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FROM THE DIRECTOR
The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, along with our fellow state
agencies and residents across the state, celebrated Nebraska’s 150th
anniversary in 2017. This milestone provided an opportunity to look back
at what we have achieved since the first iteration of the Commission was
established in 1879. It was gratifying to see that while our methods have
greatly evolved over the years, our dedication to stewardship of the state’s
parks, wildlife and wild places has remained unwavering.
2017 also was a year in which we took steps to ensure our agency continues to meet the
evolving needs of the resources we manage and the citizens we serve. For example, in recognition
of the need for more nature-based learning opportunities in our park system, we completed and
initiated several projects. We renovated and expanded the nature center at Wildcat Hills State
Recreation Area near Gering, Nebraska, began construction on a renovated aquarium and nature
center at Schramm State Recreation Area, and built an interactive creek at Platter River State
Park. Our park visitors also benefitted from more organized activities such as guided nature hikes,
birding events and naturalist presentations, among many others. We know that many park visitors
seek more guidance in experiencing the outdoors, and we’re working diligently to provide that.
Significant budget cuts and inflationary pressures necessitated that we raise prices on some
permits for the first time in eight years. This will enable us to continue the research, habitat work
and stewardship needed to maintain our quality hunting and fishing opportunities and beautiful
state parks. We have always employed sound financial management practices and are confident
that this approach, along with our highly dedicated staff, will allow us to continue to serve you
well.
A curious, conservation-minded and engaged citizenry will be crucial to ensuring that our
wildlife and wild places are valued in the future. With that in mind, we have worked hard to
reach Nebraska’s youth. Curriculum programs such as Project Wild and Trout in the Classroom
teach students about ecosystems, life cycles and habitat, and are used currently in hundreds
of classrooms statewide. Thousands of students attend our Outdoor Discovery Programs that
introduce them to outdoor activities such as archery and kayaking. Lincoln Public Schools have
begun incorporating the Growing up Wild curriculum, designed for younger students, into science
curriculum of all kindergarten, first- and second-grade classrooms in the district. After-school
outdoor education programs are offered at hundreds of community learning centers and schools
across the state.
Our work with youth, new opportunities in our parks, and our great hunting and fishing
opportunities make me optimistic that our future is one in which Nebraska is forever home to
diverse wildlife, healthy habitat, natural beauty and endless opportunities for those who choose to
spend time outdoors.

James N. Douglas

GAME AND PARKS
AT A GLANCE
EC ONOMI C I M PAC T – $2. 6 4 B IL L IO N
According to latest estimates, the annual economic impact of hunting, fishing, wildlife
viewing and state parks on Nebraska is . . . $2.64 billion
Hunting – $848 million impact
$562 million in retail sales
8,856 jobs supported
Fishing – $324 million impact
$210 million in retail sales
3,076 jobs supported
Wildlife Viewing – $722 million impact
$513 million in retail sales
4,818 jobs supported
State Parks – $749 million impact
$448 million in retail sales
8,199 jobs supported
Nationally, the annual economic impact by outdoor recreation
enthusiasts is . . . $1.6 trillion
Outdoor recreation is a big part of our quality of life in Nebraska. It is also a significant
part of economic development and tourism.

BY TH E N UM B E RS
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

State park system – 77 areas encompassing 170,207 acres
State parks – 8 areas, 32,332 acres
State recreation areas – 59 areas, 37,543 acres
State historical parks – 10 areas, 2,424 acres
State recreational trails – 2 areas, 324 miles
State fish hatcheries – 5 areas, 1,217 acres
Open Fields and Waters – 254,724 land acres, 620 water/wetland acres and 42 river miles
Wildlife management areas – 299 areas, encompassing 182,474 acres

WHAT W E DO
Nebraska Game and Parks Commission:
● Offers a vast amount of opportunities for people to have fun, enjoy the outdoors and create
memories.
● Helps maintain healthy fish and wildlife populations and improves land and water habitats.
● Together with outdoor pursuits has a $2..64 billion annual economic impact in Nebraska.
● Is innovative, doing what is in the best interest of all Nebraskans and the resources we
manage.
● Helps inform, educate and engage Nebraskans in the natural world.

COMMUNICATIONS
AND OUTREACH
BUILDING THE NEXT GENERATION OF
CONSERVATIONISTS
The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission takes its mission –
stewardship of the state’s ﬁsh, wildlife, park, and outdoor recreation
resources in the best long-term interests of the people and those resources
– very seriously. But Game and Parks alone cannot fulﬁll this mission. An
informed public that understands the need for conservation and cares
about our natural resources is critical to our success. So too is a population
that hunts, ﬁshes and visits our state parks.
In recent years, and especially in 2017, Game and Parks has taken a
proactive approach to ensure that support for and participation in hunting,
ﬁshing and other conservation activities remains strong. Working with the
Fish and Wildlife Cooperative Research Unit at the University of NebraskaLincoln, the agency has analyzed Nebraska’s hunters and anglers, who
they are and where the come from. Game and Parks launched an R3
(recruitment, retention and reactivation) initiative to better understand
motivations for hunting and ﬁshing and to develop strong programs
to attract and retain both new and experienced hunters and anglers.
Additionally, Game and Parks launched new programs, including a
collegiate hunting club, to help those interested in hunting and ﬁshing
develop the tools and ﬁnd the community they need to be successful.

“We want all Nebraska youth to have the chance to develop a solid
foundation of outdoor experiences,” said Nebraska Game and Parks
Communications Director Christy Firestone. “An engaged public begins
with engaged youth.”
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ARCHERY ON FIRE EVENT AT PLATTE RIVER STATE PARK.

The agency has also sought to plant the seed of the importance of
conservation and outdoor recreation in some of our youngest Nebraskans.
Game and Parks staﬀ have worked hard to make outdoor activities
available to youth and families through day camps, after school programs,
expos, high school shooting programs such as the Cornhusker Trapshoot
and National Archery in the Schools Program. These programs alone reach
more than 50,000 students annually.

2017 Annual Report
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CORNHUSKER TRAPSHOOT GOING STRONG
The 2017 Cornhusker Trapshoot brought 2,482 youth shooters together
for this annual event. The program provides for seasonal shooting
competition by schools in one of three conferences with the overall goal of
each youth to attend the Cornhusker in the spring and compete for trophies
and, of course, bragging rights. The three-day event draws a crowd of
several thousand youth, parents, coaches and families and is a tradition for
many in Nebraska.

8
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SENSORY SAFARI AT LINCOLN CHILDREN’S
ZOO
Sensory Safari is a partnership between the Lincoln Children’s Zoo and
Game and Parks. The event, held the ﬁrst Wednesday in October, is an
opportunity for students with physical and cognitive disabilities to engage
in science and wildlife education through all their senses. There are 12
stations located throughout the zoo with each focusing on a diﬀerent
topic, such as plants, mammals, reptiles, smells of nature and sounds
of nature. Students are invited to touch, look, smell and listen while
learning. Sensory Safari 2017 was the most successful year with 587
participants.

STUDENT TRIES TO IDENTIFY BY SMELL AT THE SENSORY SAFARI.

2017 CORNHUSKER STATE TRAP SHOOT NEAR DONIPHAN.
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GIS TEAM WINS INTERNATIONAL AWARD

DIRECTOR DOUGLAS (FAR LEFT) PRESENTS THE GIS TEAM WITH THE AWARD.

The Game and Parks GIS team’s advanced use of technology earned it international
recognition in 2017, when it received the Special Achievement in GIS Award by ESRI,
an international supplier of geographic information system software. Game and
Parks was one of only 180 organizations selected from more than 300,000 eligible
candidates around the world to receive this special recognition. The award speciﬁcally
recognizes the team’s latest accomplishment, an online open data portal, which
provides authoritative
GIS data to the public in
a variety of formats. The
team implemented an
Enterprise GIS system.
This system manages
datasets in a central
location, promotes
collaboration, and
provides a platform that
citizens, state and federal
agencies, and private
organizations can access
in order to build maps,
create apps and view
geospatial data.

STREAMLINING PROCESSES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL
REVIEWS AND CONSERVATION PLANNING
Game and Parks launched the online, interactive Conservation and Environmental
Review Tool (CERT) for staﬀ and partners to conduct environmental reviews and
assist in conservation planning eﬀorts. This tool provides conservation information
on biological diversity, protected lands and other natural resources to help plan for
the future. People who use this tool for conservation planning can look at projects
in a broader picture to understand the opportunities and ideal locations to focus
conservation measures that will be most beneﬁcial to the natural resources. It also
aﬀords consultants, partners and staﬀ the ability to submit proposed projects for
review of potential impacts to threatened, endangered and species of concern. This
tool updates the agency and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service environmental review
process, which will reduce the time waiting to receive an environmental review.
People who use the tool can submit project information online and will receive an
environmental review report within about 10 minutes.

10
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BUYING A PARK PERMIT AT THE LINCOLN HEADQUARTER OFFICE.

