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House Approves Funding for Free Hunting/Fishing Licenses

OKLAHOMA CITY (March 9, 2007) - For years, lawmakers have voted to allow numerous groups and individuals to have free hunting or fishing licenses, which slowly slashed funding for the fee-based state Department of Wildlife Conservation.

State lawmakers voted this week to make up those losses.

House Bill 1668, by state Rep. Joe Dorman, would create the "Oklahoma Hunting and Fishing License Reimbursement Fund." A portion of state income tax collections would be deposited in the fund to make up revenue lost by the Department of Wildlife Conservation to free licenses.

"Officials estimate the Department of Wildlife Conservation loses over $1 million per year to free licenses," said Dorman, D-Rush Springs. "Since the department is funded almost entirely through fees, that loss can have a significant impact on their wildlife programs."

Dorman said a national survey will be conducted to determine how many free Oklahoma hunting and fishing licenses have been issued and that figure will be used to calculate the amount of money placed in the reimbursement fund.   State money placed in the fund will be used to generate matching federal program dollars, which will compound the benefit to Oklahoma sportsmen and women, Dorman said. 

The Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation's mission is to "manage Oklahoma's wildlife resources and habitat to provide scientific, educational, aesthetic, economic and recreational benefits for present and future generations of hunters, anglers and others who appreciate wildlife," according to the agency's Web site.

"Currently, the Department of Wildlife is cash-strapped since they operate solely on the fees they collect and matching dollars from the feds," Dorman said. "House Bill 1668 will give the agency more money to maintain public hunting grounds and provide youth hunting safety
programs."

House Bill 1668 passed the Oklahoma House of Representatives on a 91-2 vote this week. It now proceeds to the state Senate, where the bill is authored by Senator Jeff Rabon, D-Hugo.
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