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Ramifications of the Governor’s Budget Proposal

The ramifications of some of the budget decisions proposed by Governor Rod R. Blagojevich will be devastating to the natural resource programs of the state of Illinois.  He has called for diverting revenue from the Real Estate Transfer Tax that is directed by statute to fund the Open Space Lands Acquisition and Development Fund (OSLAD) and the Natural Areas Acquisition Fund (NAAF), to the General Revenue Fund. These funds protect the high quality natural areas and wildlife habitat of our state, and pay for the staff who implement the programs.

In 1991 the state legislature voted to dedicate a portion of the Real Estate Transfer Tax revenue to conservation.  The formula provided 35% of its funds to OSLAD and 15% to NAAF. With the Governor’s current proposals there will be zero funding for either program. This will mean more than a "holiday" from land acquisition, it will also mean deep cuts in front line professionals, the natural areas managers.

The following are the ramifications of the visceral elimination of these programs:

· Open Space Protection:  Currently the State of Illinois ranks 47 among the 50 states in public open space, per capita. With the proposed cuts and elimination of conservation funding, Illinois will fall even further behind.

· Neighboring States support Green Infrastructure: Our neighboring states of Michigan and Wisconsin understand the benefits of investing in green infrastructure.  Protecting open spaces enhances the quality of life for residents, engages businesses, and provides additional economic opportunities through tourism and related businesses. It is a commonly known fact that Illinois residents take vacations and own second homes in Wisconsin and Michigan, choosing to locate there due to the parks, preserves and nature related recreation such as cross country skiing. Every day, Illinois loses revenue to Michigan and Wisconsin.

· Natural Heritage program: Dedicated Revenue Source Diverted by the Governor. This program is responsible for protection, management and restoration of endangered species, natural areas and critical wildlife habitat on public and private lands. The biologists are the frontline staff  responsible for implementing on-the-ground conservation programs. All 30 professional biologists and three clerical staff positions will be permanently lost.   

· Nature Preserves Commission: Dedicated Revenue Source Diverted by the Governor. The Commission is responsible for the dedication of high quality natural areas and endangered species habitats, placing protection of these lands as their highest and best use, the strongest protection for land in Illinois. All 15 positions will be permanently lost.
· It oversees 319 nature preserves in 79 counties (43,290 acres) and 106 land and water reserves in 48 counties (33,317 acres).

· In FY ’03, nearly 3,200 privately owned acres were dedicated as nature preserves, saving the state $3,640,000 that would have been needed to acquire these sites, fully three times the annual Commission budget. 

· Illinois was the pioneer, the first state to legislate a Nature Preserves Commission, signed into legislation during August 1963. The late George B. Fell, a dedicated conservationist from Rockford who founded the Natural Land Institute and was a leader of The Nature Conservancy, authored the legislation. 

· The Commission has been used as a model by other states, and was recognized for its far-sightedness at one of the most important international meetings held on economic, environmental and social development – the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, during June 1992. 

· Natural Areas Acquisition Fund:  Dedicated Revenue Source Diverted by the Governor. This fund is used by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) for the protection of natural areas including habitat needed by endangered and threatened species, wetlands and other high quality natural communities. The fund has enabled the IDNR to acquire more than 20,000 acres and has paid for the staffing of the Natural Heritage programs at the IDNR and the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission. Two realty staff positions responsible for acquisitions will be lost.
· Open Space Lands Acquisition and Development Fund: Dedicated Revenue Source Diverted by the Governor. This program provides grants to local units of government for the acquisition of open space, parks, and the development of park facilities and forest preserves. Six staff who work directly with local units of government to evaluate and process grant proposals will be eliminated.
· Voters have consistently voted to increase taxes to support land acquisition at the local level.

· Much of what has been achieved has been through matching funds from this program.

· Endangered Species Protection Board:  Zero funding 2005.  This fund zeroed out in 2004. The board is responsible for the listing of species of plants and animals as endangered or threatened, and advising the IDNR on the conservation of listed species. 

· Tourism: promotion budget cut 50%. Tourism in Illinois produces $22 billion in annual revenue. Tourism is promotion, marketing of the wonderful opportunities that Illinois has to offer to internal and external visitors alike. 

· The budget was previously cut by 30%.  

· With this additional cut the ramifications will be critical not only to the Tourism budget, but will have negative economic impacts on businesses that benefit from and rely on tourists such as hotels/motels, restaurants, golf courses, recreation facilities, shops, equipment sales and rentals, etc. 

· The States around us, competitors for tourists dollars, will reap the benefits of our lost sales and our lost market. It’s extremely difficult to recapture customers that have become loyal to the competition.
###

The Nature Conservancy is a leading international, non-profit organization that preserves the plants, animals and natural communities representing the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive. To date, the Conservancy and its more than one million members have been responsible for the protection of more than 15 million acres in the United States and have helped preserve more than 101 million acres in Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia and the Pacific. Visit us on the Web at nature.org.
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