NEW AND IMPROVED PERMIT SALES SYSTEM
After more than a decade of use, the agency’s online permit sales system
received a major face-lift and internal upgrade to improve the public’s experience
and ensure continual compliance with the latest Payment Card Industry Data
Security Standards. The revamped site, which launched in September, oﬀers the
following functions:
●

Information about each type of permit, including accompanying stamp
requirements, unit maps, Telecheck instructions, and links to guides and
Harvest Information Program registration;

●

The ability to search and sort remaining big game permits;

●

An updated proﬁle section, where users can view their permit purchase
history, view or reprint eligible permits, see draw application statuses and
preference and bonus points, manage land owner information, look up their
hunter education number and update their personal information;

●

The ability to create a Friends and Family List, which will allow users to
purchase permits as gifts without reentering their information;

●

The ability to purchase NEBRASKAland Magazine or make a donation to the
Wildlife Conservation Fund and Hunters Helping the Hungry;

●

A special section for senior and veteran permits for easy renewal.

2017 Annual Report

11

The National Archery in the Schools Program saw another record year in
both school participation and youth participating in the state tournament.
Approximately 259 Nebraska schools participated in the program in
2017, reaching 30,000 kids. The state tournament saw a record 802
archers. A national evaluation of the program in 2017 suggested many
important impacts to hunting and shooting sports. Among the evaluation
ﬁndings: 73 percent of youth indicated NASP was their ﬁrst introduction
to archery; more than 38 percent purchased their own bow as a result
of participating in NASP, and more than 17 percent participated in
bowhunting after participating in NASP.

2017 NASP TOURNAMENT AT THE SPEEDWAY SPORTING VILLAGE IN LINCOLN.
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OUTDOOR EDUCATION SPECIALIST CHRISTY CHRISTIANSEN TEACHES ARCHERY AT THE NEBRASKA OUTDOOR EDUCATION CENTER IN LINCOLN.

NASP SEES ANOTHER RECORD YEAR

NEBRASKA GAME AND PARKS OUTDOOR
EDUCATION CENTER
The Nebraska Game and Parks Outdoor Education Center continues
to see growth in program development and new family and youth
participants in eastern Nebraska. Programs such as Junior Olympic Archery
Development, Explore Archery, Center Shot and Explore Bowhunting
continue to provide archery education to youth while innovative programs
such as the “Shootout at Salt Creek” provide a unique opportunity for
cowboy action shooters in the oﬀ-season. The center hosted the second
Director’s Cup archery tournament, which expanded from 38 to 80
participants, with nearly half of them new youth shooters.

2017 Annual Report

13

REACHING MORE CONSTITUENTS THROUGH
SOCIAL MEDIA

PUBLIC OUTREACH ACTIVITIES
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
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Classes in Hunter and Boater Education
Outdoor Expos
Outdoor Skills Camps
Outdoor Discovery Programs
Youth Mentored Hunts
Family-Friendly Shooting Ranges
Living History Weekends
Park Events
Naturalist Programs
Project Wild, Growing Up Wild
Trout in the Classroom
Aquatic Education and Family Fishing Nights
National Archery in the Schools Program
Becoming an Outdoors-Woman
Public Meetings and Media Outreach
Nebraska State Fair
Web and Social Media
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OUTDOOR DISCOVERY PROGRAM AT THE TRAILS WEST YMCA CAMP IN SCOTTS BLUFF COUNTY.

Game and Parks grew its social media reach in 2017. At the end
of the year, the agency’s Facebook page had approximately 83,000
followers (gain of 20,000 in the past year), as well as nearly 11,000
Instagram followers and nearly 22,000 Twitter followers. The agency
used these channels to share information about Nebraska game and
non-game species, news releases, places to hunt and ﬁsh, and park
areas, among other topics. Game and Parks greatly expanded its use
of video to share information during 2017. Video tours of park areas
were extremely popular, as were videos about August’s solar eclipse,
hunting opportunities, the Cowboy Trail and the development of
a new recreational lake in Omaha. Game and Parks also began
regularly answering questions from social media followers in real
time via several Facebook Live videos. Topics covered included
ﬁshing, ﬁsh stocking, paddling, turkey hunting and deer hunting.

OUTDOOR DISCOVERY PROGRAM AND EXPOS
Developed as a quality outdoor skills program for Nebraska schools, grades
4-6, the Outdoor Discovery Program reached nearly 2,000 students at events at
Platte River State Park, Fort Kearny State Recreation Area, and Scottsbluﬀ. At these
events, youth were introduced to activities such as kayaking, ﬁshing, archery and
other outdoor pursuits. The Fort Kearny Expo, which oﬀers similar activities but
is open to members of the public, reached an additional record high of 5,637
people. In total, the programs provide 256 outdoor education workshops to
10,411 Nebraska youth and families.
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STATE
PARKS
CRAWDAD CREEK FIRST VENTURE PARKS
PROJECT OPEN TO THE PUBLIC
In the summer of 2017, Owen Roberts-Day visited with
Crawdad Creek, a new interactive stream at Platte River State Park,
with his daughter, Hattie. Owen watched his daughter happily
playing in the water, where children are encouraged to get wet
and learn about the creek’s resident ﬁsh and frogs. She repeatedly
pulled the trigger on her water pistol, shooting water into the
creek.
“As a teacher, I know many families who can’t aﬀord to go on
lavish vacations, but can aﬀord the $6 it takes to get a carload of
people into one of our state parks for a day,” said Roberts-Day,
who frequently visits Nebraska’s state parks with his family. “Plus,
it’s right here in our own backyard.”

The Venture Parks Plan has been in the works since 2014, but
2017 was an especially pivotal year for this project. It was the ﬁrst
full season guests at Platte River State Parks could enjoy Crawdad
Creek. It also marked the beginning of many other projects,
including a greatly expanded aquarium and education center at
Schramm Park SRA, the addition of glamping cabins and a new
splash pad at Platte River State Park and construction of a zipline
and treetop ropes course at Mahoney State Park. Many of these
features, including the glamping cabins, splash pad and ropes
course, will open in 2018, with more features to follow in 2019
and 2020.
“We wanted to look at our parks diﬀerently – to use them
diﬀerently – to introduce people to a safe environment where
they could experience nature,” said Game and Parks Director Jim
Douglas.
Crawdad Creek is just the start.
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CRAWDAD CREEK AT PLATTE RIVER STATE PARK.

Crawdad Creek was the very ﬁrst feature to open as part of
the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission’s Venture Parks Plan,
which calls for innovative, unique and exciting new features at
four parks situated along the Platte River in Southeast Nebraska.
These four parks – Eugene T. Mahoney and Platte River state parks
and Schramm Park and Louisville state recreation areas – will oﬀer
ﬂoating playgrounds, climbing walls, unique lodging and much
more, all designed to appeal to the changing tastes and needs of
modern park visitors.
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WILDCAT HILLS NATURE CENTER EXPANSION AND SHOOTING
COMPLEX
The recent expansion at the Wildcat Hills Nature Center and State Recreation Area includes a
new shooting sports complex, basement classroom, conference room and display rooms. The
8,000-plus-square-foot expansion to the Nature Center adds another level to both the building
and programming. The basement classroom is used for educational programs that engage more
students in outdoor learning. The new Shooting Sports Complex also has added new activities for
visitors, including a riﬂe range, shotgun range, handgun range and youth shooting area.

18
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WILDCAT HILLS NATURE CENTER FIREARM AND ARCHERY SHOOTING COMPLEX GRAND OPENING.
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Research reveals a growing interest in state parks as desired
destinations for outdoor vacations. This is creates an increased
demand on a limited number of campgrounds and campsites in
our state park areas. Parks administrators estimate that existing
campsites in our parks can only serve approximately 25 percent
of the recreational vehicles presently registered in Nebraska. To
address growing demand, parks administration in 2017 enhanced
campground infrastructure to meet changing electrical requirements
and campsite size, and upgraded support facilities such as showers.
The development of additional, new campgrounds and campsites
also is programmed into future biennium budget requests in order
to expand inventory; campsites are considered good investments
with low maintenance costs. Also, and with public input, regulations
that govern campsite occupancy and 14-day length-of-stay limits
were amended to facilitate a greater turnover rate and provide a
more consistent process for the public to obtain a campsite. The
resulting changes create increased opportunity for a larger customer
base wishing to use state park campgrounds.

PARK PERMIT FEE INCREASE AND
NONRESIDENT VEHICLE PERMIT
Growing demand for state park facilities and services creates
proportional expenses related to daily park operations and
maintenance. The agency is challenged also to address a
continued backlog of deferred maintenance associated with aging
infrastructure. While the agency streamlines operations, it also has
taken actions to increase revenue. To accomplish that objective,
the fee structure for the state park vehicle entry permit, a primary
source of revenue, was adjusted. As allowed by state statute, annual
and daily entry permit fees for vehicles registered in Nebraska were
increased, and the provision in statue that provides for the creation
of a fee structure for vehicles registered outside of Nebraska – a
model practiced in 10 other states – was implemented. This action
injects an estimated additional $1.5 million in revenue that can be
used to maintain and preserve park facilities, programs and services.
Comparatively, when reviewing the entry permit fees of the 35 states
that utilize this funding mechanism, Nebraska’s rate remains low,
with 28 other states charging a higher rate.

