2008 ELECTION AND TRANSITIONS:  OPPORTUNITIES AND RISKS
Participants in the Partners Outdoors Action Team that addressed the 2008 elections for key federal and state offices, and the subsequent transition efforts as newly elected officials prepare to take office, expressed both enthusiasm and concern about the processes.  Key observations included:
1)  The recreation community can largely determine its fate in the 2008-2009 changes in government.  By engaging strategically and offering ideas and resources to new leaders, the recreation community can help ensure that recreation programs survive and even thrive.  Efforts designed to simply protect existing programs and structures, though, will increase the likelihood that recreation programs will be road kill, lost in an environment that seeks at least the appearance of change and aggressive actions by other interests that will endanger the funding of “stable” programs.
2)  The recreation community has very credible messages to build support, including links to better health and education.  But current efforts risk creating a cacophony that pits recreation community organizations against each other as competitors.  The development and promotion of a national, united theme are vital.
3)  A major communications effort is paramount – one which enlists the specialized recreation media but also successfully involves the national general media.
4)  The recreation community needs to coordinate efforts to promote its messages through such venues as:
■  political campaign events, including town forums and debates;

■  the party platform hearings and national conventions;

■  blogs and other social networking strategies, including YouTube and MySpace;
■  messaging at high-traffic recreation sites;

■  events attracting current officials, candidates and the media.

5)  Unifying the diverse recreation organizations – including ARC, OIA, NRPA, NASPD and more – is important to the recreation community’s success;
6)  Congressional friends of recreation need a venue – perhaps even a Congressional caucus on outdoor recreation.  And there also needs to be a regular channel of communications between Congressional supporters and recreation leaders – and not just annual receptions and irregular meetings with staff on specific issues.
Of all priorities and alternative actions, the Action Team placed its highest priority on forging a single “umbrella” message and structure to optimize interaction with the media and with political forces in the nation.  The initiative needs to be absolutely bipartisan, but needs to be political – offering the ideas, the communications channels and support and the events needed to appeal to candidates for office.  Said one participant, “We need to create the parade and then make it easy for America’s politicians to ride in the lead convertibles of our parade.”

The “broad umbrella” needs to focus on 4-5 key initiatives and be grassroots focused – built solid from the ground up.  It needs to be “green” – but cannot be positioned as solely an environmental initiative, since its value to people is its “ace” card.  The initiatives need to be of as much value to local candidates as to the Presidential contenders, because “all politics is local.”
The Action Team considered a list of bold ideas/concepts to inspire and attract public attention and focused on:
· Connecting youth to the natural world;
· Repackaging/replacing LWCF, and especially the “state side,” and bringing the focus to all public lands – not just the favored agency;
· Children’s Outdoors “Bill of Rights” from California;
· Finding a way to reward good lifestyle decisions in the marketplace – perhaps through insurance premium reductions like those given good students and nonsmokers;
· New financial support for recreation infrastructure that promotes active lifestyles, derived from health, education or justice “pools” rather than the natural resource pool.
Non-traditional supporters of recreation are key to success, including tourism/
marketing interests, health-care interests, cultural/heritage interests and educational institutions and advocates.
The Action Team strongly urges use of “voices of youth” to deliver key messages and identifies the upcoming Student Conservation Forum as a priority for engagement.  A brainstorming session is needed to consider such ideas as a “Million Kid March” in Washington, D.C., use of centennials and other special anniversaries of youth groups such as the Boy Scouts of America (2010), an Executive Order on Kids and Nature, a mandatory outdoor-education curriculum, a “routes to parks” transportation initiative, and National Get Outdoors Day.
Finally, the Action Team agreed that celebrities can help the recreation cause in the political arena and urged active pursuit of celebrities that would add value to public officials and candidates for office at events and in media efforts.
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