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$2.7 Billion Maintenance Backlog
Due to insu!cient funding, the Refuge System’s list of deferred main-

tenance projects has ballooned to more than $2.7 billion. Repairs to 
roads and parking lots, bridges and trails, dams, levees, and other water 
control structures are among the most common maintenance needs. In 
addition, seven national wildlife refuges established since FY 2000 are 
former military sites, whose acquisition came with enormous demoli-
tion, management, and public safety needs—adding $65.5 million to the 
maintenance backlog. Nearly 13,000 of the System’s 44,475 facilities are 
now in need of some repair, and many of these pose serious safety threats 
for refuge visitors, sta", and wildlife.

$677 Million Operations Backlog
#e Refuge System’s operations backlog includes 5,598 project needs 

that have been delayed due to a lack of funds. Among these are sta" and 
equipment necessary to perform routine and mission-critical activities 
related to habitat management and restoration, public use, planning, and 
wildlife research and monitoring. Once more than $1 billion, this back-
log has been reduced by using new sta!ng models, updating project in-
formation, and leveraging partnerships—e!ciencies that underscore the 
remaining $677 million of operations projects that can only be addressed 
with greater funding.

Many years of inadequate budgets have led to the current operations and 
maintenance backlog, totaling more than $3.3 billion. #is number will con-
tinue to soar unless Congress appropriates su!cient funds to cover the Refuge 
System’s annual budget needs, including: 

 Maintenance—Industry experts recommend that businesses annually in-
vest 2-6% of a facility’s total value towards its maintenance. #e Refuge System 
manages approximately $24.3 billion in constructed facility assets, but current 
budgets only provide about $108 million for their maintenance each year, less 
than one-half of 1% of their value. To invest just 1% in annual maintenance, the 
Refuge System needs $243 million each year. 

 Mission-Critical Projects and Sta!ng—#e Refuge System has identi-
$ed approximately 3,500 mission-critical operations needs, including many fun-
damental projects to manage refuge habitat, provide visitor services, and enforce 
laws. And despite a steady increase in the number of refuges and visitors, the 
Refuge System operates today with 100 fewer permanent, full-time employees 
than it had in 2004. #is has left the System without essential refuge manage-
ment, administrative, maintenance, and communications employees. Funding 
projects and sta! identi"ed as “mission critical” will cost nearly $359 million an-
nually.
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A strong refuge for us means strong business for us,” says 
Kyle Kelley, General Manager of Alaska Wildland Adven-
tures in Cooper Landing, Alaska. Kelley is a guide who 

has been leading nature and rafting tours into the backcountry 
of Kenai National Wildlife Refuge for many years. His company 
brings visitors into the refuge wilderness via rafts and drift boats 
on the Kenai River to experience the spectacular scenery, !sh for 
salmon and trout, and catch glimpses of moose, brown bear, lynx 
and other wildlife. Visitors stay at the Kenai Backcountry Lodge, 
located on a !ve-acre inholding within the refuge. “The refuge’s 
spectacular scenery and wildlife and its protected, pristine en-
vironment create a strong economic system for tourism and 
habitat protection needed for commercial salmon !shing,” Kelley 
says. Backlogs in funding for maintenance at the remote refuge 
have created challenges with trail maintenance and upkeep that 
Kelley would like to see addressed. “These challenges make it dif-
!cult for some of our guests,” he notes.

An Alaska Wildland Adventures raft carries wildlife watchers along Alaska’s 
Kenai River into the designated Wilderness of Kenai NWR. | Photo courtesy of 
Kyle Kelley, Alaska Wildland Adventures