20
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AN RV RESTS UNDER THE COLORFUL LEAVES AT THE CAMPGROUND AT LAKE MINATARE’S LAKE VIEW POINT.

DEMAND GROWS FOR CAMPGROUNDS AND
CAMPSITES

2017 Annual Report
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LAKE MCCONAUGHY/LAKE OGALLALA MASTER PLAN PROGRESS
In 2016, Game and Parks approved a 20-year master plan for the Lake McConaughy and Lake
Ogallala State recreation areas. The purpose of the plan was to address the need for additional
protection of the threatened and endangered species in the area; to manage the lakes’ numerous
access points; and to better serve and control the areas’ one million annual visitors.
In 2017, more than $2 million was invested in these areas as the agency began to implement the
plan. Initial projects included:

22

●

New shower facilities were added at Lake Ogallala Campground and Martin Bay.

●

An expanded day-use area was developed at Martin Bay.

●

A threatened-and-endangered-species zone was designated at Sand Point.

●

Two miles of barrier fencing were added at Otter Creek, Spring Park, North Shore and Lake
Ogallala to control vehicle and walk-in access.

●

A new ﬂoating ﬁshing dock was added at Lake Ogallala.

●

A new automated gate was installed at the south end of Lake Ogallala to control vehicle
access.

●

Utilities and ADA access were upgraded at Lone Eagle and Little Thunder campgrounds.

●

New utilities and ADA access were added at Cedar Vue Campground.

●

The Cedar Vue Oﬃce was opened for public sales.
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PONCA STATE PARK DEDICATES AQUATIC CENTER
Thanks to many generous donors, Ponca State Park dedicated its new, $2.3
million Aquatic Center in 2017. This facility replaced a 60-year-old swimming
pool. Features for the new heated pool include a 25-foot water slide, a climbing
wall, a diving board, zero-depth entry, and spray features designed for small
children. The bathhouse features a concession area for both swimmers and
general park visitors. In the ﬁrst season of operation, the Aquatic Center had just
under 10,000 swimmers, with a gross income of more than $81,000.

PONCA STATE PARK AQUATIC CENTER.
2017 SOLAR ECLIPSE VIEWING AT PONCA STATE PARK.

SOLAR ECLIPSE A BIG HIT IN NEBRASKA STATE
PARKS
Stretching across the state from Fort Robinson State Park (SP) in the
northwest to Indian Cave SP in the southeast, the total solar eclipse on
Aug. 17 darkened the sky over all 77 state parks areas, while 37 of them
experienced totality. An estimated 708,000 people traveled to Nebraska
for the event, ﬁlling park areas with thousands of ﬁrst-time visitors. Parks
provided programming to educate those in attendance and made other
special provisions to accommodate the crowds. Several parks mowed ﬁelds to
provide additional parking and camping, sponsored a citizen-science activity,
led schoolchildren on an eclipse-viewing hike, and distributed 20,000 pairs of
eclipse viewing glasses.
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CELEBRATING 150 YEARS OF STATEHOOD IN
NEBRASKA STATE PARKS
Nebraska state parks, state recreation areas, and state historical parks oﬀered
a variety of educational, recreational and cultural opportunities in support of the
yearlong sesquicentennial celebration. Working with the Nebraska 150 Commission
and the Nebraska Sports Council, parks staﬀ led 150 miles of guided hiking, biking,
and paddling throughout the year. In a partnership with the Nebraska Recreation
and Parks Association, all nine state historical parks were featured in the Great Park
Pursuit. Special educational programs were oﬀered throughout the year to highlight
changes in Nebraska’s wildlife and habitat and Game and Parks’ role in preserving
and restoring them. Two signature events highlighted the year. Ash Hollow State
Historical Park hosted Convergence on Sacred Ground in July, featuring never-before
displayed artifacts from the Smithsonian Institution that had been collected from
the site of the Battle of Blue Water Creek in 1855. Ponca State Park held the event
150 Years of Storytelling: Celebrating Nebraska History through Literature. This
unique program oﬀered presentations to educate and enrich the lives of Nebraskans
through storytelling.

24
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FORT ATKINSON AND PONCA STATE PARK –
PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
THE CONVERGENCE ON SACRED GROUND WAS HOSTED BY THE FRIENDS OF ASH HOLLOW CELEBRATING NEBRASKA’S 150 ANNIVERSARY.

A design charrette is a unique type of planning session in which agency
staﬀ, designers and members of the public collaborate on a vision for
development, and 2017 marked the ﬁrst time Game and Parks tried this
tactic. Game and Parks held charrettes at Fort Atkinson State Historical
Park and at Ponca State Park. Each charrette involved two or three days of
sharing ideas about possible activities, amenities and updates at each park.
Designers then developed sketches and renderings of what future updates
and amenities might look like, and shared them at an open house. Ideas
discussed at the Fort Atkinson design charrette in May included building a
new park entrance and adding a new community building. At the Ponca
charrette in October, ideas included adding a new venue for weddings and
other events, constructing an outdoor education complex and updating the
park entrance.

DEFERRED MAINTENANCE SUMMARY
In 2017, Game and Parks focused on completing a number of
deferred maintenance projects. Highlights include:
●

Arbor Lodge State Historical Park – A modern restroom
was installed and electrical and ﬁre code upgrades and
commercial kitchen repairs were completed. The HVAC system
as replaced at the mansion and restrooms were reconstructed
in the mansion and carriage house.

●

Ponca State Park – Grading, foundation construction and
utilities were installed for 10 cabins. Two of the cabins that
will be installed will be fully ADA accessible. The cabins will
replace deteriorated cabins that are no longer meeting our
visitor’s needs. Delivery of the 10 cabins is scheduled for early
2018.

●

Indian Cave State Park – The agency entered into an
agreement with the Richardson County Rural Water District 2
to provide a water system connection to the park. Design is
underway by the Rural Water District to provide reliable water
service.

●

Platte River State Park – Water and sewer system upgrades
were completed. Shower latrines were installed at various
locations and additional sites were prepared for shower
latrines to be completed in 2018.

●

Projects also were completed at Two Rivers, Calamus
Reservoir, Swanson Reservoir and Mormon Island state
recreation areas.
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WILDLIFE
NEW WILDLIFE VIEWING OPPORTUNITIES INSPIRE
INTEREST IN CONSERVATION
Anyone who has witnessed the spectacle of the annual sandhill crane migration or heard the
eerie booming of prairie chickens knows that they have experienced something special. Perhaps
that is why bird viewing – and wildlife viewing in general – is on the rise. In fact, wildlife viewing
contributes millions of dollars and tens of thousands of jobs to the state’s economy annually,
while also helping those who engage in wildlife viewing activities feel more connected to the
natural world.

Game and Parks also provided many other opportunities for the public to observe wildlife
across the state in 2017. Several state parks held bioblitzes, in which the public was encouraged
to identify and record the behavior of as many plants and animals as they were able during a
morning or afternoon. Several other state parks encouraged guests to record the behavior of
animals during the solar eclipse in August.
Even Gov. Pete Ricketts participated in wildlife viewing in 2017. In May, he led about 20 ﬁveyear-old students from Trinity Infant and Child Care Center in Lincoln on a walk in which they
looked for and identiﬁed birds. Following the bird watching event, he read a book about birds
to the students. He also signed
a proclamation designating May
Nebraska Bird Month.
NEBRASKA GOVERNOR PETE RICKETTS TAKES PART IN A BIRDWATCHING ACTIVITY
WITH PRE-K STUDENTS AT TRINITY INFANT AND CHILD CARE CENTER IN LINCOLN.

Inspiring the public to care
about nature is critical to the
future of our wildlife and natural
resources. Wildlife watching events
can help the public, especially
children, become invested in
conservation, said Lindsay Rogers,
an outdoor education specialist
with the Nebraska Game and
Parks. “Instilling an interest in
and appreciation for nature
in young children is crucial to
developing citizens who care about
the environment and wildlife
conservation.”
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MALE SHARP-TAILED GROUSE SPAR ON THEIR BREEDING GROUND, AN ANNUAL DISPLAY IN THE SPRING IN THE SANDHILLS

The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission has worked to make these experiences more
accessible in 2017, adding two new public viewing blinds – a prairie chicken viewing blind
southwest of North Platte and a crane viewing blind between North Platte and Hershey. The
prairie chicken blind was established in conjunction with the Nebraska Cooperate Republican
Platte Enhancement Project. Both blinds allow the public to observe ﬁrst-hand the importance
and beneﬁts of habitat conservation.
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INCREA SING PUBLIC ACCESS OPPORTUNITIES
The Open Fields and Waters (OFW) Program represents our primary mechanism to increase
hunting, trapping and ﬁshing access to private lands in Nebraska. Through this program, ﬁnancial
incentives are oﬀered to landowners willing to allow public, walk-in access on their land. In 201718, Game and Parks enrolled more than 254,000 acres of land and 42 miles of streams into the
OFW Program. Compared to 2016-17, this is a gain of more than 20,000 land acres. Of the total
land acres enrolled in 2017-18, 72 percent consisted of Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)
lands and other grassland habitat. Other habitat types enrolled include woodlands (7 percent),
cropland (11), tall wheat and milo stubble (10), and wetlands/ponds (1). The approval of the
Berggren Plan for pheasants in 2016 emphasized increasing public hunting opportunities within
eight priority areas. In 2017-18, OFW acres increased in six of these eight Focus on Pheasant and
Pheasant Opportunity Areas. Game and Parks staﬀ enrolled more than 129,000 acres within the
priority areas – a gain of nearly 26,000 acres (25 percent increase) compared to 2016-17. In 201718, staﬀ enrolled 24,000 acres of tall wheat and milo stubble in western Nebraska, representing a
gain of more than 9,000 acres (58 percent increase) compared to 2016-17.
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ASSESSMENT OF HUNTERS, ANGLERS AND
OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH PUBLIC ACCE SS
To ensure future participation in hunting and ﬁshing in Nebraska,
we need to understand how hunters and anglers use Nebraska’s ﬁsh
and wildlife resources, how they perceive outdoor opportunities, and
what kinds of activities they are participating in at diﬀerent stages of
life.

