
As the nation’s largest federal provider of outdoor recreation, 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) manages 

more than 400 lake and river projects in 43 states, and hosts  
more than 370 million visits per year. With 90 percent of these 
recreation areas within 50 miles of metropolitan areas, the 
Corps provides a diverse range of outdoor activities close to 
home and to people of all ages.

“We have more than 5,000 parks across the country at 
our 404 lakes, providing opportunities for the public,” noted 
Meredith Bridgers, outdoor recreation planner for the Corps’ 
Institute for Water Resources (IWR). “In particular, on the 
Corps map you will see that there are lakes adjacent to, or 
an easy drive from, many military bases across the country. 
Part of our mission on both the federal and local level is to 
promote and encourage people to get out from behind their 

computer screens, and off the couch, and get outdoors and 
enjoy nature and recreating as a family outdoors. The Corps 
is unique among the federal agencies because you can do both 
land and water activities at a Corps lake. On our properties 
you can fish, swim, boat, hike, camp, hunt, bike — recreation 
opportunities abound!” 

With a growing demand for recreation services, coupled 
with reductions in federal funding, the USACE has begun to 
transform and reposition its recreation program. The Corps’ 
Recreation Strategic Plan, which was drafted in 2011, provides 
guidance for the recreation program to ensure the USACE 
continues to provide safe, quality outdoor recreation in light 
of current and future budget realities. 

Examples of changes in the recreation program include: 
• Reshaping delivery of recreation opportunities within fiscal 

and human resource capabilities while maintaining public 
access to the water.

• Increasing use of partnerships as a means to sustain the 
levels of public service.

• Increasing use of volunteers to assist in operational activi-
ties and stewardship at recreation areas.

• Updating policies and regulations related to shoreline man-
agement, leases, partnerships and more.

• Evaluating current authorities and identifying needed changes 
for fee retention, cooperative management and partnerships.

• Expanding training, development and succession planning 
for the workforce. 
According to Bridgers, the IWR worked with the Engineer 

Research and Development Center (ERDC) — the Corps’ 
science and research team — to develop the new recreation 
strategy at the direction of USACE headquarters.  

“This ERDC-IWR team led the effort, and we had folks 
from the field involved in that project, so that represents our 
key strategy for how we want to manage the recreation pro-
gram within the Corps, and address challenges that are facing 
us,” she said. “You have probably heard in the news that the 
infrastructure of the Corps is aging and needs to be invested 
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partners provided approximately 
$58 million in value. In addition, 
41,000 volunteers — with a value 
of service of approximately $34.8 
million — provided 1.5 million 
hours in volunteer work. 

“That is pretty significant if 
you look at the value of our part-
nership and volunteer programs,” 
explained Burke. “If you look at 
our recreation budget, which is 
around $250 million, and environ-
mental stewardship budget, which 
is around $100 million, we are 
able to leverage approximately 
$350 million in appropriated 
funds with the $34.8 million in 
volunteer value and $58 million 
in partnership value. That has a 
significant direct impact and value 
added to the public, and to what 
we can provide to them.” 

One of the biggest volunteer 
days of the year is National Pub-
lic Lands Day, a huge volunteer 
event that the Corps participates 
in every year, along with many 
other federal agencies, such as the 
National Parks Service (NPS) and 
U.S. Forest Service. Taking place 
each year on the last Saturday in 
September, the day is held in part-
nership with the National Envi-

ronmental Education Foundation, the sponsor for the event. 
“In 2015 we had 11,381 volunteers at 112 Corps lakes,” 

noted Burke. “That one day contributed 48,672 hours of ser-
vice, which equated to $1.1 million in value.” 

Some interesting statistics from the 2015 National Public 
Lands Day:
• 971 tires removed from the lakes
• 128,000 pounds of trash removed 
• 191 miles of roadways cleared
• 1,000 miles of shoreline cleaned 
• 192 miles of trails built or cleaned/maintained 
• 869 acres of habitat improved 
• 1,689 trees and shrubs planted
• 408 bird and bat boxes installed 
• 279 partners involved

NATIONAL OUTREACH
In the area of water safety, the Corps works with nationwide 

partners to provide outreach, training and education. 
“We have a national Water Safety Program manager, Pam 

Doty, who worked with the Corps Natural Resources Education 
Foundation, a national nonprofit to submit a grant application 
with the Coast Guard,” Burke explained. “The foundation was 
able to obtain $175,000 in grant funding to produce water 
safety PSAs, videos and radio announcements, even a phone 
app, which has games and activities that kids can play. We 
couldn’t have done that without our nonprofit partner, because 
federal agencies aren’t eligible for those grants. Pam and the 
Corps Foundation worked closely together to make that hap-

in. We are talking about billion-
dollar structures, so it is putting 
a lot of pressure on the smaller 
missions of the Corps.”

