New Friends Policy Brings Clarity

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has finalized its long-awaited Friends Policy, bringing clarity and national consistency to Service partnerships and enabling it to strengthen relationships with Friends organizations.  The policy is the first of its kind in the agency’s history.  The new policy, organized into four chapters, guides the relationship between the Service, its employees, Friends organizations and volunteers.  It clarifies Service employee responsibilities towards Friends organizations; outlines consistent financial and administrative practices for revenue generating operations; and includes a new Friends Partnership Agreement template.  
While the policy is straightforward and reflects long-standing Service standards of operation, it may require modifications in the working relationships between wildlife refuges and Friends organizations to ensure that continued operations are within the highest standards of efficiency and ethical conduct.  
A few ways the policy affects day-to-day operations are: 
· all Friends organizations must acquire and maintain 501(c)3 status to ensure limits on lobbying; 
· Service employees may not serve on a Friends board of directors; 
· Service volunteers and Service employees may not staff nature stores, which  cannot sell items on consignment;  
· Friends fund-raising events on Service property have new restrictions and new financial requirements if they involve solicitation of donations; and 
· Friends may not offer fee-based recreation programs.  
Due to the complex nature of Friends partnerships and the need to broadly inform and educate Service managers and Friends members on the policy, each partnership will have until October 4, 2014, to implement changes.  
Each Service Regional Office is holding question and answer webinars for both employees and Friends.  Implementation resources are available online at http://www.fws.gov/refuges/friends/friendsPolicy.html.  The site includes the policy chapters, the new agreement template, FAQs, a PowerPoint presentation for staff to present with Friends, and a special message from the Service Director Dan Ashe to Friends organizations.