HUNTING A WHEAT STUBBLE FIELD ON OPEN FIELDS AND WATERS PROGRAM LAND.

●

Understanding Buyer Behavior – The agency has partnered with
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln to better understand customer
purchase trends by activity, age groups, gender and more. Game
and Parks is studying when people may lapse in hunting and
ﬁshing due to a variety of reasons. We also will use the research
to identify opportunities that would have a positive impact on the
recruitment and retention of hunters and anglers, which might
include social programs, customer-friendly purchase options, and
access to mentors.

●

Improving Hunting Access – We also joined the Nebraska
Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Unit to conduct more than 3,500
hunter surveys on 600 sites to gauge participation on public
land and private lands enrolled in the Open Fields and Waters
Program. Over a three-year period, hunters were surveyed about
relative use, satisfaction and harvest rates. The surveys showed
that management and placement of access appears to aﬀect
people’s participation and overall satisfaction. We will use insights
gained from the surveys to improve access and opportunities,
helping ensure hunters have quality places to hunt.

PROJECT WILD BRINGS CONSERVATION
EDUCATION TO SCHOOLS ACROSS NEBRASKA
Project WILD is a national conservation education program administered in Nebraska by the
Nebraska Game and Parks Commission. Through educator workshops, Project WILD, Aquatic WILD
and its early childhood education counterpart Growing Up WILD, helps teachers to incorporate
conservation and wildlife education into their classrooms. Additionally, this state-wide program
provides Nebraska-speciﬁc curriculum and education materials for students in Pre-Kindergarten
through 12th grade.
In 2017, Game and Parks held 41 Project WILD and Growing Up WILD workshops and
trained 777 teachers across the state. Additionally, Growing Up WILD was adopted as a districtmandated part of the Kindergarten through second-grade science curriculum in Lincoln Public
Schools. Through Lincoln Public Schools alone, Growing Up WILD reaches approximately 9,000
students annually. Additionally, the Nebraska Project WILD Program is working with the Nebraska
Department of Education to help Nebraska’s growing community of afterschool programs
incorporate conservation and natural resource curriculum into their programing.
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MONARCH BUTTERFLY ON MILKWEED PLANT.

Game and Parks led a Nebraska Monarch and Pollinator Initiative to
develop a conservation strategy for monarchs and at-risk pollinators in
Nebraska. The plan’s purpose is to collaborate with stakeholders to support
populations of monarchs and other at-risk pollinators in Nebraska. The
nation’s eastern population of the monarch butterﬂy has declined as
much as 90 percent over the last few decades. The monarch’s plight also
is bringing attention to other important pollinators, such as bumblebees.
Natural resource conservation professionals, government organizations,
non-government organizations, agricultural groups, businesses, and
educators formed the initiative because they realized the importance of
safeguarding pollination and avoiding a threatened or endangered listing
of the monarch in Nebraska. A key component of the plan is to encourage
growth of native milkweeds, which are required food for monarch
caterpillars. In addition, a list of native plants provided in the plan can
help land managers, homeowners, and gardeners decide what to plant
to attract pollinators. Game and Parks implemented 47,253 acres of early
successional habitat on public lands in 2017. Although the milkweed
production plots had poor success their ﬁrst year, many of these plots are
supporting a diversity of pollinator plants. Biologists report an abundance
of milkweed on public lands in many of the managed acres.
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LEAST TERN ON NEST.

NEBRASKA PRESENTS PLAN FOR MONARCH
BUTTERFLIES AND AT-RISK POLLINATORS

T ERN AND PLOVER MONITORING AND PROTECTION ALONG
LOWER PLATTE RIVER
For nearly 20 years, Game and Parks’ nongame bird program and the University of NebraskaLincoln’s Tern and Plover Conservation Partnership have been monitoring, studying and protecting
interior least terns and piping plovers nesting along the lower Platte River. This includes
monitoring birds nesting on river sandbars and at sand and gravel mines and lakeshore housing
developments. In 2017, we located 245 tern nests and a record 86 plover nests. We have been
color-banding terns and plovers since 2008 to help us learn where our birds go when they leave
Nebraska for the winter and where they nest upon their return. We have banded 809 plovers and
1,440 terns. Bird-watchers, photographers, and citizen scientists have reported observing our lower
Platte River plovers along the U.S. Gulf Coast from Texas to Florida and along the Atlantic Coast
from Florida to South Carolina. To date, 96 color-banded lower Platte River plovers have been
sighted on their wintering areas. We have received a handful of reports of lower Platte River terns
staging along the Texas coast in the fall before they have embark on their southward migration
to the coasts of Central and South America. Information gained through these monitoring and
color-banding eﬀorts helps ﬁll knowledge gaps for these birds and provides critical information for
planning conservation actions in Nebraska.
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A MALE BOBWHITE QUAIL AT YANKEE HILL WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA.

Bobwhite quail have continued to increase throughout Nebraska
in recent years, providing excellent mixed-bag opportunities for
upland hunters. During the 2016-17 season, hunters bagged
an estimated 113,000 quail in Nebraska, a 23 percent increase
compared to the previous season and 44 percent above the 10year average. According to the 2016-17 Hunter Success Survey,
bobwhites were harvested in 86 of Nebraska’s 93 counties,
indicating that populations have recently expanded into many
areas outside of their primary range. Summer 2017 quail surveys
showed additional increases and harvest is expected to increase
again in 2018. According to the 2017 July Rural Mail Carrier
Survey, quail populations were 29 percent higher than 2016
and 81 percent above the ﬁve-year average. Similarly, bobwhite
whistle counts increased by 14 percent compared to 2016, and
increases were observed in nearly all regions of the state. Several
factors have contributed to Nebraska’s rising bobwhite quail
population. First, much of the primary quail range experienced
another relatively mild winter and other severe weather events
were isolated. In recent years, bobwhites also have beneﬁted
from the improved habitat conditions resulting from the drought
of 2012-13. The drought weakened native grasses and promoted
more broad-leafed plants and bare ground within our existing
grasslands, providing ideal nesting and brood-rearing habitat for
bobwhite quail. Despite continued land-use change and habitat
fragmentation, bobwhite populations have remained very strong in
areas of Nebraska where their key habitat elements remain.
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FALL COLORS AT INDIAN CAVE STATE PARK, WITH THE MISSOURI RIVER IN THE BACKGROUND.

NEBRASKA’S QUAIL POPULATION
CONTINUES TO BOOM

NEBRASKA OAK WOODLAND ALLIANCE
CONSERVATION EFFORTS
Eastern Nebraska oak woodlands and savannas are among our state’s
most threatened ecosystems. Only 20,000 to 30,000 acres of quality oak
woodlands remain in our state. These are found primarily within the valleys
of the Missouri River and its lower tributaries. These woodlands are critical
habitat for many wildlife species, such as woodpeckers and the southern
ﬂying squirrel, and plant species, such as orchids and the Iowa crabapple.
Remnant woodlands are being degraded by lack of ﬁre, proliferation of
shade-tolerant shrubs and trees, exotic herbaceous plant invasion and
lack of oak regeneration. In 2014, Nebraska’s conservation agencies
formed the Nebraska Oak Woodland Alliance (NOWA), with the mission
is to work cooperatively to enhance our state’s oak woodlands. In 2014,
NOWA received a $495,000 Nebraska Environmental Trust (NET) grant for
oak woodland management on private and conservation lands in eastern
Nebraska.
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NORTH AMERICAN BAT MONITORING PROGRAM
AND HABITAT PROJECTS
Many North American bat species have seen a dramatic decline in recent
years, with wind turbines and white-nose syndrome being the two major
causes of mortality. To conserve Nebraska’s bats, Game and Parks has teamed
up with the Nebraska Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit and the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln School of Natural Resources to develop the
North American Bat Monitoring Program. The Nebraska Master Naturalist
Program trained volunteers to drive bat detection routes in this ongoing
project. The data collected will be critical to make decisions about bat
conservation and help protect these species. Bats eat well over their body
weight in insects each night and save farmers and meat producers millions
in agricultural pest control. In addition, Game and Parks has been improving
habitat for at-risk bat species on public and private land in the Pine Ridge
Biologically Unique Landscape. Bats need good roost sites, foraging areas, and
access to water. Foraging is inﬂuenced by availability of insects, proximity to
day and night roosts, and uncluttered areas that provide shelter, such as forest
edges. One of the habitat projects is at Fort Robinson State Park, where forest
thinning is creating opening and edge habitat bats use for foraging and as
travel corridors. Opening the canopy also allows more light to penetrate the
forest ﬂoor, promoting the establishment of shrub and deciduous tree species.
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NEBRASKA MOUNTAIN LION MANAGEMENT PLAN

COUGAR AT METCALF WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA IN SHERIDAN COUNTY.

