreation and
environmental priority. These agencies, at all levels, should support the total watershed
approach to clean water. At the same time, they should also direct an appropriate portion of
their resources to keeping lakes clean. The Environmental Protection Agency should fulfill its
expressed commitment to support clean lakes under the Clean Water Act.
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1. ntroduction m‘“““

he National Recreation Lakes Study Commission was created in November 1996 with pas-

sage of the Omnibus Parks and Public Land Management Act (P.L. 104-333). This legisla-
tion recognized that reservoirs and lakes created by federal dam projects, primarily for other pur-
poses, have become a powerful magnet for diverse and growing recreation activities. Attractions
such as boating, swimming, fishing, and hiking draw hundreds of thousands of visitors to nearly

1,800 manmade federal lakes, and they generate billions of dollars in economic benefit.

Commission Charge |

Because such activities contribute to the well being of individuals, families, and
communities, Congress charged the Commission to “review the current and
anticipated demand for recreational opportunities at federally-managed man-
made lakes and reservoirs” and “to develop alternatives for enhanced recre-
ational use of such facilities.”

The Commission, which began its work nearly a year ago, considered a range of
interrelated issues. These include demand for water-related recreation, opportu-
nities to meet that demand, how to fund infrastructure, facilities, and services,
how to improve federal and local-level partnerships in lake management, how to
integrate recreation with other water uses, and how to provide the public with
lake recreation compatible with community and environmental values.

Scope of Study |

The Commission’s work included an extensive review of literature on federal
lake recreation, six formal meetings, informal consultations with staff and infor-
mation sources, and a series of ten workshops around the country to hear first-
hand from individuals connected with federal lake recreation. These included
representatives of recreation, tourism, and conservation organizations, as well as
federal, state, and local officials, community leaders, and private citizens. The
commissioners themselves represent a range of public sector and private sector
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affiliations, including several key federal agencies with responsibilities for lake management.
They were assisted by a staff already familiar from experience with many of the issues consid-

ered in the study.

This report describes the Commission’s review, and it fulfills the Commission’s responsibility

to present its findings and recommendations to the President and the Congress.

Guiding Principles |

Protect the Environment

The Commission embraced six principles to
guide its review and the development of its
recommendations.

Healthy watersheds, healthy landscapes, and
clean water are essential to quality outdoor
recreation. Federal lakes have resource val-
ues that must be safeguarded. Many are
sources of municipal drinking water. They
provide habitat for fish and wildlife. They
are used for swimming, boating, fishing,
camping, hiking, wildlife watching, hunt-
ing, sailing, picnicking, sightseeing and
many other activities. Downstream recre-
ation includes white water rafting, kayak-
ing, canoeing, tubing and many of the same
activities enjoyed at federal lakes.
Environmental quality is critical to all these
activities.

Federal responsibility at

federal lakes includes

recreation as well as

enhancement of fish and

wildlife resources for the

life of the projects.

14

Encourage the Involvement of Neighboring Communities

Federal lakes are a significant source of stability and opportunity for local and
regional economies. Through the economic activity they support, they help cre-
ate jobs and tax revenues. Community involvement is essential to responsive
federal lake management. Communities and regions near federal lakes have a
stake in how lakes are operated and how water is used, and their views and
needs must be respected. These needs include some or all of the purposes of the
lakes, including power generation, irrigation, navigation, flood control, water
supply, fish and wildlife management and recreation. The needs of local com-
munity interests must be balanced against wider regional and national interests.

Reaffirm Federal Responsibilities

Along with power generation, navigation, flood control and water supply, fed-
eral responsibility at federal lakes includes recreation as well as enhancement of

fish and wildlife resources for the life of the projects. As America continues to depend on

federal lakes for these needs, the federal government must continue to uphold its responsibil-
ities by developing appropriate budget requests and setting program priorities in partnership
with state and local governments and the private sector to enhance recreation at federal lakes.
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Increase Management Flexibility, and Support and Recognize Management Innovation

Developing incentives for management innovation at federal lakes is critical to solving the
problems of enhancing recreation to meet demand while managing the maintenance backlog.
Managers at all levels and recreation stakeholders need to jointly seek new and sustainable
funding sources, consistent federal policies, and creative ways to work with the local commu-
nity and private and public partners.

Attract Public and Private Partners

Supplement federal efforts to provide for the future of public outdoor, water-related recre-
ation with private and public partners to stretch limited budgets and downsized human
resources. Attracting viable partners depends on reducing barriers to partnership with con-
sistent federal law, policy, and agency practice.

Optimize Water Use

Water at federal lakes can pro-
vide additional public benefits
when the finite water supply is
managed with flexible policies
to optimize multiple benefits.
Most federal lakes were built to
maximize water use for one or
two primary purposes.
Typically, the benefits are dis-
tributed to adjacent popula-
tions according to operating
priorities set many years ago by
authorizing legislation. Public needs, values and expectations for water use now reflects
changing public interests. By seeking to optimize water use for multiple benefits rather than
maximizing water use for just a few purposes, lakes managers can stretch finite water
resources further, as well as conserve and reuse water repeatedly for a variety of purposes.
Thus, the public receives a wider range of benefits from the same resources. It is important
to recognize that water use involves not just the lake but the accompanying watershed and
downstream uses as well.

Study Goals |

In order to carry out the mandate of the legislation that created the National Recreation
Lakes Study, the Commission established the following goals:

1. Document the current infrastructure, supply, and projected demand for recreation at fed-
eral lakes.

2. Identify and promote the environmental values associated with federal lakes.

3. Evaluate the feasibility of a national recreation lake system and alternatives that promote
partnerships to enhance recreation at federal lakes.

4. Develop legislative and policy recommendations to enhance the quality and quantity of
public recreation at federal lakes while protecting the environment and maintaining con-
sistency with the achievement of lake project purposes.
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Report Organization and Content }

The body of this report, which contains the Commission’s findings, begins with Section 2
and ends with Section 8. The findings contained in these pages provide a foundation for the
conclusions in section 9 and the recommendations in section 10.

Here is a section-by-section index to the findings:

Section 2. Provides background context on
federal manmade lakes by describing how
many there are, which agencies manage
them, where they are located, and the place
that recreation has in their operation.

Section 3. Catalogs recreation use at federal
lakes, looks at recreation demand and
trends, describes the condition of recreation
facilities, and outlines recreation funding
issues.

Section 4. Explores user fees and partner-
ships as supplemental arrangements
(beyond appropriations) of funding recre-
ation facilities and services at federal lakes.
In particular, discusses the Recreational Fee
Demonstration Program, concessionaire
policies, and barriers to successful partner-
ships.

Section 5. Considers the opportunities and
challenges of integrating water management
for recreation in the context of water management for other purposes, such as navigation,
flood control, power generation, and fishery management.

Section 6. Describes the interdependence of recreation and clean water, and specifies impor-
tant issues in cleaning up lakes for both environmental and recreational benefit.

Section 7. Discusses the need for consistent, reliable, and current data in making policy and
management decisions, the importance of measuring performance and customer satisfaction,
and the role of planning lakes recreation management.

Section 8. Weighs the feasibility of a national recreation lake system. Consideration of this
issue was specifically requested in the Commission’s charge.

Conclusions and Recommendations |

16

The report contains 12 basic conclusions which reinforce the importance of recreation at
federal lakes, and which identify problems and opportunities in offering recreation to the
public. These set the stage for 16 recommendations, which are organized under five basic
themes:

1. Make recreation a higher priority at federal lakes.
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2. Energize and focus federal lake recreation leadership.

3. Advance federal lake recreation through demonstration and reinvention.
4. Create an environment for success in federal lake recreation management.
5. Identify and close the gap between recreation needs and services.

The majority of the Commission’s recommendations are contained under the fourth theme,
which recommends a variety of strategies to improve recreation, and which spell out policies,
administrative actions, and legislative actions to implement those strategies.

A Note on Additional Study Information

The information contained in this report is a distillation of thousands of pages of reference
material, background reports, workshop testimony, and meeting transcripts. Reference docu-
ments are cited at the end of each section to which they contribute. Other study information
generated by the Commission, staff, and consultants can be found at the National Recreation
Lakes Study web site, www.doi.gov/nrls.
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cope, History, and Administration j

_r he nation owns 1,782 lakes or reservoirs created by federal dams constructed over the years

to impound water in various drainage basins around the country. A federal manmade lake,
as defined in this study, is any federally-managed impoundment or diversion of water which has
a maximum storage capacity of 50 acre feet or more. An acre foot is the volume of water required
to cover an acre to a depth of one foot.

Data on Federal Lakes

As shown in Figure 2-1, these federal lakes are managed by 11 agencies, many of
which also have purview over a large number of natural lakes. Because these
agencies have never been asked to collect data specifically on manmade lakes
under their jurisdiction, the Commission found that existing data on federal
lakes was sketchy. Fortunately the Federal Emergency Management Agency has
compiled data on more than 75,000 dams across the nation. By comparing
FEMA dam records with lists of lakes managed by federal agencies, the
Commission determined that approximately three percent of those dams are
administered by the federal government. Of these, 1,782 have an impoundment
capacity exceeding 50 acre feet.
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Figure 2-1. Federal Agencies That Manage Lakes
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Even with FEMA records, it has been difficult to obtain detailed data on the lakes covered in
this study. Because many smaller manmade lakes are either remote or unlikely to attract the
kind of recreation development envisioned in the study charge, the Commission focused its
detailed data collection only on lakes and reservoirs with 1,000 or more surface acres of
water. There are 491. Even then, several agencies were unable to provide detailed data because
they do not collect the information requested on a regular basis.

Federal Lakes Are Located Nearly Everywhere

As illustrated in Figure 2-2, federal lakes are dispersed throughout the nation. California and
Colorado have more than 100 each; Delaware, Hawaii, and Rhode Island have none. The
appendix of this report contains a list of all 1,782 lakes by state.

Figure 2-2.
Washington
43
Montana
74
Oregon
70 Idaho
25
Wyoming

43

Nevada
21 Utah
California 38 Colorado
144 108
Arizona
55 New Mexico
67
Hawaii
0
Alaska

16

Main
North Dakota 5
Minnesotal Vit N.H.-9
69 50 < m
. . ass. - 8
South Dakota Wisconsin ! New Yorki——~<
51 47 Michigan 21 N
16 R.I.-0
lowa Pennsylvania Conn. -7
Nebraska 17 Ohio FN.J.-18
8 Minois | "5 | 32 duvd VI pel -0
h  Va, -
8 26 /Virginia
Kaznssas Missouri Kentucky 47
32
N. Carolina
Tennessee 37
Okla7hloma Arkansas S. Carolina
38 25

Miss. Alabama) Georgia
19 25 40

Louis.
18

Texas
54

Florida
12

20 Scorg, HISTORY, AND ADMINISTRATION



Recreation: An Authorized Purpose at Federal Lakes

There is a prevailing misconception that recreation is not an
authorized purpose at a federal water project if it is not men-
tioned in the authorizing legislation. In fact, recreation is an

There is a prevailing

authorized purpose of almost all federal lakes. The basis of misconception that

each authorization varies with the project. Some recreation ) )

authorizations are specific to the project, while others are recreation Is not an
founded on general legislation, in particular the 1944 Flood

Control Act (Public Law 78-534) and the 1965 Federal Water authorized purpose at a

Project Recreation Act (Public Law 89-72).

The legislative history of the 1944 Flood Control Act reveals federal water project I it

that Congress intended it as a blanket grant of authority to

develop and operate park and recreation facilities as an “addi- is not mentioned in the
tional authorization” beyond those identified in project-spe- . ) )
cific legislation. The object of both the recreation and authorizing legislation.

hydropower marketing functions in this act was to make the

greatest beneficial use of what might otherwise be flood waters. ~ In fact, recreation is an
All Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps of Engineers water

resource projects authorized by Congress prior to 1965 are authorized purpose of
assumed to include recreation as a purpose regardless of

whether it was specifically addressed in statute. However, in a almost all federal lakes.
letter to Congressman Tom Bevill in 1989, the Army Corps of

Engineers issued a detailed legal opinion that water resource

projects formulated after 1965 must specifically authorize recreation for it to be a project

Figure 2-3.  Primary Purpose (Congressionally Designated)
of Federally-Managed Lakes and Reservoirs
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Flood Control 383
Irrigation 321
Fish & Wildlife 212
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Source: FEMA National Inventory of Dams
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purpose. The Federal Water Project Recreation Act of

1965 provided, for the first time, a process by which the In the economic boom
Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers

could promote recreation at reservoir projects by enter- that followed World War
ing into cost sharing arrangements with nonfederal

partners to plan, develop, and operate recreation facili- Il. Americans had more
ties. ’

Figure 2-3 shows the primary approved usage for federal ~ diSposable income and

lakes in this study.
leisure time. When they

History of Recreation Use at Federal Lakes |

The lakes in this study span 159 years of federal dam flocked to water, many of

building. The majority of these lakes are over 50 years

old. The oldest in the inventory is Dam 4, built in 1834 them went to federal
on the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal, now a National

Historic Park near Washington, D.C. The newest federal lakes.

lake is Utah’s Jordanelle, completed in 1993. The Bureau

of Reclamation spent $22 million on recreation facilities

at Lake Jordanelle. The State of Utah manages and maintains this recreation infrastructure
as part of its state park system.

Most federal lakes were created during the New Deal to generate public works employment
and stimulate local economies ravaged by the Depression. The Tennessee Valley Authority,
the Army Corps of Engineers, and the Bureau of Reclamation were the driving forces behind
the construction of dams to provide flood control, irrigation, and electric power. However,
the public discovered these water projects almost immediately as sources of recreation. In the
economic boom that followed World War 11, Americans had more disposable income and
leisure time. When they flocked to water, many of them went to federal lakes.

As with many other programs initiated by the New
Deal, recreation provided an additional rationale for
federal agencies to provide reservoir management.
However, the National Park Service’s 1932 Cramton
Report on incorporating Lake Mead (Boulder Dam)
into the Park System recommended the area not be
designated a “national park.” The Report urged the
recognition of the reservoir’s national significance as
a recreation area, and the term National Recreation
Area was used to designate the unit as it became part
of the National Park System. The National Parks
Service has, since then, designated a total of 19 units
as National Recreation Areas, although not all of
them have federal lakes. The term is now used by
several other federal agencies to describe the special
recreation areas that they manage.
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Lake Administration

The 11 federal agencies responsible for the nation’s federal lakes manage these waters to suit a
variety of missions and objectives. Seven of the federal land management agencies (Bureau of
Land Management, Bureau of Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, Forest Service, Fish
and Wildlife Service, National Park Service, and Tennessee Valley Authority) develop partner-
ships with the private sector to provide public recreation. In addition, the Bureau of
Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, and Tennessee Valley Authority partner with states,
counties, and cities.