Bridgers noted that the goal 
and vision of the strategy is to 
“address flat budgets and limited 
funding and the increased demand 
on recreation, so we are looking 
for greater opportunities to partner. 
Specifically, there are objectives 
in the strategy about supporting 
our military and veterans, and 
most of the objectives and goals 
are related to internal manage-
ment, performance management 
and improving the way we budget 
for recreation.” 

PARTNERSHIP AND  
VOLUNTEER PROGRAMS

The new recreation strategy 
focuses on two vitally important 
areas for the Corps — partnerships 
and volunteerism.  

“Our partnerships really hap-
pen at the ground level in the field; 
for example, we have different pro-
grams going on with the military 
at our lakes around the country, 
” explained Heather Burke, US-
ACE national partnership program 
manager, who has been working 
with the Corps for more than 20 years, and in her current 
role for five years. “Some of these programs work directly 
with active-duty soldiers who are in the Operation Warfighter 
program or the Warrior in Transition program, where they 
come and they work for the Corps while they are trying to 
work through some of their physical disabilities that may have 
happened while serving overseas.” 

Burke noted that USACE also organizes many wounded 
warrior hunts and fishing events at its lakes across the country. 
Some of the groups and programs that USACE works with 
include the Wounded Warrior Foundation, Catch a Special 
Thrill Foundation, Take A Warrior Fishing, Project Healing 
Waters and Operation Purple Camps. 

“And as much as possible, where we can, we try to con-
nect with Morale, Welfare and Recreation (MWR) programs, 
where we have military bases near Corps lakes,” said Burke. 
“We continue to offer fee waivers for recreation use for active-
duty military, and we have seven military installations that 
are actually on Corps’ land.  At those places where we have 
such close proximity, we really try to reach out and market 
our recreation opportunities to the soldiers and their families. 
We also work with National Guard units, ROTC and other 
active-duty units for training exercises at our Corps lakes.”

For USACE, its volunteer and partnership programs help 
tremendously in the overall mission. “We couldn’t do what 
we do — provide the services to the public — without our 
partners and our volunteers,” noted Burke. 

Although the numbers were not finalized as of press time, fis-
cal 2015 (FY15) numbers show that the Corps’ 1,400 nationwide 
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all Corps’ lakes is staffing. “As 
our budgets have decreased, we 
have had to reduce our seasonal 
and temporary staffing, who 
do a lot of our special events 
and outreach,” she explained. 
“We have had to rely more on 
volunteers to help us out with 
special events because they take 
a lot of time and resources. We 
have seen over the last few years 
some reduction in our lakes’ 
abilities to organize and con-
duct events, which is directly 
related to greater demands on 
our park rangers and natural 
resource staff ’s time.” 

She pointed out that the 
Corps would have to shut down 
parks, and have facilities that 
are degrading, if it were not for 

volunteers and partners. 
“The time, effort, level of expertise and funding they pro-

vide helps keep our facilities up to what our visitors expect, 
and keeps them safe, which is very important,” said Burke. 
“Beyond the monetary aspect, having community involve-
ment really makes a big difference.  It ensures we provide 
the public we serve what they want from their public lands.” 

“Although the recreation program is small in terms of 
overall funding for the Corps of Engineers, we have the most 
direct interface with the public,” added Bridgers. “We get 
more than 370 million visits per year at our Corps lakes, 
which is why it is critical that we provide excellent services, 
have well-trained staff, and that the visitor is safe and sat-
isfied with their visit. Because I think that is really what 
we try to do in the support program — we try to provide 
the info, knowledge and resources that will help the local 
projects/lakes provide that level of service. So while we are 
not directly interfacing with the visitor, hopefully what we 
do in our program creates a strong foundation for the local 
projects to deliver on that.” 