The Nebraska Mountain Lion Management Plan, approved by the
Commission in October, will guide management decisions based on our
agency mission through the management goals and guiding principles stated
in the plan. The plan’s overall goal is to maintain resilient, healthy, and socially
acceptable mountain lion populations that are in balance with available
habitat and other wildlife species over the long term. The Nebraska Mountain
Lion Management Plan will provide guidance for any management decisions
regarding future harvest seasons. Game and Parks recognizes mountain
lions are an important component of Nebraska’s native biodiversity that have
intrinsic value, as well as recreational value to hunters and non-consumptive
users. We will monitor mountain lion populations through ongoing research
and use regulated harvest as a primary strategy for meeting management goals
and objectives when possible. This plan is meant to be dynamic and may be
revised periodically as new information becomes available and mountain lion
populations, distribution, and public acceptance change over time.

SEPTEMBER TEAL
SEASON NOW APPROVED
STATEWIDE IN NEBRASKA
The Central Flyway Council and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
granted Game and Parks to conduct an
experimental early teal season in northern
Nebraska beginning in September 2014.
The southern portion of Nebraska had
been granted a September season after
evaluation in 2004. Continuation of
the season in northern Nebraska was
dependent on hunters correctly identifying
and not shooting at or harvesting nontarget species. Evaluation of impacts on
non-target species was assessed primarily
through overt or covert hunter performance observations, such as spy blinds.
The initial three-year experimental period was extended one year to achieve
sample size requirements for spy blinds. The non-target attempt and kill rates
were far below USFWS criteria. Meeting these criteria allows the September
teal season to become operational in the northern portion of Nebraska.
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Turkey hunting in Nebraska continues
to be among the best in the nation,
with overall spring 2017 harvest
success at 64 percent and nonresident
success at 75. Spring permit sales have
exceeded 30,000 each year since 2006.
Populations also appear to be stable
in most regions of the state based on
the annual Rural Mail Carrier Survey
results. This should provide ample
opportunities for successful hunting in
seasons to come. On April 12, Gov. Pete
Ricketts proclaimed Nebraska the best
turkey-hunting destination in the United
States. His proclamation cited turkey
abundance, youth-friendly regulations
and permit prices, permit availability,
and season lengths as factors why
nearly 90 percent of turkey hunters
are satisﬁed with their Nebraska turkey
hunting experiences.

PINE RIDGE TURKEY HUNTING IN DAWES COUNTY.

NEBRASKA OFFERS THE
BEST TURKEY HUNTING
OPPORTUNITIES IN THE
NATION

TESTIN G FOR CHRONIC WASTING DISEASE
Chronic wasting disease (CWD) is prion disease that attacks the brain of an infected deer, elk or
moose. Signs of the disease include excessive salivation, loss of appetite, progressive weight loss,
excessive thirst and urination, listlessness, teeth grinding, holding the head in a lowered position
and drooping ears. CWD, which is always fatal to the infected animal, is found in 35 counties across
the state. Visit cwd-info.org for more information. Game and Parks is working around the state
primarily testing hunter-harvested deer for CWD. In 2016, ﬁve deer from the southeastern Nebraska
tested positive for CWD. In 2017, sampling continued in the southwest and western parts of the
state, with results pending.
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MORE ACRES FOR HABITAT MANAGEMENT
Nebraska Game and Parks Commission manages 215,212 acres of Wildlife
Management Areas (WMAs) which are both owned and leased acres. This land
represents less than .4 percent of the land mass in Nebraska. The Commission
makes in lieu of tax payments to counties for all WMAs that have been acquired
since 1977. In 2017, 1,027 acres were added to three existing WMAs:
●

Eighty acres were added to Metcalf WMA in Sheridan County, adding to
the already more than 3,000-acre area. These acres will provide additional
important habitat for mule deer and white-tailed deer, wild turkeys, bighorn
sheep, mountain lions and many other game and nongame wildlife.

●

There were 720 acres added to Williams Gap WMA, including much of the
rest of an important habitat area for bighorn sheep. This escarpment within
the Wildcat Hills in Banner County is home to mule and white-tailed deer,
wild turkeys and other wildlife.

●

The 227 acres added to Niobrara Conﬂuence WMA will add to the more than
1,000 acres of wetland habitat located at the conﬂuence of the Niobrara and
Missouri rivers. This area is important to a host of wetland wildlife species,
including waterfowl, shorebirds and amphibians.

FORTENBERRY CO-INTRODUCES THE
RECOVERING AMERICA’S WILDLIFE ACT
CONGRESSMAN JEFF FORTENBERRY WITH BIOLOGIST KRISTAL STONER

Congress took a step to address the critical need for wildlife conservation
in December. U.S. House Reps. Jeﬀ Fortenberry (R-Neb.) and Debbie Dingell
(D-Mich.) introduced a bill to fund state
wildlife conservation using existing mineral
and energy royalties from federal lands.
The Recovering America’s Wildlife Act, if
passed, would invest in proactive, voluntary,
incentive-based habitat conservation
projects with private landowners by
implementing Nebraska’s State Wildlife
Action Plan, called the Nebraska Natural
Legacy Project. Habitat improvements
would beneﬁt rare species, as well as
common species such as turkeys and
deer, by enhancing grasslands, combating
invasive species, restoring wetlands and
improving woodlands. It also would support
education and create new opportunities for Nebraskans to enjoy wildlife and wild
places. Nationally, more than 12,000 species have been identiﬁed as species of
greatest conservation need. In Nebraska, nearly 90 species are considered at risk
of extinction. The bill is supported by the Alliance for America’s Fish and Wildlife,
as well as Game and Parks and many other agencies and organizations.

2017 Annual Report

37

FISHERIES BIOLOGISTS BREAK NEW GROUND
WITH MUSSEL RESEARCH
If you have ever waded into one of Nebraska’s rivers or streams and found a
shell, you may have wondered where it came from and questioned what was
inside it. Those curious enough will ﬁnd it came from a mussel, a creature that
lives and survives in its own secluded and complex world.
Freshwater mussels are native to Nebraska’s rivers and streams and can be
found in canals and some reservoirs, too. They process organic matter, ﬁltering
the water and excreting nutrients that are used by plant life, invertebrates and
ﬁsh.
Beginning in 1997, the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission began
to research current and historic populations of mussels in Nebraska. This
research helped identify several with declining numbers that were candidates
for recovery eﬀorts.
In 2014, eﬀorts began to raise the vulnerable plain pocketbook species
of mussels in the North Platte State Fish Hatchery. Fisheries staﬀ developed
a new process in which the shell of a fertilized female mussel is propped
open and glochidia (mussel larvae) are ﬂushed out and implanted on
young largemouth bass. After two weeks, the young mussels fall oﬀ the host
bass and eventually are released in rivers and streams. After two years of
successfully rearing young plain pocketbook mussels, hatchery staﬀ began
also raising fatmucket mussels.

PLAIN POCKETBOOK MUSSEL IN MATING DISPLAY. BOTTOM LEFT: AT A HATCHERY, FISHERIES BIOLOGISTS EXTRACTING GLOCHIDIA FROM A MUSSEL.

FISHERIES

In 2015, more
than 11,400
plain pocketbook
mussels were
raised. Of these,
6,540 were tagged
and in August of
2016, released
into rivers where they were
historically found: Cache
Creek in Holt County, the
Elkhorn River in Holt County,
Rose Creek in Jeﬀerson
County and Shell Creek in
Platte County.
After two successful
years of rearing the plain
pocketbook, another mussel
species, the fatmucket, was
added to the propagation
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program in 2016. The species was once found in the Big Blue, Big Nemaha,
Little Nemaha, Lower Platte and Elkhorn Rivers as well as Medicine Creek
in the Republican River basin and Logan Creek in the Elkhorn River basin.
Biologists have not collected this species since 1981 and believe it may have
been extirpated from Nebraska.
“Mussel culture is relatively new and it is very exciting to be in on the cutting
edge of some of the methods that are being used to culture mussels for
restoration projects across the country,” said Dean Rosenthal, Game and Parks’
ﬁsheries division administrator.
2017 saw the expansion of the agency’s mussel research project, as well
as plans for a new research facility. This research will be continue to be an
important research focus into the future.

