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INTRODUCTION

M

any childhood moments in the great
outdoors remain reassuringly timeless
in a rapidly changing world: Skipping
stones across the water. Turning over a log to see
what insects live underneath. Roasting the perfect
marshmallow for s’mores. Telling ghost stories by the
campfire. Finding the Big Dipper in a dark night sky.

Sharing experiences with kids in our country’s great
outdoors connects generations of Americans from the
past, present, and future. In a world where parents and
kids are often stressed and overloaded, our public lands
and waters offer a ready antidote. These are the places
where families can hike a trail, watch wildlife, catch a
fish, play baseball, learn about history, or just breathe a
little more easily.
America’s lands and waters have been there for
generations past and—if we take care of them—they
will always be there in the future. That’s why Congress

must reauthorize and fully fund the Land
and Water Conservation Fund before it expires
on September 30, 2018.
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In an increasingly digitized and connected world,
children stand to benefit more than ever from the
reliable investment in conservation that the Land and
Water Conservation Fund was designed to provide.
Since 1964, the Land and Water Conservation Fund
has supported the places we most cherish and want to
pass down to our kids and grandkids. Congress must
act now if we are to leave future generations a strong
outdoor heritage.

We hope this report offers a compelling perspective to
policymakers. Will you commit to reauthorizing and
fully funding the Land and Water Conservation Fund?
America’s children—and the kind of memories they will
create—depend on your choice.
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Why Kids Need to
Get Outside
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ust about every parent will acknowledge that
technology is a double-edged sword. It’s easier
than ever to connect with family and friends who
live far away, research a school project online, or restock
household supplies with the click of a button. Even
having outdoor adventures is easier: you can find the
best hikes, book a campsite, look up weather conditions,
and share memories on social media. But it’s also easier
than ever to let technology become a negative force
in our lives, preventing meaningful contact with both
nature and others.
A Kaiser Family Foundation study found that kids ages
8-18 spend 7.5 hours per day in front of a screen for
entertainment. 4.5 of those hours are television.
None of those hours are for educational purposes.
Meanwhile, the CDC reports that the percentage of
American children and adolescents affected by obesity
has tripled since the 1970s.

Richard Louv coined the term “Nature Deficit Disorder”
in his book Last Child in the Woods to describe the
alienation from the outdoors exacerbated by rapid social
and technological change, poor urban planning, and
disappearing open space.
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A quick visit to the Children and Nature Network’s
research library shows the growing body of peerreviewed, scientific literature that connect nature deficit
disorder with obesity, attention disorders, diminished
use of the senses, and higher rates of emotional and
physical illnesses.

The good news is there’s no struggle to identify the cure
for Nature Deficit Disorder. It’s nature! The challenge is
how to address the many barriers to nature engagement.
Louv’s 2011 book, The Nature Principle: Reconnecting
with Life in a Virtual Age poses the question: “What
could our lives and our children’s lives be like if our
days and nights were as immersed in nature as they are
in technology?”
Did you ever think that access to healthy public lands
and waters could help? You’re right. According to an
extensive literature review of peer-reviewed research
published between 1970 and 2015, benefits of nature
contact for children include positive outcomes in:
• Physical health
• Psychological well-being
• Cognitive functioning and self-control
• Affiliation and imaginative play
• Affiliation with other species and the natural world
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These outcomes mean better sensory processing skills
and gross motor skills, decrease in depression, increased
mental acuity and creativity, and a stronger sense of
compassion and empathy. Additional research has
uncovered many more specific benefits:
• Physical activity increased (Sallis et al, 1993)
• Attention functioning improved (Faber Taylor et al,
2001; Grahn et al, 2007)
• Executive functioning, self-regulation enhanced
(Kaplan & Berman, 2010)
• Cognitive abilities enhanced (Wells, 2000)
• ADD symptoms reduced (Kuo & Taylor, 2004)

• Gross motor development supported (Grahn et
al, 1997)
• Sickness reduced (Grahn et al, 1997)
• Richer play stimulated (Boldemann, 2006)
• Stress reduced (Wells & Evans, 2003)
• Smarter, healthier, happier kids (Burdette &
Whitaker, 2005)
• Environmental stewards as adults (Chawla 2006)

Sounds like it’s a smart investment in America’s future to
support nature engagement. It can start with our public
lands and waters.

