
A s the U.S. struggles to combat inactivity and obesity — and the grow-
ing chasm between children and nature — the federal government 
is taking important measures to provide easier access to the great 

outdoors.  These efforts aim to create more opportunities for Americans to 
reconnect with nature, and to get outside and start recreating. 

The Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation (FICOR) sup-
ports and enhances outdoor recreation access and opportunities on federal 
public lands, waters and shores. FICOR also promotes coordination and 
collaboration among federal agencies, whose missions or programs include 
providing outdoor recreation amenities or opportunities and conserving or 
managing natural and cultural resources used or visited for outdoor recreation. 

As part of President Obama’s America’s Great Outdoors (AGO) Initia-
tive, a Memorandum of Understanding to establish FICOR was signed in 
2011, with the support of the Departments of Interior, Health and Human 
Services (HHS), Agriculture (USDA), Commerce and the Army, as well as 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the White House Council 
on Environmental Quality. 

“With the outdoor industry contributing an estimated $730 billion to 
the U.S. economy, outdoor recreation is a vital part of growing our nation’s 
economy and creating jobs,” says Ken Salazar, Secretary of the Interior. 
“The Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation will help achieve 
the goals of the America’s Great Outdoors initiative to reconnect Ameri-
cans — especially our young people — to the natural world. By ensuring 
the federal government is coordinating its policies and programs with our 
state, local and tribal partners, we can better fuel our 
nation’s spirit of adventure and economy.”

“Through community-led 21st century conserva-
tion, President Obama’s America’s Great Outdoors 
initiative aims to reconnect American families with 

Federal Programs Aim to

Reconnect
Americans with Nature

With trips to places like Porcu-
pine Rim, Utah (pictured here), 

the U.S. Air Force Academy, 
Colo., Outdoor Recreation 

program connects airmen with 
the great outdoors.

New federal pro-
grams aim to get 

more people to visit 
U.S. national parks, 
such as Zion NP, 

Utah, pictured here.
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are tomorrow’s stewards of the land.”
Augmented by partnership money or in-kind donations, 

the funding will benefit existing programs or act as seed mon-
ey for new ones that help kids explore their role in natural re-
sources. Twenty-three of the grants will go toward More Kids 
in the Woods projects and eight will go toward the develop-
ment or expansion of Children’s Forests.

“These grants strengthen our bonds with communities 
with a bottom-line goal of getting kids to explore and appreci-
ate America’s great outdoors,” says U.S. Forest Service Chief 
Tom Tidwell. “There are few things more gratifying for me 
than seeing our youth gain an appreciation for the amazing 
landscapes we have in this country.”

All of these programs are part of the AGO initiative, which 
provides a great opportunity for Americans to reconnect with 
our country’s amazing forests and grasslands.

“Together with the rest of the Obama administration, 
USDA is working to revitalize our rural economies and com-
munities, many of which neighbor the 193 million acres of 
forests and grasslands managed by the U.S. Forest Service,” 
says Vilsack. “The Forest Service offers a huge array of pro-
grams to help families and individuals connect with their nat-
ural environment and learn about how to conserve our vital 
natural resources. AGO is also important in our efforts to off-
set childhood obesity through outdoor activities and healthier 
lifestyles, led by the Let’s Move! Outside campaign launched 
by First Lady Michelle Obama.”

the outdoors that are vital to the health of our communities 
and economy,” adds Nancy Sutley, chair of the White House 
Council on Environmental Quality. “The Federal Interagency 
Council on Outdoor Recreation will ensure that the federal 
government is a smarter, better partner for Americans, mak-
ing it easier to access opportunities to explore and enjoy the 
outdoors.”

FICOR supports the goals of the AGO Initiative, which 
has created increased opportunities for physical activity and 
health integration into outdoor education and grant programs, 
including the USDA Forest Service’s More Kids in the Woods 
program. 

Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack announced in 2012 the 
USDA’s continuing commitment to get kids outdoors and con-
nected to the natural world around them through $1 million 
in cost-share funding from the U.S. Forest Service to enhance 
children’s programs in 18 states. 

The Forest Service grants align with President Obama’s 
AGO and First Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! Initia-
tives. AGO seeks to engage the public to work together to con-
serve and restore our lands and to connect to the outdoors. 
Let’s Move! focuses on solving the problem of childhood obe-
sity, a segment of which aims to improve physical and mental 
health through outdoor activities.

“These programs provide an essential connection to our 
great outdoors, which we hope can be a key part of growing 
up for children from all walks of life,” says Vilsack. “We need 
kids to experience the wonders of the great outdoors and take 
ownership of the future of natural resources. Today’s children 

Outdoor Recreation at Fort Jackson, S.C., provides many opportuni-
ties for soldiers and their families to get out and experience nature. 
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First Lady’s Let’s Move! initiative and the President’s Council 
on Fitness, Sports and Nutrition.  

