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H.R. 3979 (Rep. Hakeem Jeffries), “Keep America’s Refuges Operational Act” 

 

Summary of the Bill 

H.R. 3979 (Rep. Hakeem Jeffries), introduced October 5, 2017, the “Keep America’s 

Refuges Operational Act” reauthorizes the National Wildlife Refuge System Volunteer, 

Community Partnership, and Education Programs at $2 million per year for fiscal years 2018 

through 2022.   

Cosponsors 

 

Rep. Robert J. Wittman (R-VA-01), Rep. Raul M. Grijalva (D-AZ-03), Rep. Garret Graves (R-

LA-06), Rep. Gregorio Kilili Camacho Sablan (D-MP-At Large), Rep. Frank A. LoBiondo (R-

NJ-02), Rep. Mike Thompson (D-CA-05), Rep. Ron Kind (D-WI-03), Rep. Bruce Westerman 

(R-AK-04), Rep. Aumua Amata Coleman Radewagen (R-AS-At Large), Rep. Doug Collins (R-

GA-09), Rep. Scott Tipton (R-CO-03) and Rep. Stevan Pearce (R-NM-02) 

 

Background 

 

History 

 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) manages 566 total National Wildlife Refuges.  

462 of these are open to the public, and of those 462, 393 refuges have volunteer programs. This 

includes wildlife refuges, fish hatcheries, wetland management districts, regional offices, and 

ecological services offices. These programs facilitate over 40,000 volunteers who contribute 

more than 1.3 million hours each year providing assistance and support to U.S. Refuges.   FWS 

estimates that these programs provide a labor value of over $30 million.1  

                                                 
1 “Volunteer Program Stats” provided courtesy of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on November 8,2017, to Natural Resources Committee.   
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Volunteers perform a wide variety of tasks to assist with refuge operations.  Examples of 

these tasks include habitat improvement projects, laboratory research assistance, leading refuge 

tours, fish and wildlife population surveys, as well as many other projects.2  All of these tasks 

help the FWS more efficiently fulfill its mission while also providing an opportunity for 

individuals and groups to contribute to the fish and wildlife preservation and protection.   

 

The volunteer programs are authorized through the National Wildlife Refuge System 

Volunteer and Community Partnerships Enhancement Act of 1998 (Enhancement Act; P.L. 105-

242), which amended the Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956 (16 U.S.C. 742f) to promote volunteer 

programs, community partnerships, and educational activities for the benefit of National Wildlife 

Refuges. This statutory authority was reauthorized by the National Wildlife Refuge Volunteer 

Act of 2004 (P.L. 108-327), which authorized appropriations of $2,000,000 for each fiscal year 

2004 through 2009 for these activities. In turn, the National Wildlife Refuge Volunteer 

Improvement Act of 2011 (P.L. 111-357) reauthorized appropriations for fiscal years 2011 

through 2014.3  In the last 2 fiscal years these programs have been appropriated $2 million.4  

 

Need for Legislation 

 

H.R. 3979 reauthorizes a cost-efficient resource that helps the FWS fulfil its mission to 

protect and preserve the nation’s fish and wildlife. The volunteer programs are very popular with 

recreationists throughout the country, with more applications than there are presently volunteer 

slots.  This legislation has broad support from several recreation and conservation organizations 

as well as bipartisan congressional support.  A previous iteration of this bill in the 113th Congress 

passed out of the Natural Resources Committee with unanimous consent and was then passed out 

of the House under Suspension of the Rules by a voice vote.5   

 

Support for the Legislation 

 

The American Bird Conservancy  

American Fisheries Society 

American Hiking Society 

American Sportfishing Association 

Boy Scouts of America 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

Defenders of Wildlife 

Ducks Unlimited 

Izaak Walton League of America 

Marine Conservation Institute 

National Audubon Society 

National Wildlife Federation 

National Wildlife Refuge Association 

The Corps Network 

The Nature Conservancy 

                                                 
2 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. “Volunteers.” https://www.fws.gov/volunteers/index.html 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 H.R. 1300, 113th Congress 

https://www.fws.gov/volunteers/index.html


Page 3 of 3 

 

The Wilderness Society 

Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership 

Trout Unlimited 

 

Cost 

 

A CBO cost analysis has not yet been completed for this bill.  

 

Administration Position 

 

The Administration position is unknown at this time.  

 

Anticipated Amendments  

 

• Rep. Garret Graves (R-LA-06) and Rep. Alan Lowenthal (D-CA-47) – Strikes a 

limitation that would allow for non-project related administrative expenses by non-

federal entities.   

Effect on Current Law (Ramseyer) 

 

  

  

 

 

https://naturalresources.house.gov/uploadedfiles/hr_3979_amend_the_fish_and_wildlife_act_.pdf