Spotlight on Early Childhood Health
Outdoors (ECHO) Initiative
The National Wildlife Federation is partnering with Qualistar Colorado and North Carolina State
University’s Natural Learning Initiative to offer Coloradan families the Early Childhood Health Outdoors
(ECHO) initiative. ECHO’s vision is for children in Colorado to have daily access to outdoor learning
environments where play and learning support cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development.
ECHO is based on a decade of research from the Preventing Obesity by Design model. Research
conducted in South Carolina, North Carolina, and Texas has shown how improved design of outdoor
spaces benefits young children and early childhood programs including:

• Children are more physically active in the outdoors and engage in social interactions more often.
• Children and providers enjoy naturalized outdoor spaces and spend more time outside, supporting
•
•

healthy behaviors.
Hands-on gardening encourages the consumption of fresh fruit and vegetables.
Parents are more likely to linger at child care programs improving community experience.

ECHO is planning to expand to additional states in the next several years.
Sarah Konradi, ECHO Program Director for the National Wildlife Federation, says “ECHO focuses on
naturalizing spaces where young children spend time every day: child care centers, parks, and schools.
Our team works to design outdoor spaces where children can connect with the natural world. We believe
that all children and families should have access to high-quality outdoor environments that allow them
to reap the benefits that a connection to nature has to offer. ECHO recognizes the incredible value that
LWCF provides to families and communities and the impact that well-designed spaces for recreation can
have on health and well-being.”
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The Land and Water
Conservation Fund Can Help

Preschoolers learn where their food
comes from by touching, smelling,
and tasting strawberries and mint in
the garden. They all agreed the mint
smelled like gum, but maybe now they
will understand that gum smells like
mint! Photo: NC State University

T

he Land and Water Conservation Fund
is America’s unsung hero for connecting
children to the outdoors. Since 1964,
the Land and Water Conservation Fund has
provided critical funding for the places in our
neighborhoods across the nation that bring
families together. It’s the hidden infrastructure
supporting national, state, and local places to
get active and get outdoors. The Land and Water
Conservation Fund’s reach is so widespread, it’s
hard to find a county anywhere in the nation that
this fund hasn’t helped.
Understanding the various components of
LWCF helps explains how it has such a broad
reach into communities across America. Every
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year, all of the funding is split into federal or
stateside dollars. The federal dollars support four
agencies—the National Park Service, Bureau of
Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service,
and the Forest Service—to acquire lands for
outdoor recreation. The state dollars are used for
a matching grant program to help states with the
planning, acquisition, and development of places
for outdoor recreation. Each state awards their
grants through a competitive selection process.
LWCF also supports federal programs with related
purposes, such as the Forest Legacy program
and the Cooperative Endangered Species
Conservation Fund. These various funding
streams mean that LWCF has huge impact across
many priorities including:
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• Building Communities: Stateside dollars from
LWCF have supported countless playgrounds,
splash parks, baseball fields, hockey rinks, tennis
courts, soccer fields, and walking and biking trails.
• Providing Equitable Access to the Outdoors:
The new Outdoor Recreation Legacy Partnership
has provided millions of dollars to 22 cities to plan
and build parks and other recreation facilities in
underserved communities.
• Highlighting History: Places of cultural and
historic significance teach us the stories of our
shared history. A few examples supported by
LWCF include Canyons of the Ancients National
Monument in Colorado, the Women’s Rights
National Historical Park in New York, the Brown
v. Board of Education National Historic Site in
Kansas, the Martin Luther King. Jr. National
Historic Site in Georgia, and the Flight 93
Memorial in Pennsylvania.
• Preserving Battlefields: The American Battlefield
Protection Program uses LWCF funding to acquire
and protect lands where important and historic
battles were fought such as Vicksburg, Shiloh,
Antietam, and Gettysburg.
• Protecting Working Lands: The Forest
Legacy Program uses LWCF dollars to acquire
conservation easements on working forests on
a voluntary basis from interested landowners.
Since 1990, the program has conserved over
2.6 million acres of forests.

