U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Operations Deputy Addresses Recreation
Issues

(Washington) — Gaining
the power to retain
recreation fees and
applying the new America
the Beautiful Pass to U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers
(USACE) sites were
among the topics
addressed by Lawrence
Lang, Deputy Director of
Operations and Civil
Works, U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, at the April
Recreation Exchange.
The U. S. Army Corps of
Engineers is the largest

federal provider of outdoor recreation. Dr. Lang set the context for a discussion of
the Corps’ recreation programs by telling the audience that although it is an
authorized purpose of Corps projects, recreation is not a primary mission equal to
flood control, navigation and hydropower. He also explained that efforts to
upgrade Corps recreation facilities needed to be balanced with a dedication to
preserving the beauty of nature on Corps lands and waters.

To address its limited financial resources, the USACE is seeking fee retention
authority for Corps recreation sites so that revenues can be re-invested in
operating the facilities where collected. Dr. Lang noted that, unlike other federal
recreation providers, the fees collected at Corps recreation sites are currently
deposited into the U.S. Treasury general account. Both the House and Senate
are considering fee retention for the Corps, but major hurdles remain ranging
from jurisdictional squabbles to only allowing retention of fees above current
collection levels. He also voiced concern that annual appropriations could be
reduced by the amount of fees projected, thus negating any incentive for the
Corps’ recreation programs.

Dr. Lang stated that it “just makes sense” to extend the America the Beautiful
Pass, authorized under the federal lands Recreation Enhancement Act (FLREA),
to Corps’ fee-charging recreation sites. This would avoid public frustration and
“better serve the public” when the new pass is rolled out in 2007. Committees of
jurisdiction for USACE, which differ from those of the other land management
agencies, have resisted a unified federal recreation fee program since the
National Recreation Fee Demonstration Program was created in 1996.



On the subject of Corps’ operational management of its many projects and
functions, including recreation facilities, Dr. Lang said that the Corps is moving
towards demonstrating tangible returns on investments and a business model for
budgeting. Like other agencies, USACE is subject to competitive sourcing
requirements. The Corps is seeking exemptions from this requirement for a
variety of activities where the Corps can demonstrate that its internal operations
are “high performing.” Currently, 43% of Corps recreation facilities are managed
by the Corps and 100% of park rangers are Corps staff.

Dr. Lang acknowledged the inherent difficulties in managing multiple missions
and shifting to a business management model when, historically, projects were
designed to meet a public need, and not in a business frame of reference.
Additionally, there are procedural and jurisdictional obstacles within the
Executive Branch and Congress that make changes in the Corps more difficult.

To illustrate the balancing act between the Corps multiple missions, Dr. Lang
noted that 10% of the Corps is currently deployed in Irag, Afghanistan and New
Orleans - and some recreation specialists are detailed to flood recovery and
levee reconstruction. The roles of the federal government and private industry in
flood reconstruction and other activities are evolving, but it is already clear that
partnerships “are the way to go.” He challenged other recreation businesses to
follow the example of Kawasaki, which has provided materials, supplies and
opportunities for boater safety education efforts. “We need to get the private
sector into the

recreational facility

decision-making

process,” he stated.

Following his remarks,
Dr. Lang was asked to
comment on whether he
sees recreation
becoming a higher
priority for the Corps,
and receiving increased
funding to reflect the
magnitude of recreation
demands on Corps lands
and waters. He
explained that Corps
funding is decentralized
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and allocated on a project basis within each region. Because there is no Corps-
wide recreation budget and recreation is viewed as a lower-priority mission, he
does not expect a surge of funds into recreation facilities.



Asked about the Corps policy on dredging to improve recreational boating, Dr.
Lang stated that dredging to improve commercial navigation is the higher priority.
He gave the example of the Atlantic Intercoastal Waterway which has high
recreational value, but low commercial use, and is therefore unlikely to be
improved by the Corps. However, he noted that Congress can specifically direct
where dredging will be done.
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