2017 Annual Report

39

FAMILY ENJOYS FISHING AT A METROPOLITAN AREA LAKE

NEW AND REHABILITATED RESERVOIRS PROVIDE
OPPORTUNITIES
Reservoirs are an important feature in Nebraska’s landscape. They provide ﬂood risk reduction,
irrigation supply, hydropower generation, groundwater recharge, seasonal wetlands and numerous
recreational opportunities. Reservoirs support the majority of ﬁshing trips taken by Nebraska
anglers each year. Game and Parks’ commitment to the rehabilitation of aging reservoirs and
construction of new reservoirs is important to anglers, boaters and Nebraska’s economy. Building
them correctly makes good ﬁnancial success. Currently, we are providing technical and ﬁnancial
assistance for the construction of four new reservoirs in partnership with the Papio-Missouri
Natural Resources District and the Nemaha Natural Resources District. Two reservoirs scheduled
to open in the spring of 2018 – Flanagan Lake in northwest Omaha (220 surface acres) and Duck
Creek near Peru (62 surface acres) – will provide new opportunities for ﬁshing, boating, day use,
hiking, biking and wildlife viewing. Two more reservoirs on West Papillion Creek (West Papio Sites
6 and 7) are currently in development and will eventually provide another 47 surface acres of
outdoor recreation. Additionally, projects to rehabilitate aquatic habitat and improve access are in
progress at 29 existing reservoirs across the state.
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Initiated in 1997,
the Aquatic Habitat
Stamp is required for anyone who wants to ﬁsh in Nebraska.
Income generated by sales of the stamp income is dedicated to
addressing habitat issues in our reservoirs, natural lakes, rivers,
streams and sand pits. Twenty years after its launch, the Aquatic
Habitat Stamp has funded projects to rehabilitate aquatic habitat
and improve angler access at 110 public water bodies across the
state. Projects have included the complete draining and removal of
accumulated sediments; installation of sediment retention dikes;
creation of wetland cells to treat incoming ﬂows; restoration of
eroded shorelines, renovations of ﬁsheries; installation of ADAaccessible ﬁshing piers and boat launch facilities; and creation of
underwater ﬁsh habitat features that improve ﬁshing experiences.
More than 71 funding partners have aided Game and Parks in
these projects. To date, more than $68 million has been spent
to bring new life to aging Nebraska waters. The Aquatic Habitat
Program currently has 49 projects underway across the state.

ORIGINAL 1997 AQUATIC HABITAT STAMP

AQUATIC
HABITAT
STAMP
BRINGS
NEW LIFE
TO AGING
WATERS

2017 STATE RECORD SUMMARY
Eleven ﬁsh were recognized as new state records in 2017. Four
of those ﬁsh were taken by rod and reel: tiger trout, two triploid
crappie and redear sunﬁsh. Three were taken by bow ﬁshing:
shorthead redhorse sucker, bigmouth buﬀalo and ﬂathead catﬁsh.
Four were taken by underwater spearﬁshing: alewife, muskellunge,
bluegill and shortnose gar. The smallest state record entered was
a 1-ounce, 5½-inch alewife taken by underwater spearﬁshing at
Lake McConaughy, while the largest was a 55-pound ﬂathead
catﬁsh taken by bow and arrow on the Nemaha River.
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NIOBRARA INSTREAM FLOW
In October 2017, the Nebraska Department of Natural Resources signed an order
granting an application to appropriate water for the purpose of instream ﬂows on the
Niobrara River to maintain habitat for the ﬁsh community. The instream ﬂow permit was
granted to Game and Parks, Upper Niobrara White Natural Resources District (NRD),
Middle Niobrara NRD, Lower Niobrara NRD, Upper Loup NRD and Upper Elkhorn NRD for
ﬂows on the Niobrara River between Spencer Dam and the conﬂuence with the Missouri
River. The appropriation was approved for seasonally adjusted ﬂow amounts to coincide
with the diﬀerent life cycle stage needs of the river’s ﬁsh species. The ﬂows also will meet
habitat needs for whooping crane migration in spring and fall, and piping plover and
least tern nesting in spring and summer. The instream ﬂows are part of the eﬀorts by the
Niobrara River Basin Alliance NRDs and Game and Parks, along with the Nebraska Public
Power District, to ensure the long-term sustainability of water in the Niobrara River basin
for generations to come.
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HYBRID BLUEGILL FOR URBAN FISHERIES
A new stocking program of hybrid bluegill for the urban ﬁshing
program got oﬀ to a great start in 2017. Staﬀ created a cross
between a bluegill and a green sunﬁsh to create the hybrid
bluegill, a cross that can occur naturally in the wild. These ﬁsh
then were raised in hatcheries to a catchable size of an average
of 7 inches before stocking into some of our heavily used urban
ponds and lakes. The hybrid bluegill have proven to be easily
caught by novice anglers and will provide for many opportunities
for young anglers to experience the fun of a successful ﬁshing trip.
These ﬁsh grow well in our hatcheries and often can be produced
in ponds with other species of ﬁsh, such as channel catﬁsh, during
their ﬁrst year of growth.

FISHERIES BIOLOGIST DARYL BAUER CAUGHT THIS HYBRID BLUEGILL.

KAYAKING THE NIOBRARA RIVER.
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AQUATIC INVASIVE SPECIES PREVENTION PROGRAM
AND STATUS OF ZEBRA MUSSELS

ZEBRA MUSSELS ENCRUST A DOCKLINE, ROPE, AT OFFUTT LAKE IN BELLEVUE.

The Nebraska Aquatic Invasive Species program was launched in 2016 to
combat the spread of invasive species. Residents pay a $5 fee with their boat
registration that goes toward programs designed to combat the spread of aquatic
invasive species. Nonresident boaters must buy the Nebraska Aquatic Invasive
Species Stamp. In 2017, 4,466 stamps were sold, funding 4,150 boater surveys
and 3,841 watercraft inspections. The surveys collected data to monitor watercraft
movements and prevalence of aquatic invasive species (AIS) prevention
behavior among watercraft operators. Survey participants were given invasive
species identiﬁcation and prevention information. Additionally, two watercraft
decontaminations were conducted at ﬁshing tournaments in 2017. Both
watercraft that had previously traveled to places with known populations of zebra
mussels. In one of those boats, zebra mussel shells were found in the live well
before a tournament
at Calamus Reservoir.
The mussels appeared
to be dead, and the
boater was ticketed
for possessing zebra
mussels.
Zebra mussels have
become established
and are currently
expanding in Lewis
and Clark Lake and the
stretch of the Missouri
River downstream of
Gavins Point Dam. The
mussels are starting to
have negative impacts
on various water intake
systems on these areas,
especially several power
plants. In 2017, an adult
zebra mussel was found in Lake Yankton, which is located immediately below
the Gavins Point Dam and drains into the Missouri River. Both veliger and adult
sampling were conducted on all major water bodies across the state to monitor
for the potential new mussel invasions. Carter and Zorinsky lakes each had one
positive sample for veligers in 2017. Both water bodies are considered suspect.
The Oﬀutt Base Lake continues to have a dense mussel population, and Game
and Parks has no plans to attempt an eradication eﬀort.
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TROUT IN THE CLASSROOM FISH RELEASE AT SCHRAMM PARK SRA.
TROUT FINGERLINGS??? PRIOR TO RELEASE AT SCHRAMM PARK SRA.

TROUT IN THE CLASSROOM
Trout in the Classroom (TIC) is a curriculum
program that provides students the opportunity
to learn about aquatic resources within a
framework of hatching and raising rainbow
trout. Participating classrooms are provided a
cold-water aquarium system and rainbow trout
eggs. Students monitor growth as their trout
hatch and develop, and they take ownership
of caring for the trout by feeding, testing
water quality and cleaning the aquarium. The
program increased the number of schools
participating in 2016 by 24 schools. The
total number of TIC schools was 57 for the
2016/2017 academic year.
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LAW
ENFORCEMENT
AND PUBLIC
SAFETY
CONSERVATION OFFICERS WEAR MANY HATS
Conservation Oﬃcer Bryce Streger, for one, immediately began
assisting with evacuations, even though his residence was in the path of
the ﬁre. Streger arrived at one home in time to help an elderly man – a
double amputee – to his car. As the man’s wife went back in the house
to retrieve a prized possession, Streger noticed the ﬂames moving
closer. He immediately ran into the house and helped the woman to
her car, and the couple escaped to safety.
Streger lost everything he owned in this ﬁre, which destroyed eight
homes and damaged 800 acres, but he and his dog were unharmed.
With Streger’s help, others in the ﬁre’s path made it to safety, too.
Nebraska’s conservation oﬃcers enforce the state’s hunting and
ﬁshing laws, and also help maintain public safety at state parks and
recreation areas. Annually, the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission
sells more than 900,000 permits, licenses and stamps, and each permit
sold represents a possible need for intervention by a conservation
oﬃcer. Over the past 20 years, the top two citations given by
conservation oﬃcers have been for failure to purchase a state park
permit and hunting, ﬁshing and harvest fur without the required permit.
Conservation oﬃcers also patrol more than 300,000 acres of land as
well as miles and miles of rivers and streams across the state.
But conservation oﬃcers do so much more than enforce ﬁsh and
game laws and patrol public land. They help with ﬁsh and wildlife
survey work, investigate ﬁsh kills and wildlife damage complaints, and
work with landowners interested in enrolling their land in the Open
Fields and Waters public access program. Many are trained as boater
or hunter education instructors, or give presentations about wildlife to
elementary and high school students. And as law enforcement oﬃcers,
conservation oﬃcers respond to emergency situations – such as ﬁres –
in the communities where they live.
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CONSERVATION OFFICER TEACHES AT THE MISSOURI RIVER EXPO AT PONCA STATE PARK.