Although the seven federal land management agencies all administer federal lakes and pro-
vide public outdoor recreation opportunities, the circumstances and operations of each dif-
fer. For example, although the BLM recorded annual recreation visits of 61 million in FY
1997, the agency manages only two federal lakes. Most of the visits are to land-based BLM
facilities. Table 2-1 outlines some of the differences among those agencies.

Table 2-1. | Land Management Agency Differences

Annual Recreation

Agency Mission [ Recreation Provided By:
Bureau of Land management — multipurpose 61 million agency, private sector
Bureau of Reclamation multipurpose 80 million agency, private sector, other
federal agencies, states,
counties, cities, irrigation
districts

Army Corps of Engineers multipurpose 375 million agency, private sector, other
federal agencies, states,
counties, cities

Forest Service multipurpose 859 million agency, private sector

Fish and Wildlife Service single purpose 25 million agency, private sector

National Park Service single purpose 285 million agency, private sector

Tennessee Valley Authority multipurpose 112 million agency, private sector, other

federal agencies, states,
counties, cities

State and local government partners.

States, counties, and cities are partners with the agencies that manage federal lakes. For
example, there are more than 800 state parks on federal lakes. By legislation, recreation man-
agement agreements with these and other nonfederal entities have been the preferred part-
nership arrangement. The idea behind this arrangement is that the local jurisdictions add
value to the partnerships through expertise, local knowledge, their own budget resources, and
the ability to design services for the visiting public in a cost efficient manner.
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State fish and wildlife agencies are responsible for managing fish and resident wildlife on
most federal lake projects. State fish and wildlife programs are designed to provide hunting,
fishing, and other wildlife related opportunities to the public while still maintaining diverse
and abundant wildlife populations. Legislation such as the Flood Control Act of 1944 and the
Federal Land Policy Management Act of 1976 explicitly reserve state authority to manage fish
and resident wildlife. State fish and wildlife agencies have extensive management and
enforcement programs at most federal lakes.

Funding for state fish and wildlife agency operations on most federal lake projects is derived
primarily from state hunting and fishing license revenues and from the federal Aid in Sport
Fish and Wildlife Restoration programs. In 1998, this funding totaled $1.4 billion. People
must have state licenses to hunt or fish at all federal lake projects.

Missions and Responsibilities of Agencies That Manage Federal Lakes }

Following is a summary of how federal agencies differ in their mission and in the responsi-
bilities they have for recreation at federal lakes.

Department of Interior Agencies

Bureau of Reclamation. The mission of the Bureau of Reclamation is to manage, develop,
and protect water and related resources in an environmentally and economically sound man-
ner in the interest of the American public. The bureau was established by the Reclamation
Act of 1902 to develop water resources in 17 western states. Over the years, this agency has
gravitated from development of single-purpose agricultural projects toward a multipurpose
approach to water resource development. Reclamation administers more than eight million
acres of land and water, 288 federal lakes, and more than 300 developed recreation areas.
About 70 nonfederal partners, mostly states and cities, manage about 200 of the bureau’s
recreation areas. Reclamation
retains some management
responsibilities for recreation at
51 projects.

Bureau of Indian Affairs. The
mission of the Bureau of Indian
Affairs is to fulfill its trust
responsibilities and promote
self-determination on behalf of
tribal governments, American
Indians, and Alaska Natives. The
BIA holds 56 million acres in
trust for Native American tribes
and individuals. While the
United States holds the land title,
tribes retain most of the benefits of ownership. Indian tribes are sovereign governments with
the power to make and enforce laws, manage natural resources, and regulate activity and uses
on their lands. On these lands are 152 federal manmade lakes which are managed by the
individual tribes, who decide whether to open their lands to public use. Outdoor recreation
development and public use programs are a high priority to many tribes as a part of their
local economies.
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Bartlett Lake

Bartlett Lake, an hour’s drive northeast of Phoenix, illustrates the variety of recreation a
federal lake can provide with only moderate infrastructure improvements.

The lake, located in the Tonto National Forest, was created when the Bureau of Reclamation
impounded a portion of the Verde River in 1939 for municipal and agricultural water sup-
ply. Despite public interest in the site for recreation, it was largely inaccessible for years
because it had only a small service road. The lake has 2,775 surface acres.

About a decade ago, federal, state, county, private, and nonprofit interests teamed up to tap
the recreation potential of the lake with just a few well chosen improvements. The most
important of these was a modern, paved access road built by state and county authorities.
Other improvements soon followed. Today the lake has a six-lane boat launching ramp,
parking lots, improved campsites, swimming beaches, plumbed lavatories, and a 200-slip
marina. Much of the development has been financed by Arizona’s lake improvement fund,
utilizing boat registration fees and state motorboat fuel taxes.

The county sheriff’s office, which provides security, has a satellite office at the lake. Plans
are in the works for a convenience store and restaurant.

Except for campsites, Bartlett has no overnight accommodations and limited electricity.
Less than 3 percent of the lake shore is developed, yet the lake attracts as many as 10,000
visitors per weekend. Uses include power boating and water skiing, picnicking and camp-
ing, hiking, horseback riding, swimming, fishing, wildlife viewing, and bicycling. The State
of Arizona operates a fisheries improvement project at the lake, which is the site of several
bass fishing tournaments. Lake levels change for water supply operations, but this hasn’t
bothered recreation use.

Bartlett, part of the federal Fee Demonstration Program, is managed by the Forest Service.
The Forest Service expects to collect about $500,000 in FY 1999 through the program,
which will pay for operation and upkeep of facilities.
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Fish and Wildlife Service. The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is, working with
others, to conserve, protect and enhance fish, wildlife, and plants and their habitats for the
continuing benefit of the American people. It was established by the Reorganization Act of
1940. This agency is responsible for managing more than 500 national wildlife refuges on
more than 90 million acres of land and water. Currently, 369 refuges are open to some form
of public use, although recreation is regarded as a secondary use of refuge lands. The agency
manages 138 federal lakes.

National Park Service. The mission of the National Park Service is to preserve the natural
and cultural resources and values of the national park system for the enjoyment, education,
and inspiration of present and future generations. Established by the National Park Service
Act of 1916, the Park Service administers 83 million acres of land and water and manages 82
Federal lakes, 24 battlefield and military parks, 113 national historic sites, 73 national monu-
ments, 54 national parks, 19 national recreation areas, 15 wild and scenic rivers, 10 national
seashores, and 68 other memorials, preserves, parkways, lake shores, and trails.

Bureau of Land Management. The mission of the Bureau of Land Management is to sustain
the health, diversity, and productivity of public lands for use and enjoyment of present and
future generations. The
BLM, part of the
Department of the Interior,
is responsible under the
Federal Land Policy and
Management Act of 1976
for managing public lands
for multiple uses, while pro-
tecting the long-term health
of public lands and waters.
The BLM manages 264 mil-
lion acres of public lands,
located in 16 western states,
small parcels of land scat-
tered throughout the east-
ern United States, and two
federal lakes.

Department of Defense Agencies

Army Corps of Engineers. The mission of the Corps of Engineers is to provide comprehen-
sive engineering, management and technical support to the Department of Defense, other
agencies, and to state and local governments. The Flood Control Act of 1944 gave the Corps
specific authority to provide public outdoor recreation facilities at its water resource projects.
The Corps administers approximately 11.7 million acres of land and water in 43 states. It is
responsible for 4,340 recreation areas, of which it manages 2,487 directly. The other 1,853
are operated by other federal agencies, states, local governments, concessionaires, and quasi-
public agencies under lease agreements with the Corps. The agency manages 537 federal
lakes.

The Military Services. The Army, Air Force, and Navy (which includes the Marine Corps)
have 244 federal lakes. Many of these are open to the public. However, public access is deter-
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mined on a case-by-case basis depending on the mission of the individual military installa-
tions where the lakes are located.

Department of Agriculture

Forest Service. The mission of the U.S. Forest Service is to sustain the health, productivity,
and diversity of the land to meet the needs of present and future generations. It was estab-
lished by the Administration Act of 1897. The Forest Service is responsible for managing the
191.6-million-acre National Forest System, with 155 national forests and 20 grasslands in 44
states, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. In 1996 the agency managed about 10,000 recre-
ation sites. The agency manages 268 federal lakes.

Regional Agency Management

Tennessee Valley Authority. The mission of the Tennessee Valley Authority is to supply low-
cost, reliable power, support a thriving river system, and stimulate sustainable economic
growth in the Tennessee River valley. Since its inception in 1933 TVA has encouraged devel-
opment by other public agencies and private investors and provided basic facilities to assure
safe public access to the lakes and to protect the shoreline. Since 1945 TVA has transferred
about 230,000 acres of property to other federal, state or local agencies for recreation pur-
poses.

The TVA reservoir system includes approximately 600,000 acres of surface water and 11,000
miles of shoreline around 54 lakes. Recreation facilities and services are available at 120 state
and local public parks, more than 400 boat access areas, 50 group camps, and 300 commer-
cial recreation areas. To help meet public recreation needs, TVA also operates about 100
recreation areas that include boat ramps and camping facilities.
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R ecreation demand for public freshwater lakes and reser-

voirs is already high and increasing nationally, especially
in areas where there are few natural lakes. Nearby population
increases and construction of highway access to federal lakes
such as Lake Sidney Lanier, near Atlanta, have led to rapid
increases in recreational use. Lake Sidney Lanier, operated by
the Army Corps of Engineers, attracts over 7.6 million visi-
tors a year. The National Park Service’s Lake Mead near Las
Vegas attracts 10 million visitors a year. A summer’s night
can find 10,000 people camping on its banks. The Bureau of
Land Management’s Lake Havasu in Arizona attracts 50,000
boaters on holiday weekends. Overall, federal lake visits, now

estimated at 900 million per year, are expected to increase 2

11
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Federal lake visits, now
estimated at 900 million
per year, are expected to
increase 2 percent
annually, doubling to
nearly 2 billion visits by

the year 2048.

percent annually, doubling to nearly 2 billion visits by the year 2048.

Lake Recreation Economic Benefits }

The current economic impact of recreation at federal lakes is conservatively esti-
mated at $44 billion annually. The Corps of Engineers estimates that the 380
million visitors to its lakes in 1994 spent more than $12 billion on goods and
services related to recreation. At a number of federal lakes, recreation rivals the
economic benefits of the originally authorized uses. For example, on the White
River lakes in Arkansas and Missouri the Corps estimates the annual economic
impact of recreation to be $150 million, which is roughly equal to the economic

value of hydropower production.

The U.S. Forest Service’s Regional Demand and Supply Projections for Outdoor
Recreation (Figure 3-1) illustrates how various forms of recreation are expected
to increase over the next five decades at federal lakes managed by the Forest

Service.
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Figure 3-1. Types of Activity and Projected Participation in Recreational Activities
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Ninety-seven percent of federal lakes are within an hour’s drive of a city or town. Proximity
to population centers has a bearing on projected increases in demand at some lakes.The
National Recreation Boating Needs Assessment Survey documents that 72 percent of all
recreational boating occurs within 50 miles of the boater’s home.

Given the likelihood that few new Federal lakes will be constructed, recreation facilities at
existing lakes are feeling public pressure to accommodate growing demand.

History of Lake Recreation Facilities

Recreation facilities were not included in many of the lakes constructed by the Bureau of
Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, and Tennessee Valley Authority in the 1950s and
’60s. Often, when recreation was planned, it was added primarily to satisfy the benefit-to-
cost ratio requirements of a project, not projected demand. Consequently, funds to construct
what was planned were not always appropriated. As the public was drawn to federal lakes,
recreation became a byproduct. As the value of this byproduct was recognized, recreation
began to find its way into planning and construction of new dams in the late '60s and '70s.
The facilities that resulted from these plans were standard campgrounds, picnic areas, and
boat ramps of the time. Many of these facilities have not been upgraded to meet current
demand.
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Prescribed management responsibility also determined how much recreation was provided.
Unless specifically authorized, facilities at Bureau of Reclamation and Corps of Engineers
lakes could not be built after 1965 without a nonfederal entity agreeing to pay half the con-
struction costs, and thereafter, all the replacement, operation and maintenance costs, as
required by P.L. 89-72. How much funding was available for construction, and when it was
available, further hampered completion of needed facilities. And even though a survey of 40
lake managers revealed that approximately 90 percent of the recreation facilities originally
planned at federal lakes were constructed, there is a considerable shortfall in what is needed.

Incidence of Inadequate Facilities

The Commission found evidence that there are not enough facilities of the type and design
needed to keep up with increasing demand for recreation at federal lakes. In many cases these
facilities do not meet acceptable health and safety standards. In other instances, the “stan-
dard” facilities built more than 25 years ago do not meet contemporary demands or current
design standards. It is often more difficult to operate and maintain these facilities than
newer, well designed facilities. Rehabilitation and maintenance funding has lagged behind
and the backlog now exceeds $800 million. Some agencies have developed a schedule to
reduce this backlog but limited funds allow them to target only the most critical needs. Not
all agencies are participating in the backlog reduction.

Lack of sufficient public sanitary facilities illustrates how

much some lakes have been overwhelmed by recreational use. There are not enough
In its field trips, the Commission again and again found out-
dated, worn out, and dilapidated facilities. Most federal lakes
toured by the Commission were not able to provide even
minimum sanitary facilities for the large number of visitors
on weekends and holidays. Lake Powell, managed by the
National Parks Service, has 2,000 miles of shoreline but only L .
46 bathrooms or portable toilets. Several areas where visitors with Increasing demand

camp overnight on the shores of Lake Mead have no rest- .
rooms. for recreation at federal

facilities of the type and

design needed to keep up

At the workshops it held at various sites around the country, lakes. In many cases these
the Commission heard not only about aging or inadequate
facilities — roads, parking areas, toilets, campgrounds, boat
ramps, and marinas — but also about opportunities to
enhance the recreation options available to the public. These
ranged from better fishing and boating opportunities to
resort accommodations adjacent to lakes.

facilities do not meet
acceptable health and

safety standards.
Meeting the increasing demand for such facilities and services

has been difficult to accomplish within federal budget con-

straints. The federal managing agencies are not receiving sufficient appropriations to allevi-
ate the current $800 million maintenance backlog, let alone construct and manage new
facilities.
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Constraints in Appropriated Funds for Recreation }

At a time when recreation use at
federal lakes is increasing, fund-
ing for operation and mainte-
nance of facilities is not keeping
pace. Many facilities, as a result,
are deteriorating for lack of suffi-
cient staffing and maintenance.
As shown in Figure 3-2, appropri-
ations to manage recreation facil-
ities at federal lakes have fluctu-
ated from FY 1994 through FY
1998. Generally, however, appro-
priations have been shrinking.