The FICOR will help support, complement and coordinate 
the work of other national interagency councils established for 
or related to outdoor recreation including, but not limited to, 
the Interagency Working Group for Visitor Safety on Federal 
Lands and Waterways, the Tourism Policy Council, the Wild 
and Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council, the Federal Inter-
agency Council on Trails, the Interagency Recreation Fee 
Council and the Interagency Visitor Use Management Council.

The council will also coordinate with other federal agen-
cies, state agencies and tribes who have outdoor recreation 
related interests, programs or resources, and identify partners 
outside the federal government, who can promote outdoor 
recreation, provide expertise, research, information and ad-
ditional resources.

OutdOOr recreatiOn ParticiPatiOn 
The establishment of FICOR comes at a critically impor-

tant time, as more and more people — and families — are 
rediscovering the great outdoors in an effort to get out, get 
active and get healthy.

According to the Outdoor Foundation’s 2012 American 
Camper Report, nearly 43 million Americans participated in 
camping in 2011, which equates to 14.9 percent of Americans 
over age six.

“The American Camper Report shows that camping gained 
popularity in 2011 — adding nearly three million participants 
since 2010,” notes Chris Fanning, executive director of The 
Outdoor Foundation. 

The report provides data and analysis on overall camping 
participation and explores preferences, buying behavior and the 
future of camping. The findings are based on an online survey 
of more than 38,000 Americans ages six and older, and a sup-
plementary survey of camping participants ages 18 and older.

In the area of overall camping participation, the report 
found that the nearly 43 million Americans who went camping 
in 2011 accounted for a total of 534.9 million days. Participa-
tion is up from 39.9 million campers and 514.8 million days 
in 2010. Almost all age brackets added participants, except the 
adolescent group.

Camping gained a net of 2.6 million participants from 
2010 to 2011, but it has a fairly high churn rate at 16 percent, 
according to the report. The Mountain Region has the highest 
camping participation rate.

“Reports from public and private campsites and the Out-
door Industry Association illustrate a general uptick in camp-
ing participation,” according to the Outdoor Foundation.

The report found that 77 percent of all campers are mar-
ried or living with a domestic partner, 84 percent of camp-
ers participate in multiple outdoor activities and 67 percent of 
participants camped the most in public campgrounds.

Almost half of all American campers plan their trips at 
least one month in advance, and 70 percent of all trips are 
taken with friends. Hiking is the most popular activity to par-
ticipate in while camping. 

  —GRF

“The America’s Great Outdoors Initiative encourages our 
citizens to get outdoors and rediscover adventures in our own 
backyard,” adds Commerce Secretary Gary Locke. “From 
coasts and mountains to farmlands and forests, our country is 
rich in cultural and natural treasures. We must continue to do 
all we can to make sure we have healthy and accessible lands 
and waters to enjoy for generations to come. Outdoor recre-
ation and tourism related businesses have become powerful 
elements of rural and urban economic development. Hunters, 
anglers, bird watchers, boaters and others who enjoy outdoor 
recreation spend billions of dollars on their activities.”

The purpose of FICOR is to:
• Coordinate recreation management, access and policies 

across multiple agencies to improve public enjoyment and 
recreational use of federal lands;

• Provide the public with reliable and up-to-date web-based 
information on outdoor recreation that is easily accessible 
with modern communication devices; and to evolve and pro-
mote the federal interagency website (www.recreation.gov) 
to become a one-stop portal for information and resources 
about federal and federally supported outdoor recreation op-
portunities, locations, permit and reservation requirements, 
access, routes, features and transportation options;

• Streamline and align policies and procedures among fed-
eral, state, local, tribal and other outdoor recreation pro-
viders;

• Improve engagement of young people and their families in 
outdoor recreation through healthy, active lifestyles;

• Target underserved and disadvantaged communities for 
both access and engagement in the benefits of, and oppor-
tunities for outdoor recreation;

• Identify ways to improve access to, and benefits from our 
parks, refuges and other public lands, waters and shores 
for persons with disabilities; and

• Identify partners outside the federal government who can 
promote outdoor recreation and provide additional re-
sources and access.

“Americans are fortunate to have diverse opportunities to 
recreate on our federal lands and waters,” notes Jo-Ellen Dar-
cy, assistant secretary of the Army, Civil Works. “The Corps 
of Engineers manages 12 million acres of lands, hosts 370 
million recreation visits a year, generates $18 billion per year 
for our nation’s economy and supports 350,000 jobs. The Fed-
eral Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation will provide 
a framework wherein our agencies will work together to im-
prove the quality and access of the public’s recreation experi-
ences. The Corps and the staff at our 422 recreation sites are 
pleased to be able to work with the other federal partners to 
make this happen.”

The interagency council is working closely with existing 
Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) bodies that sup-
port outdoor recreational activities, including the Wildlife and 
Hunting Heritage Conservation Council and the Sport Fishing 
and Boating Partnership Council, and is working to strengthen 
the relationship between health and the outdoors through the 
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