When ﬁres broke out at near Lake McConaughy in March,
conservation oﬃcers were quick to respond.

WILDLIFE VIOLATOR COMPACT
In 2017, Nebraska became the 46th state to join the Interstate Wildlife
Violator Compact. This agreement allows member states to exchange
information and honor the revocation of hunting, ﬁshing and trapping
privileges. In addition to serving as a deterrent for ﬁsh and wildlife law
violations, it allows nonresidents to be cited and released without having to
post bond or be booked into jail.
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BOATING SAFETY AND EDUCATION
Game and Parks began oﬀering an online boater education course in June
of 2017. The course (available at OutdoorNebraska.org/boatereducation)
allows students to take the course wherever and whenever is convenient for
them. Classroom boater education courses still are oﬀered across the state
for those who prefer to learn in a more traditional setting. Anyone born after
Dec. 31, 1985, is required to successfully complete a boater education class
and possess a course certiﬁcate while operating a boat or personal watercraft.
In 2017, 2,948 students successfully completed boater education. More than
a thousand of these were completed online. Boater registrations increased in
2017 to more than 87,000 vessels. There were 31 boating accidents reported
in 2017 involving 44 diﬀerent vessels with 13 injuries and three related
fatalities.

LAW ENFORCEMENT STAFFING

ON THE JOB
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●

One investigation focusing on permit fraud netted 108 prosecuted
violations. This returned to the agency more than $52,000 in
liquidated damages for the illegal take of deer.

●

A 10-year average shows that a single conservation oﬃcer will
contact 1,065 ﬁshermen, 545 hunters, 28 fur harvesters, 2,606
park visitors, 528 boaters, and another 2,311 miscellaneous
individuals.

●

Oﬃcers are required to work 160 hours in a 28-day period,
compared to a 40-hour week. This practice helps reduces
overtime through ﬂexible scheduling, giving supervisors and
oﬃcers the ability to respond to complaints with minimal
restraints.
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CONSERVATION ASSISTS ANGLERS IN CATCHING FISH AT LAKE MALONEY STATE RECREATION AREA.

The legislature approved the hiring of an additional conservation oﬃcer at
Lake McConaughy in 2017. In all, six new oﬃcers were hired to ﬁll vacant
positions, leaving the division with one vacancy entering 2018.

2017 Annual Report

49

ECONOMIC
RESOURCES
FI NANC IAL RE PORT
The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission is
predominately funded by user pay – 88 percent
of the 2017 revenues include permits and
stamps. Approximately 12 percent of the 2017
funding came from the State General Fund.
The 17 additional cash/federal funds
established for agency use are: Game Fund,
Park Fund, Federal Funds, VPA Federal Fund,
Fort Atkinson National Park Service Federal
Fund, Habitat Fund, Nebraska Outdoor
Recreational Development Act (NORDA) Fund,
Recreational Trails Federal Fund, Aquatic
Habitat Fund, Wildlife Conservation Fund, Game
Law Investigation Fund, Cowboy Trail Fund,

Wildlife Education Fund, Hunters Helping the
Hungry Fund, Nebraska Snowmobile Trail Fund,
State Park Improvement and Maintenance
Fund, and Game and Parks Capital Maintenance
Fund.
General Fund is supported by money
collected by the State Department of Revenue,
deposited with the State Treasurer and
appropriated by the Legislature. General Fund
money is appropriated to the Commission
for those operating activities that are not selfsupporting (primarily operations of the state
park system and nongame and endangered
species activities); administrative activities that
are general in nature, applicable to the entire

2017 Calendar Year Revenue Sources
(total = $103.4 million)
Hunting Permits and
Stamps
$15.6 M (15%)

Camping and
Lodging Fees
$12.4 M (12%)

General Fund
Appropriation Expended
$11.9 M (12%)

Direct Federal
Funds
$11.6 M (11%)

Fe
Re
$1

2017 Calendar Year Expenditures
(total = $91.4 million)
Parks
$24.4 M (27%)
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Wildlife
$18.6 M (20%)

Capi
$21.1

Game Fund derives its revenues from a
variety of sources, including hunting and fishing
permit sales, Federal Aid reimbursements and
interest earnings. This fund is the agency’s
largest source of funding and is the primary
funding source for fish and wildlife activities.

Federal Grants are the agency’s third
largest “cash” funding sources. They include
reimbursable and direct grants.
Habitat Funds include terrestrial and aquatic
funds. They are supported primarily from the
sale of the stamps tied to hunting and fishing
activities, respectively.

Park Fund is the agency’s second largest
source of funding. It is used to improve,
maintain and operate areas within the state
park system. Major revenue sources include

ederal and State Grant
eimbursements
11.5 M (11%)

tal
1 M (23%)

camping and lodging fees, park entry permit
sales, restaurant and food services and other
park facility use fees.

agency and difficult to prorate among the
various other funding sources; and activities
that extend beyond the statutory use of the
various cash funds.

Investment Income $1.8 M (2%)
Concessions and Admissions $2.1 M (2%)
Miscellaneous $2 M (2%)
Venture Parks
Donations
$9.6 M (9%)

Park Entry
Permits
$8 M (8%)

Fisheries
$7 M (8%)

Fishing
Permits and
Stamps
$7.1 M (7%)

Law
Enforcement
$6.5 M (7%)

Others
$5.4 M
(5%)
Tobacco
Products Tax
Donations
Boat
Registrations
Food Services
Resale Items
Publications
Land Use Leases
Sale of Surplus
Property

Motorboat,
ATV and
UTV
Sales
Tax
$4.4 M
(4%)

Administration
$5.5 M (6%)

Communications
$4.3 M
(5%)

Planning,
Engineering and
Construction
$4 M
(4%)
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Nebraska Outdoor Recreational
Development Act Fund is restricted to the
development, operation and maintenance of
areas of the state park system. The primary
source of revenue is the Nebraska Tobacco
Products Tax. The portion of the tax earmarked
for NORDA is the equivalent of one cent on a
conventional package of cigarettes. This fund is
critical to the development and maintenance
of the state park buildings and amenities
infrastructure.

52

2017 Annual Report

State Park Improvement and Maintenance
Fund is to be used to build, repair, rehabilitate,
modify, or improve any infrastructure in the
state park system.
Game and Parks Capital Maintenance
Fund is to be used to build, repair, rehabilitate,
modify, or improve any infrastructure within the
statutory authority and administration of the
Commission.

MAJ OR E XPE N DI T URE DE T A IL S
Parks
Includes management and operations
of state parks, state recreation areas, state
historical parks and state recreation trails.

Funding sources:
Park Cash Fund ................................................ 72%
General Fund .................................................... 27%
NORDA ................................................................<1%

Wildlife
Includes management and operations of
wildlife management areas, private lands
habitat work, game and nongame species
activities.

Funding sources:
Habitat Fund ..................................................... 33%
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 33%
Direct Federal.................................................... 30%
General Fund .......................................................2%
Wildlife Conservation Fund ..........................<2%
Hunters Helping the Hungry Fund .............<1%

Capital Construction

CONSTRUCTION FOR THE VENTURE PARKS COMPLEX AT EUGENE T. MAHONEY STATE PARK

Includes capital construction in the
state park system, wildlife management
areas (WMA) state fish hatcheries, aquatic
habitat, motorboat access developments,
and acquisition of lands for WMA or park
purposes, and grant pass-through for
community trails and Land and Water
Conservation Fund projects.

Funding sources:
Direct Federal.................................................... 22%
State Park Improvement
and Maintenance Fund.................................. 27%
Park Cash Fund ................................................ 19%
Aquatic Habitat Fund...................................... 12%
NORDA ...................................................................4%
Habitat Fund .....................................................<1%
Capital Maintenance Fund............................ 10%
General Fund ....................................................<4%
Game Cash Fund ................................................1%

Fisheries
Includes management and operations of
state fish hatcheries, fisheries education and
outreach, public and private waters resource
management.

Funding sources:
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 78%
Direct Federal.................................................... 19%
Aquatic Habitat Fund.........................................1%
General Fund ....................................................<1%
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Law Enforcement
Includes fish, wildlife, park and boating law
enforcement, public educational programs
associated with hunter education, boater
education and outdoor recreation.