Figure 3-2. Federal Agency Appropriations for Recreation Fiscal Years 1994 -1998
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Source: Data provided by respective agencies.
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The Appropriations Process

Appropriations must be enacted annually, prior to the beginning of the fiscal year, before the
agencies can spend money. Agencies request funds through the Office of Management and
Budget as part of the President’s annual budget request. Then the Congress responds with
appropriations bills which must be signed into law by the President before funds can be
made available for use by the respective agencies. The agencies cannot spend more than
Congress appropriates.

The subcommittees of the appropriations committees of the House and Senate, which
develop the agencies’ annual appropriations bills, are not the same for all of the agencies.
The Energy and Water Development Subcommittee in both the House and the Senate are
responsible for the Bureau of Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, and Tennessee Valley
Authority. The Interior and Related Agencies Subcommittee in both the House and the
Senate are responsible for the Bureau of Land Management, the Forest Service, the Fish and
Wildlife Service, and the National Park Service.

For each agency, congressional direction through appropriations can be general or very spe-
cific. The Congress may designate money for general purposes or programs, or be as specific
as funding for a single lake. Agencies are limited to the amount of reprogramming author-
ized without prior approval of the respective appropriations subcommittee. In some cases,
Congress has reduced general appropriations to agencies by the amount they have collected
through fees.

Except for the Tennessee Valley Authority, user fee revenues collected by the agencies at recre-
ation sites are deposited in a special Treasury account. These revenues are available for a sep-
arate appropriation back to the agencies the following fiscal year. The agencies must request
the funds. Congress must, and consistently has, appropriated the full amount deposited to
the Treasury. TVA has the authority to redistribute fee revenues directly back to the sites from
which they are collected.

State and Local Government Recreation Funding

Because the state parks are similar to those operated by the
federal agencies, the Commission examined recreation fund- State park systems ina
ing sources of the state parks to determine if revenue struc-

tures used by states might apply to federal lakes. recent fiscal period

State parks, recreation areas, forests, and wildlife areas encom-
pass more than 11 million acres. The operating budget for all funded about 45 percent
state parks totaled about $1.3 billion in 1997, with outlays for

fixed capital investments totaling about $433 million more. of their costs, on average,
Nationally, states dedicated an average of .171 percent of their

operating budgets to state park agencies. As shown in Figure from genera| budget

3-3, state park systems in a recent fiscal period funded about

45 percent of their costs, on average, from general budget appropriations and

appropriations and about 40 percent from fees and sales.
Thirty state park systems derive revenue from dedicated funds.
Eighty-six percent of Missouri’s park revenues comes from
such a fund, and a portion of the state sales tax goes to the
support of Missouri state parks.

about 40 percent from

fees and sales
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State Park Revenues From Fees and Sales

The first admission fees for state parks were initiated in Connecticut during the summers of
1933 and 1934, when a preferential parking fee was tried in four parks. State parks generate
revenues from a variety of sources including entrance fees, camping, cabins, lodges, group
facilities, restaurants, concessions, beaches, swimming pools, and golf.

Alabama illustrates how a state park system can produce a sizable amount of revenue by
largely operating the revenue facilities itself. Most of Alabama’s parks were not originally
located or built to be profitable because the concept of public service prevailed. Today, a
number of parks with lodges, golf courses, cottages, and large campgrounds generate enough
revenue to pay all expenses. Alabama passed legislation several years ago allowing it to retain
all earned revenue from its state parks.

Figure 3-3.  Sources of Funds for State Park Operating Expenditures

(For the period July 1, 1996 - June 30, 1997)
(millions of dollars)

General State Funds
1.1% $595.9 or 45.1%

3.6% Fees Charged for Use
l $532.3 or 40.2%

10% Dedicated Funds
40.2% $131.8 or 10%

Other
$47 or 3.6%

Federal Funds

0,
Total = $1,321.9 $14.90r1.1%

Source: National Association of State Park Directors, 1998 Annual Information Exchange
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Aecreation User Fees and Partnerships

]

(\> iven constraints in appropriations for water-related recreation, the agencies managing fed-
P eral lakes realize that they will have to develop other sources of revenue if they are to main-
tain and improve facilities and act on opportunities to meet the public demand for recreation
improvements. User fees and partnerships to leverage federal dollars represent the most obvious
opportunities. There is a history of experience to build on in both cases. However, there are also

challenges to overcome and opportunities to make better use of these revenue sources.

Perspectives on User Fees

As a general policy, user fees were not favored in the early days of federal water

projects. It was thought that they would discourage recreational use of federal

lakes by people of modest means, for whom recreational use of the lakes were in

large measure intended. User fees have been dis-

cussed intermittently since the 1960s, but in recent

years they have received far more serious considera- User fees have been

tion. This re-examination is driven and shaped by

such issues as the need for more money to operate discussed intermittently
and maintain recreation facilities, the question of

\.Nhi(.)h agencies s.hould be covered b)_/ fede_ra_l fee leg- since the 1960s, but in
islation, calculations about the public’s willingness
to pay for recreation that was once free, and where

fees should go following their collection. recent years they have

Fee opponents argue that their tax dollars have been ~ received far more

used to pay for acquisition of the land and develop-

ment of the facilities. Therefore, they shouldn’t serious consideration.
have to pay again when they use the facilities.

Proponents argue that the additional cost of operat-

ing, maintaining and replacing those facilities should be borne in part through

fees charged to those who make heaviest use of the recreation provided.

Changes in User Fee Policies

In 1962 the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission called for user
fees for those activities which involve exclusive use of facilities or which require
the construction of specialized facilities by the government. That commission
influenced passage of the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act (Public Law
85-578) in 1964. This legislation authorized federal agencies to designate recre-
ation areas for which entrance, admission and other types of fees could be
charged. It authorized fees on either an annual or single-visit basis for admis-
sion to any designated outdoor recreation area. This fee allowed only for entry
into an area. The use of special sites, facilities, equipment, or services required
an additional fee.
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Although the principal purpose of the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act was to pro-
vide a source of funding to state and federal agencies for acquiring lands for recreation, this
law has been the standard vehicle for recreation fee proposals. The seven federal agencies
designated to collect the recreation fees and charges are the Bureau of Land Management,
the Bureau of Reclamation, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Forest Service, the Fish and
Wildlife Service, the National Park Service, and the Tennessee Valley Authority.

The President’s Commission on Americans Outdoors, which was established in 1985 to
review existing outdoor recreation policies, programs and opportunities, recommended in a
1987 report that local, state, and federal recreation and resource management agencies
should “charge visitors fees to supplement regular appropriations, with the objective of
recovering a reasonable portion of operation and maintenance cost.”

In 1987, Congress passed the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1987 (Public Law 100-
203), which further amended the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act. One amendment
requires that recreation user fees previously deposited into the Land and Water Conser-
vation Fund be deposited into a special account for each agency as established by the U.S.
Treasury. These funds are now deposited into a special account, and made available for
appropriation in the following fiscal year for resources protection and recreation manage-
ment in areas managed by the collecting agency.

38 RECREATION USER FEES AND PARTNERSHIPS




Fee Collection Among Agencies

Agency

Army Corps
of Engineers

Forest Service

National Park
Service

Bureau of Land
Management

Bureau of
Reclamation

Fish and
Wildlife Service

The revenues collected by the agencies differ greatly because they charge different amounts
for different uses. This is largely due to the laws that have directed the different agencies and
their specific fee programs. A detailed compilation of the legislative history of outdoor
recreation user fees from 1961 to 1990 can be found in a 1992 Congressional Research
Service report A Legislative History of Outdoor Recreation User Fees. The National Recreation
Lakes Study Commission documented this legislative history from 1991 to 1998 in a 1998
report A Continuation of the Legislative History of Outdoor Recreation User Fees.

Table 4-1 illustrates the types of fees each agency is authorized to collect. Table 4-2 describes
each agency’s authority for collecting fees and what happens to the fees collected. It is
important to note the differences in fee collection authority granted to the various agencies.
For example, although the Bureau of Reclamation has the authority to collect fees, it seldom
does because most of its parks are leased for operation to state or local governments or to the
private sector, which collect and retain the fees. The Army Corps of Engineers does not have
the authority to charge entrance fees, but it can collect day-use fees. Other amendments to
the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act, earmarked for specific agencies, have resulted in
very different recreation fee arrangements from agency to agency.

Table 4-3 illustrates annual visitation, recreation program costs, and user fee revenues based
on 1992-1994 data. Although the percent of the agency recreation programs paid for by fees
varied from 2 to 16 percent, overall the average for this three-year period was 10 percent. By
contrast, state park systems (as discussed earlier) fund 40 percent of their costs from usage
fees and sales.

As noted earlier, revenues collected by the agencies are deposited in a special Treasury
account and returned in full to the agencies, at their request, the following fiscal year.

Tahle 4-3. Federal Recreation Fee Program 1992-1994

Average Annual Average Annual Cost Per Average Annual % of Recreation

Visitation Recreation Visitor User /Entrance Program Paid
Program Cost Feelncome by Fees

377 million $184 million $0.48 $22 million 12%

304 million $357 million $1.17 $13 million 4%

270 million $444 million $1.64 $69 million 16%

62 million $39 million $0.65 $2 million 5%

37 million $44 million $1.18 $1 million 2%

28 million $28 million $1.00 $25 million 6%

Source: House of Representatives Subcommittee on National Parks, Forests and Lands
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Revenue Source

SPECIAL SERVICE FEES
Special Use Permits ° ° ° ° ° °
Film Making ° ° ° °
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Agency

National Park
Service

Tennessee Valley
Authority

Collection of Fees

Authority: The Land and Water
Conservation Fund Act of 1965 (as
amended). Special Park Uses can be
collected under 16 U.S.C. 3(a) and
31 U.S.C. 3701.

Authority: The Tennessee Valley Authority
Act of 1933 (as amended).

) Collect and Retain Fees

All LWCF fee revenues are returned

to the U.S. Treasury and available to
be appropriated in annual appro-
priations. SPU fees can cover costs
incurred in providing special park use,
but the remainder is returned to the
U.S. Treasury.

Proceeds derived from activities other
than power sales are paid to the U.S.
Treasury, except any portion of those
necessary to operate dams and the
reservoir system.
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Figure 4-1. Federal Land Managing Agency Revenue Collections

Fiscal Years 1994 -1997

Revenue Collections

(in thousands)

$150,000
National
$120,000 B .k service *
$90,000 Forest Service *
$60,000 Army Corps
$30,000 of Engineers
Service *
$7,000
$6,000 ~ Bureau of
$5,000 Land Management *
$4,000
Tennessee
$3,000 Valley Authority
$2,000
$1,000 Bureau of
%0 Reclamation
1995 1996 1997
$161.1 $169.0 $176.3 $230.9
Total Revenue Collections (in millions) per Fiscal Year * Participants in the Recreational

Source: Agency reports

Fee Demonstration Program.

The Recreational Fee Demonstration Program

In order to test new methods of generating fee revenues for recreation users, Congress cre-
ated the Recreational Fee Demonstration Program in 1996. The program authorizes the
National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service and Forest
Service to implement and test new fees across the geographic and programmatic spectrum
of sites that they manage.* The program allows the participating agencies to retain all of the
demonstration project revenues, and to retain at least 80 percent of the revenues at the sites
where they are collected. This provides managers with an incentive to increase fees and a
means to pay for the increased cost of collecting those fees. Proceeds of fee collection,
minus the costs of collection, have been used to reduce maintenance backlogs at parks where
fees are collected.

As of September 30, 1997, there were 97 National Park Service demonstration projects, 10
Bureau of Land Management projects, 61 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service projects, and 40
Forest Service projects.

*The Army Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclamation, and the Tennessee Valley Authority were not included in the pro-
gram authorization. These agencies receive their funding from a different appropriation committee than do those agencies
included in the authorization.
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The fee demonstration program appears to be working. Figure 4-1 illustrates a significant
jump in fees collected in FY 1997, the first full year of the program, by the four participating
agencies. In their January 1999 Progress Report to Congress, the agencies reported collecting
$55,370,000 more in revenues during the first year of the program. This represents an
increase of 63 percent from revenues collected the previous year.

The four agencies that are part of the

fee demonstration program have tar-

geted similar areas of visitor services

on which to spend the newly generated \
revenues. The General Accounting A
Office reports that about 76 percent of
the revenue available for expenditure
under the fee demonstration program
through March 1998 had yet to be
spent. This was due to a variety of rea-
sons including time the agencies spent
developing accounting systems and
internal processes for headquarters
oversight of expenditures. Almost all
the expenditures have gone toward
repair and maintenance, cost collection and routine operations at the respective sites.

It appears that the General Accounting Office will encourage the Congress to continue the
program and adjust the percentage that is held among the units that are larger and that gen-
erate more revenue. A GAO report states, “some further flexibility in where fee revenues
could be spent, particularly the fees form high revenue sites, would provide greater opportu-
nities to address the highest priority needs of the agencies. However, any change to the 80
percent requirement would have to be balanced against the need to maintain incentives at fee
collection units and maintain the support for the visitor.”

Public Response to Fees

Public acceptance of the program has been generally high. There has been strong public sup-
port for retaining fee revenues at the site to improve visitor services, rather than sending
those revenues to the Treasury. In a National Park Service survey of visitors, 85 percent indi-
cated that they were either satisfied with the fees they paid or thought the fees were too low.
In a Forest Service survey, 64 percent agreed with the statement that the opportunities and
services they experienced were at least equal to the fee they paid. Levels of visitation to fee
demonstration sites does not appear to have been significantly affected, either positively or
negatively, by the new fees.

The flexibility provided to the agencies has resulted in innovative approaches to fee collec-
tion, and a high level of responsiveness to the public in the design and implementation of fee
programs. The ability to retain funds for visitor improvements at the site has given agency
personnel a strong incentive to work with the public on revenue generation and is the source
of public support to the fee program. It is important that future fee programs contain these
agency and public incentives and that they provide flexibility to tailor fee programs to spe-
cific needs and situations and to address revenue inequities. Permanent statutory authoriza-
tion would allow agencies to strengthen multi-agency and multi-governmental fee arrange-
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ments and make the long-term plans and investments in fee collection infrastructures needed
for an efficient fee program. It would also provide the stability for agencies to establish pro-
cedures for collecting, tracking, and allocating fee receipts in a clear, accountable manner.