Moving forward, Bridgers said the goal is to get the word 
out to as many people as possible about the resources that 
are available at Corps’ lands and lakes, and to educate people 
about the benefits of getting outside and being active in nature.

“In the last decade within the recreation field, in general, 
researchers have found strong positive links between time 
spent in nature — increased exposure to national parks and 
natural areas and outdoor activities — and improvements in 
health, from mental and physical well-being to family stability,” 
noted Bridgers.  “We are part of the DoD, and we have really 
great services, but I think people don’t always know about 
all that is available to them. We just really want to support 
our brothers and sisters in the DoD.”

She continued, “The real service is delivered in the field, by 
our rangers at the Corps lakes and rivers. People like Heather 
[Burke] and I work on implementing policy and initiatives 
that empower, support and ultimately quantify the services 
delivered at the local level, but the mission is delivered by 
our rangers every day.” —GRF

pen, which was a big success 
for our water safety program.”

“These new PSAs are fo-
cused on connecting with males 
between the ages of 20 and 60, 
as statistics show that this group 
represents the bulk of the fatali-
ties that occur on Corps lakes,” 
added Bridgers. “That is a re-
ally tough population to con-
nect with, and I think it is an 
important population with the 
military as well, so addressing 
the right risks to take and how to 
take risks safely is a big prior-
ity. Many young men want to 
do high-adrenaline, and often 
high-risk activities, and by not 
using life vests, for example, 
they are really putting them-
selves in danger. I know many 
feel that life vests are constricting, but there are new models 
out there that are much easier to wear.  There are belt models, 
and very slim models that pop open when you hit the water; 
these are not those big, bulky orange vests we remember from 
when we were kids.”

In addition to water safety, one of the over-arching mis-
sions of the Corps is getting the word out about the amazing 
federal land and waterways that are available for the military 
and general public to escape to for recreation, relaxation and 
family fun. 

“There are plenty of national events taking place each year, 
but one of the events we have focused on is Get Outdoors 
Day, which is an annual event held the first or second weekend 
in June,” said Burke. “The event is in partnership with the 
American Recreation Coalition, and the focus is on having 
events and activities that get families outdoors and visiting 
Corps’ lakes and lands.”

Another big national event is the Kids to Parks Day, which 
is held in May, and done in partnership with the National Park 
Trust. “The goal is to get kids and families out to their local 
parks, so some of our lakes will hold special events in conjunc-
tion with those days. In addition, events such as Arbor Day, 
National Volunteer Week in April, and National Fishing and 
Boating week provide other opportunities to engage the public 
each year. We also support the presidential initiative, Every 
Kid in a Park, which has the goal to get every fourth grader 
in America to visit a park. Any fourth grader can go online, 
complete a short activity, and print a voucher for free entry or 
day use at participating federal lands. Whenever we can, we try 
to tap into the national events and partner with our sister agen-
cies, nonprofit and other local organizations to support them.”

The Corps is currently finalizing a new national cooperative 
agreement with a youth conservation organization. “Once it 
is in place, we will have a nationwide agreement that makes 
it more streamlined for our individual lake projects to cen-
trally send funding through one grants’ officer to the partner 
to get youth outside on Corps’ lands and lakes undertaking 
conservation work,” she noted.

MOVING FORWARD
According to Burke, one of the biggest limiting factors at 

USACE Now Issuing America the Beautiful 
Federal Recreation Passes

In addition to offering a recreation fee waiver for active-
duty military and their families, the USACE announced in 

December that beginning this month approximately 240 of 
its recreation projects nationwide will begin issuing America 
the Beautiful National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands 
Interagency Passes.

The Water Resources Reform and Development Act of 
2014, signed into law on June 10, 2014, granted the Secretary 
of the Army the authority to participate fully in the America 
the Beautiful Interagency Pass Program.

Beginning in January, visitors to the approximately 240 des-
ignated USACE recreation projects will be able to purchase or 
obtain the following interagency recreation passes: Interagency 
Senior Pass, Interagency Access Pass, Interagency Annual Pass, 
Interagency Military Pass and Interagency Volunteer Pass. 

For more information on USACE recreation sites and activi-
ties, visit www.CorpsLakes.us.
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