This sounds great, but isn’t it expensive? Here’s
some good news: It doesn’t cost the American
taxpayer a single penny—a fact that America’s
children, our future taxpayers, will surely grow to
appreciate. The premise is simple: when oil and
gas companies tap the natural resources that
belong to all Americans, they have to give back to
conservation in a way that benefits the American
people. If our parks are America’s Best Idea,
the Land and Water Conservation Fund may be
America’s most commonsense idea for actually
supporting them.
Like many good ideas, however, the Land and
Water Conservation Fund has worked better in
theory than in practice. That’s because Congress
decides how much of the $900 million fund gets
appropriated each year. Almost every year, it falls
short, robbing Americans of the investments they
deserve in our lands and waters. A Congressional
Research Service report shows that the Land
and Water Conservation Fund has only been fully
funded once in its 50+ year history. That means
throughout its history, over $20 billion that was
originally intended for conservation was diverted
for other uses.
This year, the situation is even more dire: the
Land and Water Conservation Fund is set to
expire on September 30, 2018 unless Congress
reauthorizes it.
We can’t risk losing this critical fund for America’s
children. We need to ask Congress to take steps
to ensure that resources from the Land and
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Water Conservation Fund automatically go to
conservation in our communities, as intended.
Below are just some examples of how the Land
and Water Conservation Fund is supporting the
places families love and making sure that kids
have places to get outdoors throughout America.

Minnesota
Minnesota Valley National Wildlife Refuge has
received over $25 million LWCF dollars to protect
over 14,000 acres of wildlife habitat outside
the Twin Cities. Kids can check out a “Let’s Go
Outside” backpack equipped with bug jars,
binoculars, and a magnifying glass. Families can
check out snowshoes and binoculars for free. The
Junior Duck Stamp Program provides education
on waterfowl conservation and wetlands habitats.
LWCF has also provided a $754,000 grant to
Whitewater State Park for a new campground to
coincide with the park’s 100th anniversary in 2019.

Florida
Since the 1960s, Everglades National Park and
Everglades Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge
have received over $200 million of LWCF funding-a key source of funding to support the Everglades
Ecosystem Restoration Plan. Kids can see
alligators in the wild, learn how to use binoculars
to check out the birds, and of course keep an
eye out for Skunk Ape, the Everglades’ version of
Bigfoot. Be sure to watch the kid-friendly National
Park Service video series on the seven habitats of
the Everglades before you go!
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Pennsylvania
Gettysburg National Military Park has received
over $20 million in LWCF funding for preserving
the park and acquiring lands that were important
to the battle. The park provides a comprehensive
learning experience devoted to understanding
the Civil War. The National Park Service’s “Join
the Army” program offers kids and teens a
hands-on chance to learn about this tumultuous
era in American history. Uniforms, equipment,
letters, and documents aren’t locked behind
glass—kids can actually try them on and really
imagine what it was like to be a soldier in
America’s bloodiest conflict.

Montana
Families in Big Sky country have incredible
public lands and waters across their state. But
sometimes it’s the smaller projects closer to home
that are more accessible on a daily basis. This is
especially true for kids with disabilities in Billings,
Montana. The city recently celebrated the opening
of its first inclusive playground at Hawthorne
Park thanks to a $125,000 LWCF grant. The
playground is specifically built so that children with
disabilities can play right alongside everyone else
and all can enjoy the picnic areas, wading pool,
and horseshoe pits.

California
Ever think that stargazing in the Los Angeles area
is limited to Hollywood? Bringing your family
to the Angeles National Forest will change your
mind with an astronomy-themed visit. Stop by
the Mt. Wilson Observatory, where astronomer
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A child enjoys a walk with
his dad, taking in the
sights and sounds of Rocky
Mountain National Park.
Photo: Dana Romanoff

Edwin Powell Hubble concluded that distant
stars were really galaxies. Schools can participate
in the STEM Educational Programs. LWCF has
supported over $7 million for the Angeles National
Forest, an oasis just outside the nation’s second
largest urban area.
Looking for something more beachy? Pack a
picnic and check out the Huntington Beach
Trail that stretches all the way to Newport
Beach. LWCF stateside dollars supported this
project back in the 1970s. Now it’s famous for
rollerblading, cycling, or just strolling along the
shore and catching an incredible sunset.