Turnbacks, a Special Problem That Highlights Facility Costs

A number of state and local government partners have “turned back” their recreation man-
agement responsibilities to the federal government. These turnbacks underscore the growing
financial pressures on nonfederal partners in operating and maintaining recreation facilities.
They also show that it isn’t feasible to expect state and local government partners to shoulder
the growing costs of recreation facilities on federal lakes.

Prior to being amended in 1992, the Federal Water Project Recreation Act

Since 1971, 22 recreation (Public Law 89-72), required that, absent specific recreation construction
authority, recreation facilities at federal lakes be constructed only in partner-

areas have been turned ship with a nonfederal government entity and that the nonfederal partner
(usually state or county parks departments) be responsible for all operations,
back to the Bureau of maintenance and rehabilitation costs of the recreation facilities at these lakes.
The original law did not allow for the cost sharing of operation and mainte-

Reclamation by nonfederal nance of recreation facilities.

In the case of one of these agencies, the Bureau of Reclamation, some 70
governmental entities due nonfederal partners have signed recreation management agreements to man-
age more than 200 of the 300 recreation areas at Reclamation lakes. These
to inadequate funding. agreements require the partner to fund half the costs to construct the recre-
ation facilities and all the costs to operate and maintain them. From a federal
budget standpoint this seems like a good deal but the financial burden that
this arrangement imposes on nonfederal partners may damage some partnerships and
impose unexpected obligations on the federal government.

Since 1971, 22 recreation areas have been turned back to the Bureau of Reclamation by non-
federal governmental entities due to inadequate funding. For example, the State of Montana
recently turned back its management responsibility for recreation facilities at Canyon Ferry
Lake just outside Helena. Montana informed Reclamation that it cannot continue without
financial assistance. At the time Reclamation’s authorities did not allow it to contribute
money to operation and maintenance of the facilities, so it told Montana it could not help.
The state reluctantly turned back its management responsibilities to Reclamation, which had
to scramble to come up with money and people to manage the facilities. Prior to the turn-
back, Reclamation had been spending about $100,000 a year in connection with Canyon
Ferry Lake. Now it is spend-
ing about $700,000 a year.
While there are not exact fig-
ures on the total federal
expenses associated with the
22 turnbacks Reclamation is
managing, it is substantially
more than if nonfederal
partners and private sector
investors were managing the
facilities.
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The Reclamation Recreation Management Act of 1992 (Public Law 102-575, Title 28)
amended Public Law 89-72 to, among other things, expand the Bureau of Reclamation’s and
the Army Corps of Engineers’ authority to cost-share with nonfederal public entities for
rehabilitating, operating, and maintaining recreation facilities. Faced with the costly prospect
of helping state managers improve and operate some 800 parks on their lakes, neither agency
embraced this authority. Instead, they established policies to restrict the use of funds for such
cost sharing. To deal with turnbacks, the Corps of Engineers requires the closure of parks
turned back by nonfederal governmental entities. Reclamation has attempted to manage any
turned back areas while searching for another managing entity.

Because turnbacks have proved so costly, Reclamation is testing another approach. Using the
authority provided by the Reclamation Recreation Management Act of 1992, Reclamation is
trying a limited program of cost sharing with Colorado State Parks. Under a 12-year, $30
million agreement signed in 1994, the partners are sharing the rehabilitation expenses for
recreation facilities managed by Colorado State Parks at five reservoirs.

Constraints from Grant-in-Aid Matching Requirements

Another problem for many state and local government partners at federal lakes is the match-
ing requirements that go with a number of federal grants for recreation projects. Many fed-
eral partners can’t afford to raise matching funds, so they pass on projects that would be ben-
eficial to public users of federal lakes.

Grants under the Federal Aid in Sport Fish and Wildlife

Restoration Programs require a 25 percent state or local ) )

match. The federal share may be increased to 90 percent when Agencies managing

two or more states work cooperatively to restore threatened or

endangered species. The Aquatic Resources Trust Fund federal lakes have turned
requires a 25 percent match. Under the Transportation Equity

Act for the 21st Century (commonly referred to as T-21) states to the private sector for
must provide a 20 percent match for individual projects such

as scenic byways, recreational trails, and enhancements. Under its expertise in financing,
the Land and Water Conservation Fund, states must provide a
50 percent match to create and maintain high quality recre-
ation areas and facilities, and they must provide a 25 percent
match for fish and wildlife developments. The nonfederal
cost-share may be in the form of cash or in-kind contribu-
tions. States have routinely used hunting, fishing, and trap-

designing, constructing,

operating and maintain-

ping license revenues, state gasoline taxes, real property, and Ing recreation facilities
general fund revenues as cash contributions. In-kind matches )
are allowed if it is necessary and reasonable for the efficient and services.

accomplishment of the specific project objectives.

Private Sector Management of Recreation Activities

Agencies managing federal lakes have turned to the private sector for its expertise in financ-
ing, designing, constructing, operating, and maintaining recreation facilities and services.
These initiatives have provided facilities such as overnight lodging, campgrounds, restau-
rants, marinas and boat ramps, equestrian facilities, golf courses, resorts, nature centers and
visitor centers.
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While these facilities and services have been beneficial to the visiting public,
The debate OVer = they haven't come without problems. Congressional and administrative over-

sight of commercially provided recreation activities have surfaced several con-
concessions contracted to cerns. The most prominent are: 1) maintaining control, 2) attaining a fair

return to the government for the opportunity it affords private partners to
private interests has been profit from the use of federal lands, 3) being able to accommodate vendor

interest in competing for contract opportunities, and 4) accounting for fee col-

going on for decades. lection and accurate crediting and distribution of the funds.

On the other hand, those companies that provide the facilities and services have
The GAO has conducted complained that existing agency policies make it very difficult for them to oper-
ate efficiently and to make a reasonable profit. The most common complaint is
30 reviews in the past 20 that the lengths of the concession contracts are not long enough to amortize
investments, making it difficult to secure financing. They say in order to pro-
years. vide the desired quality of service, they must be able to run an economically
viable operation. Most water-related recreation activities are seasonal.
Operators say the possibility of fluctuating water levels, due to reservoir opera-
tions, adds to their difficulty in securing and repaying loans and meeting other expenses.

Efforts to Reform Concession Policy

The debate over concessions contracted to private interests has been going on for decades.
The GAO has conducted 30 reviews in the past 20 years. Departments have established inter-
agency task forces to review their policies and recommend changes. Agencies have tried
approaches on their own. The approach to concessions varies widely among agencies, as
summarized in Table 4-4. The Congress has considered numerous bills to reform concession
policies over the past 20 years, but didn’'t enact one during that time until last year when it
set concession guidelines for the National Park Service with the National Park Service
Concessions Management Improvement Act.

Described below are some of these initiatives to analyze or improve concession policy. These
examples reflect a great deal of consensus about what is wrong and what needs to be done to
make concession contracting work for recreation users, for the federal government, and for
its partners in the private sector. Not all of these examples apply specifically to recreation
concessions at federal lakes, but the general issues they raise about concessions are relevant to
this report.

General Accounting Office Review

In a report released in 1998, the GAO summarized its 30 studies of concessions over the past
20 years. The major findings and conclusions of the 1998 report reinforce several observa-
tions compiled over the years:

Concessionaires play a vital role in enhancing the public’s enjoyment of the national parks
and other recreation areas.

Federal agencies have an obligation to ensure a) that these concessionaires provide healthy
and safe services to the public, and b) that the government receives a fair return for the use
of public land

Concession activity on federal lands is a large industry that generates billions of dollars,
more than $2.2 billion in gross revenues to concessionaires.
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More than 90 percent of concession agreements and gross revenues were connected with
the six land management agencies, with many of the largest concessionaires operating on
Park Service land.

For agreements initiated or extended during fiscal year 1994, concessionaires in all of the
land management agencies pay the government an average of about 3 percent of their
gross revenues. By contrast, concessionaires for other management agencies pay fees of
about 9 percent of their gross revenues.

Throughout the federal government, rates of return from concessionaires are higher when
established through competition.

Agencies which have authority to retain fees and which do not grant preferential rights of
renewal generally obtained higher returns in franchise fees.

The Interagency Concessions Management Task Force

The Secretary of the Interior established this task force in 1991 to review the federal agencies’
concessions management practices and to develop recommendations for improving conces-
sion operations throughout the
Department of the Interior. The task force
was composed of representatives of the
Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of
Reclamation, Bureau of Land
Management, National Park Service, Army
Corps of Engineers, and the Forest Service.

The task force found that the agencies each
defined concessions differently, managed
them differently, and gathered data differ-
ently. All needed to be more involved in
managing recreation activities through
their concessionaires, and all needed to
develop more professional capability to
manage concessionaires. The agencies
should deal with concessionaires, the task
force decided, according to a set of guiding principles, which included the following:

Protect natural, historic and cultural resources

Provide opportunities for appropriate, high quality visitor services at reasonable cost
Provide concessionaires with a reasonable opportunity for profit

Provide equitable returns to the federal government and the taxpayer

Enhance competition in awarding concession authorizations

Improve consistency among agencies’ commercial recreation programs

Integrate concessions management into agencies’ resource management planning
processes.

The task force recommended further that the agencies:

Establish an Interagency Concessions Management Coordination Council
Achieve more consistency in what terms are used and what charges are made
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= Adopt a system for assuring equitable returns to the government

= Assure that land turned over to concessionaires is managed consistent with federal
policy

= Limit contracts to 15 years and require justification for exceptions

= Avoid granting preferential rights of renewal

= Widely publicize opportunities and requests for proposals, and energetically generate
ideas

= Eliminate possessory interest and establish compensation at initial investment minus
depreciation (i.e., book value)

= Establish and implement a program review and evaluation system.

As a result of this task force effort, all the participating agencies signed a memorandum of
understanding in 1995 that adopted the guiding principles described in the task force report.
Any policies the agencies developed were to follow those principles. Participants attempted
to broadly review of the report recommendations, with the intent to develop and adopt, to
the extent permitted by law, a new concession policy that would apply to all agencies. At the
same time there were several concessions bills introduced in the House and Senate, some
applying to all agencies, others only to the Park Service.

Success in implementing the intent of the memorandum was mixed. In 1998 the Bureau of
Reclamation adopted a policy that closely follows the 1992 task force report recommenda-
tions. The length of time it took to do this following the task force report and the fact that
the other agencies have yet to adopt compara-
ble concession policies illustrates the diffi-
culty of the effort. The apparent benefit of
the task force work was to create a forum for
discussing concessions problems and sharing
ideas. The task force was successful in that
effort, but the diversity of agency missions,
the process by which the agencies develop
policy and the myriad of Congressional over-
sight committees has made it difficult to
achieve what was intended in the memoran-
dum of understanding.

The National Park Service Concessions
Management Improvement Act of 1998

This law is the first concession legislation
enacted since the Concessions Policy Act of
1965. It applies only to the National Park Service, but it deals with many of the issues rele-
vant to the deliberations of the National Recreation Lakes Study Commission. Among other
provisions, the 1998 law sets criteria for bidding on contracts, authorizes 10-year contract
terms and extensions up to 20 years, protects the concessionaire’s investment, protects the
public from unreasonable user rates, requires concessionaires to keep accessible records, and
provides for negotiated franchise fees. Eighty percent of these fees remain at location where
they are collected; 20 percent can be used anywhere within the National Park Service system.
The legislation also establishes an advisory board to assist the Park Service with concession
policies and procedures.
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The Army Corps of Engineers Recreation Partnership Initiative

This is a marketing initiative designed to provide additional public recreation opportunities
and infrastructure at Corps of Engineers water projects at no additional cost to the federal
government by attracting private sector involvement where demand exists. The purpose of
the program is to encourage private development of public recreation facilities such as mari-
nas, lodging and restaurant complexes, conference centers, RV camping areas, golf courses,
theme parks, and entertainment areas with shops, rather than private exclusive-use facilities,
such as condominiums, time shares, or private residences.

The initial selection of five specific sites is market driven and based on extensive market
research. State economic development agencies have indicated a willingness to consider pro-
viding tax breaks and low interest loan incentives and infrastructure construction assistance
to potential developers of public recreation facilities at these sites. Work is expected to pro-
ceed so that 30-year leases for specific sites can be executed by successful developers in
January 2000. What is learned in this initiative is expected to affect future concessions policy
significantly.

Forest Service Legislation

Several laws govern how the Forest Service provides public services through concessionaires.
These are the laws and their relevant provisions:

The National Forest Ski Area Permit Act of 1986 P.L. 99-522. Through management
partnerships, the Forest Service and the private sector supply 60 percent of all down-
hill skiing in America. This law provides for ski area permits to be issued for 40 years,
and fees to be based on fair market value.

The Omnibus Parks and Public Lands Management Act of 1996 (Sec. 701). This Act
replaced the Graduated Rate Fee System with a simpler formula for computing per-
mit fees. The new system is based on a percent of gross revenue, ranging from 1.5
percent of revenues less than $3 million, to 4 percent of revenues exceeding $50 mil-
lion. The Forest Service permits provide for renewal at the discretion of the contract-
ing officer, and allow for cost sharing of environmental and visitor studies.

Public-Private Ventures. Based in part under Grainger-Thye authorities, the Public-
Private Ventures initiative has been successful in attracting the private sector to play a
greater role in the development and management of recreation facilities in the
national forests. This program allows for permit terms extending up to 30 years with
renewal at the discretion of the contracting officer.

Federal Activities Inventory Act of 1998. This Act applies to all federal agencies and
requires them to report those activities which are essentially non-governmental in
nature. It encourages these activities to be contracted out to the private sector.
Regulations have not yet been developed but may provide greater opportunities for
the private sector to develop and manage recreation facilities and services on federal
lands and waters. The Forest Service indicates about 70 percent of all overnight stays
in the national forests are provided by commercial operators. This legislation suggests
the Congress is unlikely to appropriate funds for the development of marinas and
resorts which are inherently nongovernmental in nature.
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Other Partnerships

There are two other kinds of partnerships through which fed-
eral agencies can leverage their resources to provide water-

related recreation. Barriers to successful

Challenge cost sharing, also called challenge partnering, is a
program which has been authorized for use by the Bureau of
Land Management, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Forest ) .
Service, and the National Park Service. It enables federal agen- ~ financial and contractual
cies to enter into partnering agreements with nonfederal pub-

lic and private groups and individuals to voluntarily partici- arrangements.

pate in operation and management of recreation facilities and

natural resources at agency management units. Partnering

under this program provides a way for agencies to leverage their operating budgets by shar-

ing in the cost of managing recreation facilities and natural resources.

partnerships go beyond

National foundations have been instrumental in helping to obtain both corporate and indi-
vidual donations that can be used to augment traditional federal funding sources. Three
foundations, The National Park Foundation, The National Forest Foundation, and The Fish
and Wildlife Foundation, are authorized by Congress to provide support to their respective
agencies. They support all aspects of agency operations, not just recreation.