Funding sources:
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 78%
General Fund .................................................... 13%
Park Cash Fund ...................................................9%

Administration
Includes administrative activities associated
with the director’s office, personnel, budget
and fiscal, information technology, district
offices, federal aid, board of commissioners,
and credit card processing.

Funding sources:
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 56%
Park Cash Fund ................................................ 29%
General Fund .................................................... 14%
Habitat Fund .....................................................<1%
Aquatic Habitat Fund......................................<1%

Communications
Includes management and operations of
Commission communications, including
marketing, consumer research, outreach,
events, digital communications, distribution
of multimedia news releases, hunter
education, and range development.

Funding sources:
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 78%
Park Cash Fund ................................................ 19%
Direct Federal.......................................................3%

Planning, Engineering and Construction
Includes operational activities associated
with planning, environmental review, design,
engineering and construction services.
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Funding sources:
General Fund .................................................... 57%
Game Cash Fund ............................................. 10%
Park Cash Fund ................................................ 18%
NORDA Fund ........................................................9%
Habitat Fund ........................................................4%
Direct Federal.......................................................2%
Cowboy Trail Cash Fund ...............................<1%
Wildlife Conservation Fund ..........................<1%

A C L OS E R L OOK A T P E R M IT S
While permit fees increased for the first time in over 8 years in 2017, it is
not uncommon or unexpected for permit sales to fluctuate from year to year.
Some fluctuation is due to weather conditions that influence
individuals’ desire to be outdoors, some are influenced
by individuals’ perception of wildlife populations and,
thus, their likelihood of success, plus a multitude
of other personal factors. This process in which an
individual may buy a permit from time to time but not
necessarily every year is called “churn.” Here is a closer
look at some of Nebraska’s permits and what factors
may influence their rise or decline in sales:

Big game permits – These comprise deer,
antelope, turkey and elk permits. The deer
population has made a dramatic comeback in most
areas affected by the 2012 epizootic hemorrhagic
disease outbreak and we have seen a steady
increase in both hunter interest as well as biological
ability to increase quotas in many areas. With the
exception of some deer and turkey, sales for 2017
continued upward surpassing 2012 levels. Elk permit
sales continue to expand with increasing herd sizes
in most units. Antelope permit numbers have also
seen a slight increase. Despite good population
levels and mild weather, spring turkey permit sales
were down slightly from 2016. Nebraska’s $5 youth
permits (for deer, turkey and antelope) continue to be favorites and likely
contribute to growth in nonresident participation.

Hunting permits – These represent small game
and waterfowl hunters. Sales showed a slight
decrease over 2016. This can be reflective of the
apparent shift of deer/turkey becoming more of
the gateway to hunting for youth rather than small
game.
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Fur harvest permits – The decrease in permits
sold is reflective of the low prices being paid for
pelts.

Veteran and senior hunting/fishing
combination permits – The increase in sales is
reflective of an aging Baby Boomer population
and expansion of qualifying veterans. The annual
$5 fee for hunting (except big game) fishing, and
fur harvest (new in 2017) privileges, to include all
state stamps (a $99 value) makes this permit option
quite attractive for those individuals 69 and older
(or 64 and older if a qualifying veteran).

Migratory waterfowl stamps – The likely reason
for reduced sales of this required stamp in 2017 is
a combination of a shift to multi-year stamps and
weather conditions.

Fishing and park permits – These are largely
driven by the weather. Unusually mild temperatures
in 2017 resulted in people purchasing more
permits and getting outdoors earlier than normal.
Despite an increase in fees and an introduction
of a non-Nebraska vehicle park entry permit, the
overall total park permit numbers increased. Some
fishing permit sales experienced a decline due in
part, as anecdotally reported, to fee increases to
both the permit and the aquatic habitat stamp. A
slight decrease in sales after a fee increase is not
uncommon and historically recovers over time.
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2017 Permits and Stamps Sold
Permit or Stamp

2016

2017

% Change

114,593
15,842
897
1,829
861
7,648
20,991
8,583
48
19

111,415
16,510
537
1,628
1,213
7,182
22,980
7,790
47
43

-3%
4%
-40%
-11%
41%
-6%
9%
-9%
-2%
126%

23,113
237
129
10,943
3,931
708
65
21

21,052
271
101
11,184
4,029
678
61
14

-9%
14%
-22%
2%
2%
-4%
-6%
-33%

29,313
757
343
6,787
12,484
847
19
3

26,520
728
406
7,066
13,667
766
25
10

-10%
-4%
18%
4%
9%
-10%
32%
233%

6,610
6,699
192,462
1,875

6,193
2,042
186,420
1,875

-6%
-70%
-3%
0%

FISHING
Resident annual fishing
Resident 1-day fishing
Resident 3-day fishing
Resident 3-year fishing
Resident 5-year fishing
Nonresident annual fishing
Nonresident 1-day fishing
Nonresident 3-day fishing
Nonresident 3-year fishing
Nonresident 5-year fishing
HUNTING
Resident annual hunting
Resident 3-year
hunting
y
g
Resident 5-year hunting
Nonresident annual hunting
g
Nonresident 2-day hunting
Nonresident youth
hunt
y
Nonresident 3-year hunting
Nonresident 5-year hunting
COMBINATION
Resident annual hunting/fishing
Resident 3-year hunting/fishing
Resident 5-year hunting/fishing
Resident hunting/fishing, veteran
Resident hunting/fishing, senior
Nonresident annual hunting/fishing
Nonresident 3-year hunting/fishing
Nonresident 5-year hunting/fishing
OTHERS
Resident annual fur harvest
Lifetime hunting, fishing, stamps
Big game
Paddlefish
STAMPS
Aquatic stamp annual
Aquatic stamp 3-year
Aquatic stamp 5-year
Habitat stamp annual
Habitat stamp 3-year
Habitat stamp 5-year
Migratory waterfowl stamp annual
Migratory waterfowl stamp 3-year
Migratory waterfowl stamp 5-year
Total Game and Habitat
PARK
Annual park Nebraska vehicle
Daily
y park Nebraska vehicle
Duplicate park Nebraska vehicle
Annual park non-Nebraska vehicle
Daily park non-Nebraska vehicle
Duplicate park non-Nebraska vehicle
Total Park

161,763
2,612
1,216
118,359
1,058
496
31,753
850
373
787,137

154,210
2,428
1,672
113,486
1,085
531
29,112
853
397
756,227

-5%
-7%
38%
-4%
3%
7%
-8%
0%
6%
-4%

149,275
295,038
72,235
0
0
0
516,548

137,173
214,255
67,566
9,485
112,712
3,342
544,533

-8%
-27%
-6%
100%
100%
100%
5%

Total Permits and Stamps Sold

1,303,685

1,300,760

0%
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The 2017 Commission
Chairman
Rex Fisher, Omaha
Vice Chairman
Dick Bell, Omaha
2nd Vice Chairman
Robert Allen, Eustis
Mark Spurgin, Paxton
Rick Brandt, Roca
Pat Berggren, Broken Bow
Jim Ernst, Columbus
Norris Marshall, Kearney
Dan Kreitman, Wahoo
Director
Jim Douglas, 402-471-5539
Deputy Director
Tim McCoy, 402-471-5539
Assistant Director
Roger Kuhn, 402-471-5512

This report represents
the highlights of activities
and events of the Nebraska
Game and Parks Commission
during the calendar year
2017. Complete division
reports are available
by contacting these
administrators:
Budget and Fiscal
Patrick Cole
402-471-5523
Communications
Christy Firestone
402-472-5593
Engineering
Daren Konda
402-471-5525
Fisheries
Dean Rosenthal
402-471-5495

Information Technology
Toni Knust
402-471-5549
Law Enforcement
Craig Stover
402-471-5531
Parks
Jim Swenson
402-471-5499
Personnel
Angela Janda-Craig
402-471-5453
Planning and Programming
Michelle Stryker
402-471-5425
Wildlife
Alicia Hardin
402-471-5448

The Offices
Headquarters and Southeast District
2200 N. 33rd St. / P.O. Box 30370
Lincoln, Neb. 68503-0370
402-471-0641 / Fax 402-471-5528
Southwest District
301 E. State Farm Road
North Platte, Neb. 69101-0430
308-535-8025 / Fax 308-535-8028
Northwest District
299 Husker Road / P.O. Box 725
Alliance, Neb. 69301-0725
308-763-2940 / Fax 308-763-2943
Northeast District
2201 N. 13th St.
Norfolk, Neb. 68701-2267
402-370-3374 / Fax 402-370-3256

Kearney Service Center
1617 First Ave.
Kearney, Neb. 68847-6057
308-865-5310 / Fax 308-865-5309
Bassett Service Center
524 Panzer St. / P.O. Box 508
Bassett, Neb. 68714-0934
402-684-2921 / Fax 402-684-2816
Omaha Metro
8495 Frederick St.
Omaha, Neb. 68124
402-595-2144 / Fax 402-595-2569
Visit us online at

OutdoorNebraska.org
Follow us on

Our mission is stewardship of the state’s
fish, wildlife, park and outdoor recreation
resources in the best long-term interests of
the people and those resources.

OutdoorNebraska.org

