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ACCLIMATION POND
SMOLTS HAVE BEEN RELEASED

Today, March 25
ODFW 
released the smolts from                                                                                                              
the Acclimation Pond.

NO MORE FISH FEEDING
THIS YEAR.
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ODFW Update on Department’s Financial Condition

By Brad Halverson, VP Conservation, Association of NW Steelheaders

Let me begin with a disclaimer: this might be a hard read for many, as it is a somewhat detailed review 
of an ODFW audit conducted by the Secretary of State; and the agency’s response. But, it is important 
to remain informed about issues impacting sport angling opportunities before commenting on same.

On February 2nd 2016, ODFW Director Curt Melcher presented a response to a recent Department 
Audit by the Oregon Secretary of State, to a subcommittee on Natural Resources of the Senate Ways 
and Means Committee. Bill Kremers, Bob Oleson and myself monitored the proceedings on behalf of 
NW Steelheader members, while Bob Rees visited an adjacent room testifying on our behalf at a dif-
ferent committee meeting. It should also be noted, F&W Commissioner Bruce Buckmaster observed 
the proceedings. But, surprisingly, this assembly was lightly attended by other stakeholders. Tom 
Wolfe from Trout Unlimited was the lone sport angling representative I observed in the audience.

While there is much discontent within the House and Senate about how the ODFW is managed, it 
is plausible we would not be at this important juncture had not NW Steelheaders refused to endorse 
the Department’s draft budget for this 6-year period last fall. That push back lead to Senate hearings 
and the development of an ODFW budget legislative task force, and possibly this audit. So, let’s start 
there:

The title itself is revealing of the predisposition toward ODFW management within legislative and 
executive circles: “Oregon’s Department of Fish and Wildlife Needs a Comprehensive Management 
Strategy to Prioritize Workload and Plan for the Future.” As stated in the audit Executive Summary: 
“Oregon’s Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) has focused on short-term goals, but recurring 
budget shortfalls have made it difficult for the agency to accomplish everything within its mission. 
Today’s challenging environment requires ODFW to focus efforts by establishing a comprehensive 
management strategy, including a long-term plan for how to sustain operations.”

The audit team observed that ODFW’s temporary funding tactics have not been effective in satisfy-
ing rising expenses nor recurring budget shortfalls. The agency has cut staff positions and left others 
vacant; they have deferred important facility – primarily hatchery – maintenance; and implemented 
ever increasing fees on an ever declining populace of anglers and hunters. Accordingly, the seven co-
equal goals of wildlife management established in ORS 496.012 are unsustainable.

Their measures fail to address the underlying nature of agency budget gaps: relatively stable revenue 
from three main sources (hunter and angler fees = 33%, Commercial fishing fees = 3%, General 
Funds = 10%, Federal funds, grants and Other = 54%), despite increasing expenses. The audit, and 
the Senate committee we attended were quite specific that the growing PERS burden will also have 
a significant impact on the agency’s fiscal health in the near future. From 2009-2013 ODFW pension 
expenses roughly doubled from $8M to $14M. And, their portion of the

statewide growth in pension expenses of $870M, due to a 2015 court ruling, while as yet
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undetermined will be substantial. Deferred maintenance expenses will contribute to the imbalance;
as will flat lottery moneys; and uncertain, but anticipated declining Federal funds. Further, the
recent drought and poor ocean conditions may lead to lower salmon returns in future years, and a
likely lower angler participation and lower aggregate fee and excise tax income.

AUDIT FINDINGS:

1. Everything is viewed as a priority. But in defense of ODFW, by statute, the seven goals
of their mission are deemed “co-equal.”
2. Future workload will likely grow. Lawsuits, invasive species, population growth, ESA
listings and energy development all drain resources.
3. Regular fee increases nearing a limit. Price elasticity of demand demonstrates that at a
certain point the higher the fees the lower the participation; and we are most likely
there.
4. The declining portion of salmon restoration funded by Commercial fees is problematic.
When the R&E program was established in 1989, their burden was 5¢ per pound, which
was the equivalent of 30% of the fund. It remains 5¢ per pound, or the equivalent of
10% of the fund burden today. Using inflated dollars, that fee should have risen to 10¢
per pound.
5. ODFW conservation efforts receive little direct public support. State tax donations for
non-game wildlife, sales of habitat conservation stamps and art, and proceeds from
Duck Pond Cellars Conservation Cuvee amassed $79,000 for the 2013-15 biennium,
not even enough to fund a single full-time conservation biologist. However, the agency
raises about $500,000 annually from parking revenues, which are dedicated to
improving habitat and infrastructure, enhancing wildlife viewing, and enforcing
hunting and angling regulations.

OPPORTUNITIES TO ENHANCE FUNDS:

Nine practices observed in other states were listed in the audit as solutions to consider. But,
many are not relevant to the state of Oregon, because of the absence of a sales tax. Rather than
detail them here, you may review them in Appendix A to the state audit – Report Number 2016-
01, ODFW Strategic Planning. The legislative task force will most likely address these tactics.

At this hearing, ODFW solutions to the budget shortfall were fixed on the fee increase of
10% generated by SB247 for a 2-year period (smaller increments could lead to more frequent,
albeit smaller increases, meaning less painful to absorb and more readily supported); increasing
efficiencies, mainly how they process Accounts Receivable from the Federal government for
services rendered; and downsizing. In addition, during 2015, revenues were 3.5% higher due to
record high commercial revenue from the pink shrimp fleet; and an increase in hunter harvest non-
reporting penalties.

Director Melcher stated they are aware of the inverse relationship between fee increases and partici-
pation, indicating at least a verbal desire to hold current fees for the next two-year period, and pos-
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sibly lower them in the cycle after that. Whether they increase fees or hold them steady, when asked 
how he would deal with rising expenses, he retreated to the primary need for fees, by saying they will 
focus on Recruitment, Retention and Reactivation of hunters and anglers.

This senate sub-committee was comprised of 4 Representatives and 2 Senators, and Co-Chaired by 
Senator Devlin (not present) and Representative Taylor. We spoke to her afterwards in the hall, and 
she verified there will be much more oversight on the ODFW going forward. She is an auditor by 
trade, and understands there are basic planning and implementation processes that must be followed 
to accomplish the mission within budget, and she endeavors to impose those on Agency management.

Representative Parrish was also a breath of fresh air, and speaks for our own constituents when she 
says the Department will need to be redesigned: because increasing expenses will not abate since the 
mission will not change, and revenues will continue to decline. Nor therefore can they become a huge 
burden to the General Fund. She concluded by stating we cannot keep going to the taxpayers either 
through taxes or fees and saying we need more, we need more, because it won’t increase the number 
of fish or wildlife harvested by them.

Representative Hack echoed that she also gets voter push back on fee increases. And, in reference to 
the Department now achieving a positive cash flow position, indicated we can’t tell citizens that the 
Department now lives within its means, but we still need higher fees.

Finally, as in the private sector, a company cannot cut its way to profitability when revenues diminish, 
because you approach a point of inability to deliver the product or service you have contracted for; 
so, too in the public sector, cuts and deferred maintenance cannot lead to mission accomplishment. It 
requires a focus on the revenue side; and hopefully the Task Force will address some of the sugges-
tions set forth in this audit, as well as others.
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