Barriers to Private Sector Development Partnerships at Federal Lakes

Barriers to successful partnerships go beyond financial and contractual arrangements.
Representatives of the private recreation industry, states, and federal land management agen-
cies met in Memphis, Tennessee for three days in April 1998 to identify some of these barri-
ers to private sector development at federal lakes. The participants identified 94 barriers in
six broad categories:

Organizational attitudes and cultures
Regulatory and legal issues

Human and financial resources
Economics

Mission clarification

Political and public concerns.

The largest number of barriers fall in the first category above. Participants at the Memphis
conference said there are a number of mutual misunderstandings between private sector
entities and federal agencies, but they pointed to a list of problems on the agency side. They
alleged agency bias against public recreation projects, bureaucratic inflexibility, excessive
agency oversight and control, mistrust of private sector motives, misunderstanding of private
sector business requirements, inability to see the benefits of private-public partnerships, and
lack of consistency among agency policies across local areas. Some of these perceptions are
undoubtedly valid, but even those that are not constitute a problem because they influence
the way that private sector and agency personnel relate to one another.
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Two Successful Partnership Models

Willamette Valley Partnership. An example of what can be accomplished when com-
munication is effective and barriers are broken down took place in January 1998 in
the Willamette Valley in Oregon. A federal, county and state partnership, all work-
ing at different levels of the government, was honored with Vice President Al Gore’s
Hammer Award. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Lane County Parks and
Oregon State Parks and Recreation received the award for their innovative efforts to
realign their park management systems based on a team concept.

The award recognized the agencies’ efforts to “swap” management responsibilities of
a number of parks in overlapping jurisdictional areas, creating clusters of parks
under the same agencies. Together, the three agencies have achieved less travel time
to and from managed lands, quicker response to public needs, improved communi-
cations, and better supervision of operations and facilities. Each agency estimates a
yearly savings of $100,000, or a combined annual savings of $300,000.

This successful effort also means the public will see an increased presence of staff
and other service personnel in the parks. With that comes improved upkeep of the
building and grounds, improved response to the public’s immediate needs, better
security, a reduction in vandalism, a reduction in equipment costs, and reduced
vehicle traffic throughout the county. Wildlife and wetland areas also will see more
active management, with access provided for wildlife viewing, while maintaining
protection of the resource.

The agencies collectively manage more than 100 recreational sites covering more
than 6,300 acres in Lane County, Oregon. More than a million visitors camp or play
at the 14 parks and facilities that were realigned through this intergovernmental
effort.

Many barriers are tied to relationships. The participants said repeatedly that successful part-
nerships are built on successful relationships nurtured over time. As those relationships
develop, trust between partners increases and, along with it, an environment for honest dia-
logue and resolution of problems. When government works in partnership with its stake-
holders, everybody wins. Stakeholders include business, labor, communities, nongovernment
organizations, and individuals.

Participants said federal initiatives also must incorporate and build upon community inter-
ests to be successful. Decisions related to individual federal lakes should consider local goals
and aspirations so they contribute to the ecological, social, and economic well-being of the
area. Interacting with communities and their interests in a flexible, productive manner will
institutionalize meaningful community involvement at federal lakes. This requires that all
groups come together to discuss issues of common interest.
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Youghiogheny Lake Partnership. This is a partnership between a federal agency, a
state agency, and two private sector organizations. The Chestnut Ridge Chapter of
Trout Unlimited, the Corps of Engineers, DR Hydro Company, the operators of the
nonfederal hydropower plant at Youghiogheny Lake, and the Pennsylvania Fish and
Boat Commission have entered into a partnership establishing a cooperative trout
nursery in the Youghiogheny Lake outflow area in southwestern Pennsylvania.

This cooperative nursery was constructed and installed in a site that had an ade-
quate flow of high quality water with appropriate year-round temperatures for
trout. This three-year, trial program is an example of partnering to accomplish
mutual natural resource management objectives. The Corps Recreational Fisheries
Action Plan is designed to improve fish populations, habitat, and angling opportuni-
ties. The Trout Unlimited trout rearing pen program should do exactly that. As a
result, Trout Unlimited will release rainbow trout raised at the facility into the
Youghiogheny River below the dam where they should enhance the public’s angling
opportunities.

The Corps issued a license to Trout Unlimited in June 1998 to construct and operate
the rearing pens and associated structures on Corps land and reviewed the technical
engineering specifications of the proposal. The Pennsylvania Fish and Boat
Commission (Cooperative Nursery Unit) issued a permit for the facility and pro-
vided an initial shipment of nearly 7,000 fingerling trout. The Pennsylvania Fish
and Boat Commission has overall responsibility to ensure that the facility is oper-
ated effectively and without adverse impacts on the Youghiogheny River.

There are several advantages to this type of in-river facility over the traditional race-
way hatchery, which frequently diverts water from a stream. The costs of raising
trout on a per pound basis are generally lower. The fingerlings tend to grow faster
and experience lower mortality. In-river conditions reduce the incidence of disease
among the fish. And the trout produced are better acclimated to the conditions of
the stream and are therefore more likely to survive after release. Trout are scheduled
for release in the spring of 1999 when they are expected to be 12 to 14 inches long.
All costs associated with constructing, transporting, installing and operating the
facility (including acquisition of trout fingerlings in the future, fish food, and labor)
are born by Trout Unlimited.

Workshop participants recommended that chief executive officers of the Interior and
Agriculture departments, the Army, the Tennessee Valley Authority, the National Governors’
Association, the National Association of Counties, the U.S. Conference of Mayors, and pri-
vate industry, collaborate to sponsor interagency meetings of partnering representatives from
all levels of government and the private sector. The purpose of these meetings would be to
break down barriers to development of partnering opportunities.
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They also recommended establishment of an Interagency Recreation Coordination Council
which would meet quarterly to discuss current recreation issues and work toward consistent
application of recreation policy and recreation Government Performance and Results Act
performance measures. Membership would include the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Bureau
of Land Management, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Forest
Service, the National Park Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Tennessee Valley
Authority. Workshop participants said that most of what successful businesses, and now gov-
ernment, have learned can be summed up in two principles: focus on customers, and listen
to workers. Participants also agreed that reliable funding is critical to the successful imple-
mentation of partnerships for providing public outdoor recreation opportunities.
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ntegrating Lake Water Management ]

k—‘ oday, one of the most pervasive issues facing water managers at federal lakes is interest
among some public users in modifying lake operations to achieve environmental and recre-
ational objectives. There is growing interest in more integrated management of river flows and
water storage in federal lakes in order to provide a broader range of benefits to the public while
still achieving authorized purposes. In this vein, some federal agencies are being asked to recon-
sider how they operate their projects. Not only are they being asked to look at recreation in the
total mix of operations, but also the overlapping and sometimes competing demands among

recreational users.

Most federal lakes with significant recreation potential are authorized primarily for navigation,
flood control, and water supply. Hydropower generation is authorized where it is technically and
economically feasible. Recreation and environmental benefits are also provided but as a by-prod-
uct of primary operations.

It is sometimes argued that agency managers can use such flexibility to provide additional envi-
ronmental and recreational benefits from lake operations after they have satisfied their primary
statutory purpose. How much latitude agencies have to provide such benefits is open to debate.
Should Congress explicitly authorize such additional benefits or should agencies exercise their
own discretion?

Recent experience indicates that authorized purposes can be modi-

fied or enhanced either way. For example, the Pacific Northwest There is growing interest
Electric Power Planning and Conservation Act of 1980 established
the Northwest Power Planning Council and directed it to adopt a in more integ rated

regional plan to protect and enhance the fish and wildlife affected
by hydroelectric development in the Columbia River Basin. The
Army Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclamation, and the
Bonneville Power Administration conducted a joint System
Operation Review to 1) examine how each use of the Columbia
River affects all other uses and 2) consider what the consequences

management of river

flows and water storage

might be of changing the way the system now operates. The in federal lakes in order
Council continues to evaluate options and alternatives for electric

power system planning and fish and wildlife recovery in the to provide a broader
Columbia River Basin. This example is relevant because it illus-

trates consideration of an environmental issue outside the tradi- range of benefits to the
tional management framework for federal water projects, including

possible modifications to system operations. public while still

The Tennessee Valley Authority illustrates how agency initiatives can
achieve environmental and recreational benefits while still fulfilling
primary operating purposes. The TVA system of dams and reser-
voirs was planned and constructed as part of a broader mandate to purposes.
manage a major watershed as an integrated unit. TVAS integrated

achieving authorized
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system optimizes the available water volume and variety of outputs (navigation, flood control, hydropower,
recreation, water quality, environmental compliance, economic development) from the Tennessee River basin.

TVAs management of its water resources is unique among federal systems. Whereas the majority of federal
lakes have a specific allocation for each purpose, such as power, flood control, and water supply, the TVA sys-
tem seeks to utilize the same water storage space within a lake for different purposes in different seasons.
Where many federal lakes are operated to adhere to a set of rules and allocations, often approved at the
national level, the TVA system depends on water managers to make the best water-use decisions at the local
level and on a case-by-case basis.

From the 1930s to 1991, TVA operated
the lake system according to priorities
established in the 1930s. The priorities
reflected the consensus of the times. The
principal operating purposes were naviga-
tion, flood control, and hydropower.
These priorities served the Tennessee
Valley well for 50 years. However, the
region today is different. New issues are
important to the public. For example,
dissolved oxygen below the tributary
dams was too low to maintain healthy
aquatic life from mid-summer until fall.
When hydroturbines were not operating,
there was little flow in 200 miles of tail-
water. Water drawdowns reduced the

e : attractiveness of lakes for recreation in
late summer months.

In 1987, in response to such concerns, the TVA board of directors authorized a study of the long-term operat-
ing priorities of the Tennessee River System. In 1991, in what it called the Lake Improvement Plan, the TVA
board adopted recommendations to provide minimum flows and aerate the releases from 16 dams. The board
took this approach to improve water quality and summer water levels on the tributary lakes, primarily to
enhance recreational use and associated economic development. The Lake Improvement Plan has done this
while maintaining the traditional benefits of the original lake system for shippers, flood-prone communities
along the Tennessee River, and power customers. Public acceptance of this integrated approach is evidenced by
the notable absence of litigation and political infighting among user groups.

The Army Corps of Engineers is considering broader integration of water operations in its Missouri River
Master Manual, which has been the water control plan for operation of the Missouri River Mainstem
Reservoir System since the 1960s. Several alternatives being considered would modify operations to provide
additional benefits to fish and wildlife. Additionally, the impact of operational alternatives on key resources
and uses, including water-based recreation and water quality, is being assessed within an overall review now
being conducted under the National Environmental Policy Act. These reassessments may lead to operational
changes in the Missouri River System that provide a greater mix of benefits.

Downstream Recreation Related to Dam Operation |

The construction of federal dams and lake systems fundamentally changed and continues to
change the character of the river systems on which the impoundments were constructed.
While impoundments promoted flood control, water supply, and hydropower benefits they
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also disrupted the daily, seasonal, and annual patterns that are characteristic of free-flowing
rivers. In some cases, the creation of artificially cold water habitats below dams has provided
an opportunity for fishing for trout that would not otherwise exist. Many cold tailwaters are
stocked with rainbow trout, brown trout, or both, species which could not exist in these loca-
tions before impoundment. Other federal dams which may not create cold water releases,
still support cool and warm water species such as smallmouth
bass, sunfish, catfish, white bass, sauger, shipjack herring, and
stripped bass. While there have been benefits to aquatic
resources from impoundments, there have also been negative

Without regular

effects. Flows downstream of dams, especially hydropower releases from a dam, fish

projects, vary depending on power conditions, rather than fol-

lowing natural flow patterns. Wide variations in flow, depth, downstream can suffer

and temperature can occur in tailwater releases as a result of
lake operations. Without regular releases from a dam, fish from fluctuations in
downstream can suffer from fluctuations in water temperature,

limited movement, lack of migration access, and disruptions in water temperature,
natural food supply.

Insufficient dissolved oxygen levels in downstream releases can limited movement, lack

also inhibit fish growth and survival. Temperature stratification

and biological oxygen demand produce low dissolved oxygen of migration access, and

levels in the bottom portion of lakes in the summer and fall.

Because most hydro turbines withdraw water from this lower disruptions in natural

level, hydropower production contributes to low levels of dis-

solved oxygen downstream. During summer and fall some food supply.
hydropower releases may be completely devoid of dissolved

oxygen. This stresses aquatic life in the tailwater area, and limits

the ability of the water there to assimilate inflows of wastes. Dissolved oxygen of less than 5
mg/1 suppress fish growth. Levels less than 4 mg/l impair survival and reproduction. Also, at
some dams, wide temperature fluctuations resulting from intermittent dam discharges limit
habitat, impede fish growth, and interrupt spawning runs.

Successful improvements in minimum flows and dissolved oxygen in tailwater areas can pro-
vide substantial benefits to fishery and other biological resources. The amount of benefit is
directly related to how closely the improved flows and dissolved oxygen levels approach opti-
mal conditions for the aquatic resources present. Minimum flows can provide increased
habitat and more stable short-term thermal regimes. Improvement in minimum flows and
dissolved oxygen can substantially improve sport fishing below dams.

Canoeing, rafting, and kayaking are also important recreational activities on tailwater areas.
In many areas of the country, where a major portion of the rivers and large streams have
been impounded, tailwater areas have some of the best stream recreation potential. Their
potential, however, is often constrained by lack of sufficient flows from the dams and limited
public access in downstream areas. Moreover, public investment in stream access facilities
below dams has historically been much lower than on the lakes.

Recreational floating using rafts and kayaks is increasing in whitewater streams, including
several created by dam releases. One of the most visited is the Ocoee River in Tennessee.
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TVA provides releases from Ocoee No. 2 Dam (a single purpose power project) as part of its
agreement with the state of Tennessee. Congress appropriated moneys to TVA to compensate
for the lost hydropower value of the water that is released from Ocoee No. 2 Dam. These
moneys are being repaid from user fees collected by outfitters for each float trip.