Nevada
Just a short drive away from the Las Vegas strip
is Red Rock Canyon, a national conservation area
that has benefitted from LWCF by $3 million. The
Children’s Discovery Trail provides opportunities
for young hikers to explore the features and
creatures of the Mojave Desert landscape, the
driest desert in North America. Bring plenty of

water before you go! Make sure to stop by the
Visitor’s Center to visit the desert tortoises and
learn where you can check out the wild burros and
Native American petroglyphs. The Calico Basin
hike has a boardwalk—perfect for parents with
strollers and kids just learning to hike.

Colorado
One of LWCF’s first Outdoor Recreation Legacy
Partnership grants was for the Montbello Open
Space Park in Denver’s northeast corridor.
Together with private and city partners, this grant
is transforming 5.5 acres of vacant fields into a
space for walking trails, natural play areas, and
science-education programs. Environmental
Learning for Kids (ELK), a nonprofit that provides
science education and outdoor experiences for
underserved, urban youth, is already hosting
special events at the park, like the recent unveiling
of a new climbing boulder.
Nearby Cherry Creek State Park in Aurora offers
families and kids (and dogs!) a 4,000 acre park
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Student scientists from Tohono
O’Odham High School take
measurements in Saguaro
National Park. Photo: Josh Falk

and campground right in the Denver metropolitan
area. With water access for miles, amazing
outdoor opportunities abound: archery, biking,
birding, boating, camping, canoeing, rafting,
kayaking, cross-country skiing, fishing, horseback
riding, ice skating, snowshoeing, swimming,
volleyball, waterskiing, and wildlife viewing. How
many can you try?

a place that families love. The Racine Zoo hosts
live animal demonstrations, school and scout
programs, and safari slumber parties. That’s right,
you can pitch a tent at the zoo and enjoy pizza,
s’mores, and the company of your wild neighbors
for an unforgettable family experience.

Wisconsin

LWCF funding has contributed to the
enhancement of 21 local parks in the City of
Santa Fe, including Ragle, Fort Marcy, Calle Lorca,
Candelero, Alto, and Larragoite Parks. At Ragle
Park, you will frequently hear the crack of the bat
as youth play baseball and softball on the park’s
many recreational fields. Throughout the year,
families enjoy Ragle’s playgrounds, picnic areas,
walking paths and various art sculptures.
Getting kids and families outdoors at LWCF
funded local parks found throughout New Mexico
is a natural segue to getting them out to enjoy
the greater outdoors at larger LWCF funded
sites, including the Valles Caldera National Park
Preserve, Bandelier and Kasha Katuwe Tent Rocks
National Monuments as well as the state’s many
national forests.

Did you know that the last glacial maximum in
North America stretched to Wisconsin? The
1,200 mile Ice Age National Scenic Trail follows
its terminal moraine, or edge. Now the trail is
a wonderful resource for families to get active
outside across Wisconsin, thanks in part to
LWCF’s $14.5 million support. The Ice Age Trail
Alliance works with school districts to take kids
hiking and provides service learning opportunities
for youth groups looking for volunteer experience.
Be sure to check out the Annual Fishing Clinic for
Kids at Nixon Pond.
On the shore of Lake Michigan is a great example
of LWCF’s stateside dollars at work to support
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New Mexico
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CONCLUSION

T

Ranger Rick gets some exercise outdoors with children at a LWCF f

hink of the best memories you had as a child
in the great outdoors. Check out a map of
LWCF projects and see if they happened in
a place supported by LWCF dollars. Ask yourself, what
kind of outdoor legacy will we leave future generations?
As scientific research tells us more about the health
risks associated with lack of nature engagement, will
we ensure that children have access to healthy public
lands and waters?
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Since 1964, the Land and Water
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Conservation Fund has supported adventures
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big and small for families and children across
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the nation. Let’s reauthorize and fully fund this
amazing resource that benefits us all. We owe it to
America’s children to keep the adventures coming.
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