In many downstream tailwater areas, lake managers have the latitude to regulate water levels
and streamflows to achieve recreational purposes when such releases are also consistent with
the objectives of flood control, water supply, hydropower, and navigation. In those instances
where minimum flows are not feasible due to conflicts with other authorized purposes of a
project, revised operations of the dam, such as pulsing the releases from the outlet works or
generators, can provide many of the same benefits. For example, the Army Corps of
Engineers modified dam operations in 1984 to enhance downstream recreation for 21 days
during the fall drawdown of the Summersville Reservoir in West Virginia. The Corps modi-
fied its operation to allow for pulsed flows during daylight hours to extend the availability of
reliable water releases during dry years. Since that time, use of Gauley River National
Recreation Area during the fall drawdown has doubled according to data provided by the
West Virginia Department of Natural Resources. However, in many situations federal man-
agers and agencies have no policy to assure additional flows and are not externally required
to provide or maintain them.

Lake Fishery Management Issues

In the early part of the Twentieth Century, when large dam construction became feasible and
politically popular, many scientists believed that “biological deserts” would result from the
drowned rivers behind the dams. Early management recommendations called for stocking
programs to provide game fish populations in the newly formed lakes. Fish hatchery man-
agers accepted the challenge and provided warm and coolwater species to fill the niches in
the newly created lakes. Early stocking efforts led to productive levels exceeding 30 pounds
of fish per acre per year on some lakes. It has been three quarters
of a century since federal lake managers initiated their early
attempts at fishery management. In that time, impressive strides
have been made in lake fishery science, habitat management, and
enactment of protective laws which have combined to provide
managers the tools to conserve and enhance recreational fishery
resources.

Today, manmade lakes support many species of fish that attract a

growing number of recreationalists. Large populations of

“native” species, such as largemouth bass, crappie, catfish, and

perch, have developed in many lakes. Other species have been

introduced, such as stripped bass, lake trout, and northern pike.
These introduced species often support unique trophy fisheries
and take advantage of a particular habitat condition created by the impoundment.

While there have been many benefits to aquatic resources due to impoundment, there have
also been negative impacts. Unlike a river, a lake is deep, somewhat stagnant, and subject to
stratification. Nutrients and organic material flowing into a lake are used in the lake’s bio-
logical processes or they settle into sediments. Stratification in some lakes can cause low dis-
solved oxygen concentrations, especially in late summer and early fall. Benthic (lake bottom)
organisms have virtually disappeared from the deep portions of manmade lakes because of
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the lack of flow and dissolved oxygen. Benthic organisms, which spend their life in the sub-
strate, are a vital part of the food web for fish.

Fish populations have been profoundly affected by the construction of manmade lakes.
Impoundment dramatically alters the river-stream habitat and the resulting food web,
impairing migration, spawning, and survival among some species of fish. Some migratory
runs disappear or decline. Species that have survived or have been introduced into the lakes
do not always have optimal conditions for growth and reproduction. Operational changes in
water levels can be particularly damaging to fish.

The most biologically useful region of a lake for fish is the shoreline because it provides sub-
merged vegetation for cover, nutrients, and aquatic invertebrates for food. Water level draw-
downs can destroy this vegetative cover, reduce the food supply for young fish, and expose
shallow spawning areas. Large changes in water levels due to flood control operations can
discourage spawning, strand fish eggs on the shoreline, and strand fish in isolated pools.
Sudden drawdowns or increases in lake levels can also effect recreational use by limiting
access to certain areas of the lake shoreline. In order to improve spawning success, some lake
managers are providing stable lake levels for several weeks in the spring during the peak of
the spawning season.

Presence or absence of fish habitat structure within shallow and moderate water depths can
have a decided effect on a lake’s fishery production. In many manmade lakes constructed
during the early 1950s, management of aquatic habitat for recreational fisheries was consid-
ered during the project planning stage. Traditionally, to provide habitat structure for fish,
timber was left unharvested in areas to be inundated. This provided excellent cover for bass
and other game fish. However, a significant amount of this standing timber has rotted and no
longer provides good habitat. Today, to replace deteriorating habitat, many state agencies,
federal agencies, and fishing clubs are cooperating in the installation of artificial fish attrac-
tors. These structures provide substrate, feeding locations, and shelter for young fish, and
they increase overall angler success.
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Recent studies show that recreational fishing continues to grow in popularity twice as fast as
America’s population. Despite many successes over the last century in lake fishery science and
aquatic resource conservation in general, society’s accelerating demand has outpaced
advances in fishery management. In recognition of this, President Clinton, in June of 1995,
signed Executive Order 12962 to improve the condition of aquatic resources nationwide as a
way to increase opportunities for recreational fishing. The order established a National
Recreational Fisheries Coordination Council and set timelines for adoption of a Recreation
Fishery Resources Conservation Plan. Each of the federal agencies signatory to the plan
(including all federal recreation lake management agencies) developed and implemented
individual agency plans during 1997.
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onstructing most of the 1,782 federal manmade lakes in the United States has caused disrup-
<’ tion to natural river flow regimes, losses of riverine habitat for fish and wildlife, and dimin-
ished water quality through changes in sediment load, dissolved oxygen, water temperatures, and
nutrient concentration levels. The interrelationship of lakes to activities within their watersheds
affects manmade lakes to a much larger degree than natural lakes. This is because, in general,
manmade lakes have a much greater watershed-area-to-lake surface area ratio. Consequently,
manmade lakes are impacted by a much larger watershed area than natural lakes. This results in
higher sediment and nutrient loads than with natural lakes. Sedimentation and the buildup of
nutrients and toxic chemicals also can accelerate the aging process of a manmade lake. In the
worst case, a manmade lake’s total volume can be lost to siltation. This happened to Lake
Ballenger in Texas and Mono Reservoir in California (neither federal projects) and Davy Crockett

Lake in Tennessee.

A lake’s ecosystem extends far beyond its shoreline and entails delicate physical, chemical, and
biological interrelationships. For example, rain-washed fertilizer from farming far upstream can
alter the chemical properties of the lake water. The altered water chemistry can greatly increase
the growth of algae and zooplankton which can, in time, affect fish populations and water-related
recreation opportunities.

Excess nutrients, sediments, or toxins can all result in an imbalance in the numbers and kinds of
aquatic plants and animals that inhabit a lake. Decreased fish abundance, decreased water clarity,
low-oxygen levels, and increased growth of algae can all decrease a

lake’s desirability and suitability for many water-related activities

including recreation uses such as boating, water skiing, swimming, A lake’s ecosystem

and fishing.

The original goal of the Clean Water Act of 1977 was fishable and extends far beyond
swimable waters for all Americans. Over the past 25 years, great

progress has been made in reducing water pollution and restoring its shoreline and
America’s lakes and rivers, but about half of the nation’s 2,000 major

watersheds still have serious or moderate water quality problems. entails delicate

A slightly higher proportion of lakes have good water quality. In its ) )
1996 report to Congress on national water quality, the Environ- phy5|cal, chemical,
mental Protection Agency found that 10.4 million acres (61 percent) ) )

of the 16.8 million acres of lakes, reservoirs, and ponds surveyed and biological

have good water quality. Some form of pollution or habitat degra-

dation impairs the remaining 6.4 million acres (39 percent). interrelationships.

Between a fourth and a third of the lake acres surveyed rated only
fair or poor in terms of their ability to support water-related
recreation.
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The Federal Blueprint for Clean Water

In February 1998, the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of
Agriculture, assisted by other federal agencies, unveiled a major new Clean Water Action
Plan. This plan embraces a watershed-based approach to management and broad federal,
state, tribal, and local government cooperation. EPA and cooperating agencies are expected
to implement the plan in 1999. The provisions of the plan, which applies to all waters in the
United States, will have the following relevance to federal manmade lakes:

1. Management of federal lakes should be watershed-based. A watershed approach is the key
to setting priorities and taking action to restore and protect our nation’s lakes. Because a
lake is vulnerable to everything lying within its watershed, this approach should:

1. Focus efforts on the most critical problems impacting lake ecosystems.

2. Draw attention to the cumulative impact of various human activities.

3. Identify innovative, efficient means of improving lake water quality.

4. Encourage the public to get involved in protection and improvement efforts.
5. Promote more efficient use of limited financial and human resources.

2. Management of federal lakes should be community based. The commitments and
resources of local communities, private landowners, and citizens are essential to protect and
improve the ecological health of federal lakes. Protection and improvement efforts work
best when they result from a need expressed by local residents and when these residents are
involved in implementing solutions. Agencies should provide communities with clear, accu-
rate, and timely information about watershed conditions. They should seek frequent and
meaningful public participation in planning, assessment, and management decisions, and
they must be ready to help address the unique needs of individual watershed improvement
efforts.

3. Federal agencies should adopt a collaborative approach to protect and improve federal
lakes and their watersheds. Federal agencies should join together to develop a common
framework for addressing water quality and related aquatic resource issues in recreation
lake watersheds and to develop formal agreements with states, tribes and local governments

The leading causes of impaired lake water quality cited in the EPA report include excess nutrients (primarily
phosphorus and nitrogen), high concentrations of metals, excessive siltation, and oxygen-depleting substances.
Excess nutrients can over-stimulate the growth of aquatic weeds and algae, which can interfere with boating,
swimming, and other water-related recreation by clogging waterways. Such plant growth can also contribute
to oxygen depletion. Metals can build up in the fatty tissue of fish, especially those that feed on the lake bot-
tom, resulting in consumption advisories and reduced recreational fishing opportunities. Sedimentation can
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to ensure that opportunities to work together are not overlooked. The role of government
agencies may vary from watershed to watershed. Agencies may facilitate the work of water-
shed partnerships or they may be active partners helping to design, implement, and fund
solutions.

4. Management of federal lakes should be based on a unified, scientific assessment of water-
shed conditions and clear definition of priorities. Federal agencies, states, and tribes use dif-
ferent procedures, standards, and criteria to evaluate natural resource conditions and to set
priorities for watershed action. A unified assessment approach would provide a basis for
linking federal, state, and tribal programs with common objectives and help resolve differ-
ing priorities. An assessment methodology should be developed to characterize the relative
health of watersheds and to identify point and nonpoint pollution sources and their impact
on recreation and other desired uses. Based on resource assessments, federal agencies
should work with states, tribes, communities, and other stakeholders to set priorities for
protection, management, and improvement of watersheds with significant federal lands,
lakes, or trust resources.

5. Management plans for federal lakes should include an assessment of environmental
impacts from increased recreation and a strategy for addressing these impacts.
Management plans for federal lakes are subject to the requirements of the National
Environmental Policy Act. This legislation encourages informed decision making by
requiring federal agencies to analyze and disclose potential environmental impacts and to
involve the public in the decision-making process. Additionally, lake management plans
should be guided by a set of comprehensive shoreline management standards designed to
protect water quality, reservoir aesthetic amenities, fishery resources, wildlife habitats, and
shoreline stability. These standards should address vegetation management, construction
of shoreline structures, dredging and channel excavations, shoreline stabilization, public
education mechanisms, and incentives for community partnerships in lake shoreline
management and protection. Facility construction activities and plans should incorporate
best management practices (BMP?’s), as defined by Section 208 of the Clean Water Act, and
address minimization of erosion and sedimentation, spill containment for construction
equipment, and proper handling and disposition of solid wastes.

suffocate fish eggs and aquatic insect larvae, block fish gills, damage fish habitat, and interfere with swimming
and other water sports. Oxygen depletion can kill fish and aquatic insects, and stress aquatic systems.

The majority of nonpoint source pollution comes from runoff within the watershed. Nationally, agriculture is
the most extensive source of pollution affecting the 6.5 million lake acres determined to have impaired water
quality. About half of the water quality problems are attributed to agriculture and about a fourth to unspeci-
fied nonpoint source pollution.
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Martins Fork Lake

Recreation is relatively rustic and quiet at many federal lakes. Martins Fork Lake, set in the
mountainous terrain of Harlan County, Kentucky, typifies this kind of lake recreation.

Built by the Army Corps of Engineers in 1978, the dam at Martins Fork Creek impounds
340 surface acres of water for use in flood control, water supply, and low-key recreation
uses. The lake area, which includes 1,467 acres of surrounding land, is a popular site for pic-
nicking, swimming, and sightseeing. Both the lake and its downstream tailwaters are a draw
for fishing.

The lake hosts nearly 138,000 visits each year, mostly from the surrounding area. Facilities
include a boat launching ramp as well as a concession stand which provides convenience
food, picnic supplies, and canoe and paddle boat rentals. The concession structure is leased
by the Corps of Engineers to Harlan County, which subleases it to the private business that
operates the stand.

Funding Clean Water Programs on Federal Lakes

Until 1995 funding had been provided for lakes through Section 314 (Clean Lakes Program)
of the Clean Water Act. After 1994, new funding through Section 314 was eliminated. The
Environmental Protection Agency currently provides funding for lakes protection and
restoration under Section 319 (Nonpoint Source Program) of the Clean Water Act and under
the Safe Drinking Water Act. New updates to EPA guidelines on Section 319 issued in July of
1998 have clarified approaches for using 319 grants for projects formerly funded under
Section 314 (Clean Lakes Program). Also, source water protection initiatives were a major
feature of the Safe Drinking Water Act amendments of 1996. Activities under this reautho-
rization can include projects geared to lakes used for drinking water as well as their water-
sheds.

The July 1998 guidance provided by EPA to its regional and state directors encourages
regions and states to recognize lakes as key elements of the aquatic ecosystem. EPA continues
to promote lake restoration and protection under Section 319 of the Clean Water Act. For
example, EPA has revised the limitation on assessment activities established in the May 1996
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guidance. Beginning in fiscal year 1999, states are authorized to use up to 20 percent of their
entire Section 319 allocation to upgrade and refine their nonpoint source programs and
assessments, without dollar limitation.

Representatives of the North American Lake Management Society made a case in testimony
before the Commission that Section 319 funding is not addressing the environmental needs
of lakes as did Section 314 funding. In a letter to the Environmental Protection agency in
1998, four U.S. senators and 11 representatives from states in the Great Lakes region
expressed a similar position and urged the agency to request Section 314 funds for the Clean
Lakes Program in its budget request for FY 2000.

EPA states that it expects a significant increase in the funds available to support activities
such as lake water quality assessments and phase | diagnostic and feasibility studies previ-
ously funded under the Section 314 Clean Lakes Program. EPA goes on to say that enormous
potential also exists for using the Clean Water State Revolving Fund to support lake restora-
tion. EPA suggests that because many states will be upgrading their nonpoint source pollu-
tion management programs in 1999, lake proponents and lake communities need to work
closely with state nonpoint source managers to ensure that critical lake management needs
are identified.

Enhancing Recreation — Protecting Lake Health }

Opportunities for lake recreation depend upon a healthy lake. A healthy lake, in part,
depends on containing the impact of recreation activities. Lake recreation users expect clean
water, abundant fish, and attractive shorelines. Yet, increased recreation development (mari-
nas, fuel docks, boat launching and storage facilities, roads, campgrounds, and parking lots,
for example) can increase polluted run-off, shoreline erosion, sedimentation, and other water
quality problems. Similarly, increased water-related recreation use (boating, swimming, fish-
ing, and other lake users) can create more litter and debris, increase nutrient loading from
marine sewage, and contribute to the introduction and spread of non-native aquatic plant
species.

It is at the lake-shoreline interface
that managers are challenged with
some of the toughest problems in
maintaining lake environmental
quality. Seventy-five percent of all
lake-based, water-related recre-
ation takes place within one-quar-
ter mile of the land-water inter-
face. Road and trail construction,
boat launching facilities, marinas,
campgrounds, day-use facilities,
and private structures such as
docks, piers, and boathouses are
all constructed in proximity to the
lake shoreline in response to pub-
lic and private recreation
demands. This construction can
directly impact the integrity and
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attractiveness of the lake shoreline and associated environmental resources. Impacts to lake
shorelines from recreation use and development can be avoided or mitigated if lake managers
employ a set of comprehensive shoreline management standards designed to protect water
quality, reservoir aesthetic amenities, fishery resources, wildlife habitats, and shoreline stabil-

ity.

Marine Sewage Disposal Management

Sewage discharged from marine toilets into lakes or their upstream tributaries can jeopardize
human health, upset a lake’s natural environmental balance, and repel potential recreation
users. During the 1970s, the Environmental Protection Agency published standards requiring
all vessels with marine toilets to include treatment facilities or sewage holding tanks which
could be pumped out at appro-
priate facilities. EPA standards
prohibit any sewage discharge on
landlocked freshwater lakes
which provide interstate vessel
traffic. These are called “no-dis-
charge lakes.” While the stan-
dards allow the release of treated
sewage in other lakes, these can
also be declared no-discharge
lakes by state application to the
EPA administrator. Other legisla-
tion relevant to this issue is con-
tained in the Clean Vessel Act of 1992. Among other provisions, this law provides for a fed-
eral grants administered by the Fish and Wildlife Service to aid in building, renovating, oper-
ating, and maintaining pumpout stations and waste reception facilities in states.

Lake managers have an excellent opportunity to work with appropriate state agencies to
ensure that applicable sewage handling regulations are being met and, if necessary, to explore
the potential for declaring a lake as a “no discharge” area. Lake managers may also be able to
assist states in their efforts to secure federal grants to help fund needed pumpout facilities,
educational programs, or both.

Litter And Debris — Prevention and Cleanup |

Trash and debris spoil a lake’s recreation
potential. Shoreline trash looks bad and can
make shoreline recreation activities such as
bank fishing, swimming, and other day uses
less enjoyable. Floating debris is also unattrac-
tive and a potential hazard to activities such
as water skiing. Trash and debris build up in a
lake from a variety of sources. These include
littering by lake users, dumping of household
trash or construction material upstream or in
the lake itself, and upstream erosion of soils
or vegetation that can wash into lakes.
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Trash and debris can be mitigated in a number of ways. Lake managers can monitor and
routinely remove shoreline trash and floating debris. They can enforce littering laws. They
can engage the help of lake user associations, conservation organizations, and other citi-
zens to conduct clean-up activities and promote respect for the lake environment through
public education. One of the most effective ways to mitigate trash and debris in the lake
is to conduct cleanup, enforcement, and education efforts at the watershed level.

Aguatic Plant Management — A Delicate Balance

Invasion of lakes by noxious aquatic plants poses a serious challenge to recreation.
Moderate levels of aquatic vegetation are beneficial to lakes. Aquatic plants provide food
and cover for waterfowl, fish, and smaller aquatic organisms. Structure created by plants
improves fishing. Plants also reduce the wave action, filter sediments, add oxygen to the
water, and help protect shorelines from erosion. However, excessive levels of aquatic
plants interfere with many uses of the lake. They interfere with swimming, boating, ski-
ing, and bank fishing; clog water intake screens; decrease plant diversity; restrict access to
ramps and docks; degrade water quality in some areas; decrease property values; and cre-
ate mosquito habitat. Such plants affect public recreation areas, municipal and industrial
water supplies, commercial marinas, resorts and businesses, power generation facilities,
lakeside property owners, and recreational users. Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia, and
especially Florida have lakes that are infested with exotic plants such as hydrilla, water
hyacinth, Eurasian watermilfoil, and alligator weed.

A number of options are available to control aquatic plants including changes in water
levels, the application of herbicides, mechanical harvesting or suppression, or the use of
biological means such as animals or plants that imperil the survival of unwanted plants.
What works differs among lakes; not all methods are available or practical at a given loca-
tion. Lake drawdowns in late fall and early winter months can control several species of
aquatic plants by exposing their stems, roots, and fragments to drying and freezing.
Properly applied, herbicides are effective in controlling plants, but their use is sometimes
controversial. Mechanical control is the physical removal of aquatic plants using hand
tools or barge-mounted machinery. Biological controls involve the introduction of fish,
insects, snails, fungi, bacteria, or other plants to prey upon or crowd out unwanted plants.
The hydrilla fly, for example, eats hydrilla. Preliminary studies show that this native of
Asia will reduce hydrilla colonies but not eliminate them.

A 1993 study of aquatic plant coverage and outdoor recreation at TVAs Lake Guntersville
in Alabama, conducted by Environmental Resource Assessment Groups, concluded that
no single aquatic plant management strategy will please “all users all the time.” The best
option, researchers concluded, is a strategy that avoids extremes (complete elimination of
aquatic plants vs. maximum aquatic plant coverage). The study also suggested that the
highest recreation benefits can be maintained by aquatic plant coverage on 10 to 30 per-
cent of total reservoir acres and that control efforts should be targeted at priority areas
such as boat launches, marinas, and public swimming beaches. This research also noted
that aquatic plant growth is very sensitive to natural factors such as weather and water
conditions, and therefore is unpredictable and variable. Achieving a set level of aquatic
plant coverage to maximize recreation would be very difficult to achieve on a continuous
basis.
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Where aquatic plant populations are a concern, recreation lake management plans should
include a strategy for balancing user interests and controlling the introduction and spread of
exotic species.

The Corps of Engineers has three programs to help control unwanted invasive plants: the
Aquatic Plant Control Program (under Public Law 85-500 and Public Law 99-662), which
provides cost-share assistance for aquatic plant management on non-Corps waters; Project
Modifications for Improvement to the Environment (under Public Law 99-662); and Aquatic
Ecosystem Restoration (under Public Law 104-303).

Lake Sidney Lanier

Located about 45 miles north of Atlanta, Lake Sidney Lanier illustrates how a large federal
lake near an urban area can serve as a thriving hub of water-based recreation. The lake was
created in 1952 by the Army Corps of Engineers for flood control, hydropower generation,
navigation, water supply, recreation, and fish and wildlife management.

With 38,000 surface acres of water and 6,000 acres of adjacent parks, Lake Lanier is a mecca
for sailing, motor boating, camping, picnicking, fishing, and a host of other activities.
Boating and related recreation are supported by a well developed shoreline of marinas,
restaurants, resorts, hotels, beaches, golf courses, and services such as boat repair businesses,
sailing schools, and fishing charters. The lake’s 10 marinas store 10,600 boats. The marinas
and other services are all private concessions leased either directly from the Corps of
Engineers or from intermediate organizations who lease from the Corps. About 10,500 pri-
vate homes also surround the lake, most with private docks permitted under a shoreline
management plan.

Holiday Marina, built in 1956, exemplifies how a major concession arrangement at a federal
lake can meet strong public demand for recreation services. The marina, home to 1,400
boats, is leased by the Corps of Engineers directly to Westrec, Inc., one of the largest marina
operators in the country, for a 25-year period. The marina provides more than a thousand
parking spaces.

Lake Lanier Island State Park is another prominent recreation complex at the lake. This
super resort includes two hotels, 30 rental cabins, two golf courses, a water park, and facili-
ties for camping, horseback riding, concerts, and a variety of water sports. Each year more
than a million people visit this resort. The Corps of Engineers leases the site to the State of
Georgia, which subleases it to the resort operator.

72  CLEAN WATER AND RECREATION



References

Aquatic Plant Handbook, A Guide to Identification & Management, Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA) Plant Management Team, TVA.

Environmental Resources Assessment Group, Aquatic Plant Coverage and Outdoor
Recreation at Lake Guntersville, Alabama, Prepared for the Tennessee Valley Authority and
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, South East Forest Experiment Station, Athens, Georgia,
1993.

Glenn, Sen. John, Sens. Herb Kohl, Carl Levin, and Daniel Patrick Moynihan, and Reps. John
Dingell, Phil English, Vernon Ehlers, Maurice Hinchey, Steven C. LaTourette, Jim Oberstar,
David Obey, Jack Quinn, Lynn Rivers, Martin O. Sabo, and Peter Visclosky. Letter from the
Congressional Great Lakes Task Force of the Northeast-Midwest Institute to Carol Browner,
Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency. September 14, 1998.

Poppe, W. and R. Hurst, TVA's Clean Water Initiative: A Partnership Approach to Watershed
Improvement, Water Quality International, March/April, 1997, pp. 39-43.

Tennessee Valley Authority, Shoreline Management Initiative: An Assessment of Residential
Shoreline Development Impacts in the Tennessee Valley, Draft Environmental Impact
Statement, Knoxville, Tennessee, TVA/RG/EM-94/4, 1996.

U.S. and International Marine Sanitation Device Requirement, Clean Water Notebook, (Vol.
2, October 1994), The Clean Vessel Act, Sealand Technology, Inc., Big Prairie, Ohio.

U.S. and International Marine Sanitation Device Requirement, Clean Water Notebook, (Vol.
3, October 1994), The Clean Vessel Act, Sealand Technology, Inc., Big Prairie, Ohio.

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Clean Water Action Plan: Restoring and Protecting
Americas Waters, EPA National Center for Environmental Publication and Information,
Cincinnati, Ohio, Report Member EPA 840-R-98-001, 1998.

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, National Water Quality Inventory: 1996 Report to
Congress, Office of Water, Washington, D.C. EPA 841-R-97-008, 1998.

CLEAN WATER AND RECREATION 73



74  CLEAN WATER AND RECREATION



7.

'stessment and Planning

]

{ n gathering information for this study, the Commission found that many of the agencies man-
aging federal lakes, particularly at the operating level, do not have adequate data about their
physical assets, operations, and performance in providing

visitor recreation. Furthermore, recreation data from Comprehensive, accurate,

facility to facility and agency to agency is inconsistent in

nature and format. timely, and comparable

Comprehensive, accurate, timely, and comparable biolog- blologlcal, social, and

ical, social, and economic data is essential to sound pol-
icy, planning, and management decisions. Unless lake
managers and agency policy makers have accurate and

economic data is essential

current information on federal lake resources, visitation to sound policy, planning,
statistics, market trends, customer needs, operations, and

service gaps, they will continue to rely on guesswork to and management

provide visitors with a quality recreation experience. They

will also be tempted do what they have always done, not decisions.

because it addresses customer needs, but because it is
familiar and easier.

Opportunity Assessment

Opportunity assessment is a two-part process that requires 1) good data about
market needs and resource capacity, and 2) the analysis of that data to deter-
mine what is needed and what is possible to provide. Data gathering should be a
disciplined, ongoing effort. Managers have no ability to plan and make good
decisions if they don’t frequently gather data to determine outdoor recreation
market trends and demands, the adequacy of facilities to accommodate visitors,
and the condition and capacity of natural resources to meet recreation demand.
Such data will also help managers determine the extent to which a lake’s
resources can be used to meet public expectations and still fulfill other responsi-
bilities.

Market Data

Data about market trends and visitor needs can be gathered in a variety of ways,
many of them at low cost. Recreation industry surveys and trade press news can
be monitored periodically to keep tabs on new and emerging trends nationwide.
Local visitor preferences and needs can be ascertained through on-site user sur-
veys, member surveys conducted by user groups, sales and rentals of water
recreation equipment, and consumer use of water recreation services. More
extensive primary market research can be purchased in cooperation with private
sector, state government, or local government partners. As agencies gather such
information, they and their state, local, and private sector partners can share it
through such media as Internet user group postings and web sites.
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Facility Assessment

A significant share of recreation infrastructure and a large number of recreation facilities at
federal lakes are in various stages of deterioration due to age and deferred maintenance.
Failure to maintain and rehabilitate infrastructure and facilities adds to operating costs, frus-
trates the public, degrades the environment, creates concerns for health and safety, and
erodes the value of billions of dollars of public funds already invested in recreation at federal
lakes. Surveys of recreation facilities are required in order for federal lake managing agencies
to set program priorities and develop appropriate budget requests to upgrade aging facilities.
To reduce the maintenance backlog it is important to understand market trends and demo-
graphics, so limited moneys are targeted carefully to meet public recreation needs.

In a sample survey of federal lake managers at the 491 largest federal lakes, the Commission
found that the average maintenance backlog at federal lakes is $921,000. This underpins the
Commission’s estimate that total recreation facilities needs at federal lakes exceeds $800 mil-
lion. The Commission believes that detailed site assessments will be required to determine
the extent of needed recreation facility maintenance and construction.

Natural Resources Data

Lake natural resources include water quality, aquatic and terrestrial habitat, and fish and
wildlife resources. Water quality monitoring is critical in providing lake managers with public
health information that may impact swimming, boating, and other water contact recreation.
Periodic water quality monitoring throughout the season also provides managers with infor-
mation on temperature, nutrient levels, and dissolved oxygen levels that can impact natural
resources both in the lake and downstream. The Commission believes it is important for
agencies to design programs that operate at the community level in order to enlist the volun-
teer energies of citizens and educate them about local water quality issues. Citizens can be
mobilized to monitor water quality and gather other kinds of data. They can be a great asset
in efforts to evaluate local watersheds and lakes, and in planning improvements.

One of the highest priorities is to conduct assessments that lay the foundation for strategies
to increase fish and wildlife production and habitat in aging reservoirs and tailwaters. One-
third of all visitors to federal lakes fish; 11 percent observe wildlife. Anglers alone provide
$23 billion in economic impact, annually. Reducing erosion at the lake-shoreline interface
and providing increased aquatic habitat for fisheries may be important outcomes of these
surveys.

Legal authority for natural
resource activities is found in
the Fish and Wildlife
Coordination Act. This legisla-
tion provides that fish and
wildlife conservation will
receive equal consideration and
be coordinated with other fea-
tures of water development
programs. There are also long-
standing and generally
accepted agency policies to
assure that fish and wildlife
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resources are replaced in-kind or by acceptable substitutes at federal water projects. Enabling
and organic legislation, such as the Flood Control Act of 1944 and the Federal Land Policy
Management Act of 1976 explicitly reserves state authority to manage fish and resident
wildlife.

Application of Data

Planning

After data is available, it must be applied in a process to analyze and weigh recreation user
demands, lake facilities, lake resources, and competing operational requirements. The process
should be straightforward: 1) figure out what the public wants and what appear to be key
trends in recreation, 2) take an inventory of lake facilities and resources, as well as their con-
dition, 3) identify the gap between resources needed and resources available, 4) decide if it is
appropriate to close that gap, and 5) create a plan to implement the preferred course of
action.

Comprehensive planning is essential for long-term protection and use of federal lands and
resources. Nearly all federal land management agencies, with multiple-resource values to
consider, have developed some type of structured plan or multiple plans. Whatever name
they go by, land use plans, resource management plans, master plans, operations plans, or
otherwise, the end product and outcome is basically the same: a broad, methodically-devel-
oped plan and strategy with extensive consideration for social, environmental, and economic
values which are compatible with surrounding uses and trends.

In reviewing planning policies and guidelines for those agencies associated with the National
Recreation Lakes Study, the Commission found that all have an adequately structured plan-
ning process that includes recreation, in general, and water-based recreation where appropri-
ate. Federal lake recreation management plans, in and of themselves, appear to be adequate.
Plan reviews are usually scheduled for five-year intervals, but flexibility exists for earlier
amendment and modification where conditions or demand changes. Despite this finding, the
Commission could not determine whether these plans are produced as a checkoff require-
ment, or as a serious foundation for action. Plans produced for the latter purpose represent a
great opportunity to integrate and address recreation needs along with other lake uses.

Measuring Success

The Commission found that there is no consistent measure for recreation that all agencies
used. This lack of consistency denies the Administration, Congress, and the public a means
to understand if agencies are providing quality recreation on the federal lakes. The creation
of one set of goals and standards to judge agency performance would be a step toward meas-
uring the enhancement of recreation opportunities at federal lakes.

In fact, the Government Performance and Results Act (Public Law 103-62) directs all federal
agencies to base their performance on the achievement of measurable results. However, since
this is a relatively new requirement, agencies have not yet achieved a consistent definition of
goals, objectives, and performance measures for their GPRA plans. Agencies still have work to
do in developing common definitions, standards, and measures of performance. When they
do, it will be more possible to assess their performance in providing water-related recreation
at federal lakes.
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Customer Satisfaction

Federal lake operators can neither evaluate the worth of their recreation offerings nor plan
for the future if they don’t survey the views of their customers. Presently, surveys are not
done often enough, or they are incomplete and inconsistent across locations and agencies.
Further, efforts to design and conduct surveys are complicated by the Office of Management
and Budget, which must approve survey designs and often takes too long to do so.

Assessments relating to facilities and customer satisfaction must employ provisions of the
Federal Activities Inventory Reform Act of 1998 (Public Law 105-270). This law requires
agencies to inventory and report on those services and products currently delivered by fed-
eral agencies that “are not inherently governmental functions.”
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tional Recreation Lakes Program

ongress directed the National Recreation Lakes Study Commission to include in its report

“recommendations on alternatives for enhanced recreation opportunities including, but not
limited to, the establishment of a national recreation lake system.” Consistent with that direction,
the Commission reviewed a number of existing national designations to learn more about their

purpose, design, and workings. Table 8-1 summarizes some of the designated systems that the

Commission looked at.

Designation Authority  Apr

National Scenic ~ Legislation ~ Congress significant PL 90-543 National

Trail (NST) scenic values

National Legislation  Secretary of high PL 90-543 National &

Recreation the Interior recreational Regional

Trail (NRT) values

America Presidential President revitalize, E.O. 13061 National &

Heritage Rivers ~ Executive environment, Regional
Order heritage
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The Commission also analyzed potential benefits and concerns in the establishment of a
national recreation lakes system. Potential benefits include increased national recognition of
lake-related recreation opportunities, improved customer service, and improved public
awareness to the environmental values of designated lakes. Potential drawbacks include visi-
tation growth with limited resources to accommodate such growth, environmental degrada-
tion, and increased conflict with other authorized uses.

After considering comments from public
meetings, workshops and staff analysis, the
Commission finds that a national recreation
lakes system is feasible and it could be benefi-
cial. However, it should not be established
before testing the concept on a small scale.
The Commission believes that a national
recreation lakes demonstration program is
preferable to a designation system.

Such a demonstration could encourage inno-
vation and experimentation, testing ideas at
low system-wide risk. This would permit more
deliberate, measured development of a
national lake system. An interagency lake
recreation leadership council could oversee the
implementation of this demonstration project,
providing the leadership and guidance neces-
sary to overcome some of the barriers identi-
fied by stakeholders and the public during this
study.

As a first step, a leadership council could apply for recognition of the demonstration pro-
gram as a Reinvention Laboratory from the National Partnership for Reinventing
Government. The program would be categorized as a “Management Lab” for testing innova-
tive ways of planning, developing, implementing, and managing lake recreation offerings.
Each of the demonstration lakes, called “pilot lakes,” would become a part of this lake
demonstration program to test new ways of conducting business, cutting red tape, and trying
new approaches to satisfy customers. A demonstration program of three to five years would
provide time to develop new management approaches, partnerships, revenue sources, and
methods of resolving user conflicts. Since this will be a reinvention project, both successes
and failures will need to be evaluated, modified or discarded. Recognition as a reinvention
lab will increase the visibility of recreation opportunities at federal lakes and raise the prior-
ity of recreation for those agencies with recreation responsibilities at federal lakes.

A demonstration program might be structured under a memorandum of agreement provid-
ing for a leadership council and a reinvention lab consisting of 12 pilot lakes. The lakes
would be managed through a variety of partnership agreements between federal, state, tribal,
and local agencies.

82 NATIONAL RECREATION LAKES PROGRAM




An interagency leadership council could develop a process to select 10 to 12 pilot lakes to
participate in the demonstration program using criteria consistent with the principles and
recommendations of this report. The intent of the selection process would be to consider the
full range of federal lake recreation opportunities, incorporating primarily federal lakes with
recreation development needs and potential, but also considering lakes that restrict develop-
ment yet have potential for expanding recreation opportunities. The Commission discussed
the need for lakes that accommodate a variety of recreation uses, ranging from water skiing
and power boating to more quiet pursuits such as hiking, bird watching, and canoeing.

Incentives should be made available to encourage the best federal lake management teams,
their communities, and their stakeholders to apply for demonstration status. Such incentives
should include additional funds for planning, surveys, technical assistance, community work-
shops, and training opportunities. Whenever possible, pilot lakes should be granted legal,
regulatory and administrative flexibility in designing new approaches.

The box on the next page illustrates potential guidelines that might be used in the selection
of pilot lakes. The demonstration program council would have to develop its own selection
process and budget requests. Demonstration funding could, in all likelihood, be blended with
creative local funding.
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Potential Guidelines for Pilot Lakes

A high standard of recreation quality must be an integral part of any lake or reservoir con-
sidered as a pilot site for the demonstration program. The following are some potential
guidelines to consider when selecting lakes to be a part of the program.

1. Development and mainte-
nance of facilities should be
sensitive to and compatible
with the existing environ-
ment.

2. Water quality should be
maintained to the highest
standard for all authorized
uses.

3. Full consideration and

accommodation should be
given to all existing author-
ized uses.

4. Safety is a priority of all
operations and activities on

and around the demonstra-
tion lake.

5. Active support and involvement of local communities, interest groups and stakeholders
should be required in support of the application.

6. Recreational opportunities should be provided for active and passive water-related activities,
though not necessarily at the same lake or even at all lakes.

7. Projected increased recreation activities should not diminish the quality of other recreation
experiences at a demonstration lake.

8. Demonstration lakes should be easily accessible to the general public, and facilities should
accommodate people with disabilities.

9. Creative public-private partnerships should be employed in the development and operation
of all recreation facilities.

10.Comprehensive recreation and water management planning should be required, including

planning for downstream recreation and riverine habitat.
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onclusions “||||

ased on its findings, the Commission draws the following conclusions about the status of

recreation at federal manmade lakes, and about the difficulties of providing lake-related

recreation to the American public.

1.] Federal lake recreation is a significant national resource

and public benefit of federal water projects.

This is demonstrated by strong and growing public demand for recreation use
of federal lakes and their related facilities. The almost 900 million visits to fed-
eral lakes each year attest to their immense appeal. However, recreation at fed-
eral lakes also makes important economic contributions, and it has the potential
to contribute even greater economic benefits than it does now to local and
regional economies.

2.] Recreation at federal lakes has not been treated as a

priority, or often even an equal, with other uses.

Despite frequent misconceptions to the contrary, recreation is a legislatively
authorized purpose at federal lakes. But it has often not been treated as such.
This is manifested in often inflexible water management for recreational pur-
poses, in lack of public communication about changes in water levels for other
purposes, and in failure to provide and maintain the facilities and services
needed to meet public demand for recreation at federal lakes.

3. Recreation management at federal lakes has suffered from

lack of unifying leadership and policy direction.

This is aggravated by inadequate interagency and intergovernmental planning
and coordination, as well as limited mandates and funding. The degree to which
recreation still succeeds at federal lakes is a testimony to the efforts of individual
managers who do the best they can with what they have.

ConcLusions 85



4. Recreation facilities at most federal lakes are inadequately
maintained and insufficient for current levels of public use.

Facilities at most lakes are worn out and dilapidated, or they fail to meet contemporary stan-
dards of design, safety, access, environmental compatibility, and capacity. Presently, federal
managing agencies do not have the funds to alleviate the existing maintenance backlog, esti-
mated at $800 million, nor to construct and manage needed new facilities.

5./ Current federal recreation user fee practices are not
particularly successful as a revenue generator.

It is telling that states, on average, fund a share of their recreation operating and maintenance
costs through user fees four times greater than the federal share. The Fee Demonstration
Program appears to be successful. It encourages innovation and partnerships with other fed-
eral agencies, states, and local government providers of recreation. It encourages customer
service because the user looks more like a paying customer than an expense against appropri-
ations. By permitting the retention of user fees at the local management level, the program
covers the cost of collection and reduces the maintenance backlog of the infrastructure for
the activities that generated the
fees. There is a real and justifi-
able fear that expansion of the
Fee Demonstration Program
might tempt the Congress to
reduce appropriations as an
offset to revenues generated
and retained by the managing
agency. Such reductions would
degrade services and erode
public and lake management
support for fee-based augmen-
tation of recreation funding.

6. Meeting current and future demands for lake-related recreation will require
smart, flexible, visionary management and better ways of doing things.

Quiality recreation, watershed-based protection, and achievement of other lake purposes,
with or without increased appropriations, will require management innovation, partnership
investment from local, state, and private sources, better management and policy data, and
stronger interagency and intergovernmental cooperation.

7. The value of providing recreation services through local partners
underscores the need to expand and improve development and operating
partnerships with state and local governments and with private businesses.

State and local governments are close to their customers, and see them as customers because
they derive significant revenues from user fees. Businesses bring substantial capabilities to
bear in funding, development, and customer service so long as they can realize a return on
their investment. Private sector development and operation relieve taxpayers of capital and
operating costs. Through collection of franchising fees, the federal government also has an
opportunity to derive income to help offset the costs of operating existing recreation facilities
at other federal lakes.
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8. J Inconsistent concessionaire policies across lake

management agencies do a disservice to the public.

Private sector development and management of recreation facilities significantly improves
the public’s recreation experience. Adequate incentives are needed to attract that expertise.
At the same time, in harnessing private sector capabilities, federal agencies have obligations
to meet their stewardship responsibilities, maintain control of the development on their
lands and waters, and receive a reasonable return on the arrangement. In this respect, it is a
significant problem that there is little consistency among agencies in the policies that guide
privately developed recreation offerings at federal lakes.

9.} Policies against cost sharing with state and

local government partners are unwise.

State and local jurisdictions are partners with the federal government in providing and man-
aging recreation facilities at federal lakes, parks in particular. The nonfederal governments
managing those parks can’t afford to rehabilitate existing facilities and add facilities to meet
increasing demand. Twenty-two parks have already been turned back for this reason. Federal
agencies have neither the personnel nor budgeted funds to keep turned-back facilities open
to the public. Closing such facilities is not a desirable option. Cost sharing in the rehabilita-
tion, modification, operation, and maintenance of those facilities would be cheaper for the
federal government in the long run and in the best interest of the public.

10.} There is ample justification and precedent to integrate

reservoir water management, particularly drawdowns and
flow levels, to serve recreation and environmental purposes.

Complex and sometimes conflicting demands are placed on federal lake water resources, not
only between recreation and other authorized purposes, but also among recreation uses. All
federal lake management agencies need to develop and incorporate an integrated approach to
water management into all lake management plans. One of the objectives in such plans
should be to use operation flexibility to increase recreation and environmental benefits
within current authorities. A more holistic or integrated approach to management of flow
and storage in federal lakes is needed to provide a broader range of recreation benefits to the
public while still achieving the intent
of other Congressional authoriza-
tions.

11.} Clean water is critical to lake

recreation as well as lake health.

The Commission agrees with the total
watershed approach to clean water,
including lake water. The Commission
endorses the Environmental
Protection Agency’s expressed com-
mitment to give increased emphasis
to clean lakes under the Clean Water
Act. It is apparent that keeping lake
water clean is a responsibility shared
by everyone, from federal agencies to
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recreation users. Lakes must be kept clean for recreation, but recreation, in the same respect,
must be carried out in a way that keeps water clean.

12.] The concept of a national recreation lake system has merit,

but implementation of such a system does not make sense before it
can be proved through a smaller scale demonstration program.

A demonstration program would be more appropriate right now as a reinvention lab under

the National Partnership for Reinventing Government. Targeted experimentation and public
involvement would be useful at selected pilot lakes to test new approaches in offering recre-

ation and improving facilities. What is learned in the operation of a demonstration program
could provide the foundation 