Author’s Note:  Since this column was written, the Fish and Wildlife Commission voted to allow the use of crossbows during the entire archery season.  This was done without significant input or effort by the League.  I know, because I was on the task force trying to develop a compromise.  Since this column was written, a coalition of conservation groups came together to propose a conservation easement tax credit to the Kentucky Legislature. These tax credits would foster more public hunting access.   In a committee meeting of the Fish and Wildlife Commission, the president of the League refused lend the League’s support to this worthy enterprise.  When asked if the reason for the League’s refusal to support the push for conservation easement tax credits was “turf”, the League’s president was quoted as saying “Hell Yes”.  Need I say more?
This column would have been my forty-fifth Bully Pulpit in the Kentucky Sportsman.  Perhaps my next work will be of so little controversy that it will earn its way back into the paper.
BULLY PULPIT

By Terry Sullivan
The opinions expressed in this column are not necessarily those of the officers, directors or members of the League of Kentucky Sportsmen, Inc.  But they should be.
We’ve all heard the old saying “if you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything”.  Never has this bromide been as true as it is today.  I fear as sportsmen and women, we are well on our way to abdicating our role as the leaders in conservation policy.

“Oh”, you say.  “There he goes again with all that pessimistic stuff.”  Yes, I am pessimistic.  Over the last year, we’ve had two controversial issues raise their head, and the leadership of the sporting community has (in my opinion) failed to study and understand the issue and then to develop a position that could be advocated on behalf of sportsmen and women.  Over the years, there have been other issues of equal controversy and import.  There are still issues on the table that need this kind of scrutiny and action.  I use these two issues because they are well known and are timely.

The first is opening the archery season to crossbows.  This issue has generated more heat and less light than any that I’ve witnessed in the ten years I’ve written this column.  Both sides of the issue, the portion of the archery community that opposed it and the folks who want the season opened to crossbows fought with a grim determination not seen since the Invasion of Normandy.  This issue dominated sports radio call in shows, internet websites and many a club meeting.  Through it all, the League did not develop a policy towards the expansion of the season.  Had the League leadership studied the issue, worked to educate its members about the facts of the issue and worked to develop a policy that protected the resource and provided the greatest opportunity to all hunters possible, we could have taken a leadership roll in solving the problem.  As is, the issue is still winding its way to a resolution on the basis of the advocacy of some small interest groups, the loud commentary of self-serving individuals and an expensive (albeit high quality and useful) survey.  Instead of providing a voice for the sportsmen and leading the way to an equitable resolution, the League is merely going along for the ride.  (Since this was written, the Commission voted unanimously to approve the full use of crossbows during archery season, but the fight rages on among the partisans)
The other issue that is looming is that of high fence hunting.  Since the showing of the Bellar video at the 2005 convention, the issue of allowing fenced deer hunting preserves has been moved to the front burner.  (For those of you who were not at the convention, the Bellar video is a production of the National Wildlife Federation.  The video consists of videotaped evidence from the trial of Russ Bellar, the owner of a high-fence hunting preserve in Indiana who was charged with 39 counts of violating the Lacy act during his hunts).  Kentucky’s deer ranchers have made their intent to create shooting preserves clear.  These types of shooting preserves beg a number of ethical considerations as well as the health risk to Kentucky’s native deer herd and other issues.  Right now, it seems that the deer ranchers are driving the bus.  Again, we should be the ones who have studied and who understand the issues and who formulates a policy with which the sportsmen and women of Kentucky can live.  Then we should advocate our position at least as hard as the deer ranchers advocate theirs.  Unfortunately, we’re not.
I understand that there are at least two sides of both of these issues.  In previous columns, I’ve made my feelings abundantly clear.  I’ve been careful not to insert my opinions into this discussion so that the larger issue of leadership can be discussed.  The issue here is not whether or not we’ll have crossbows during archery season or if we’ll have high fence hunting.  The issue is that the League should be able to develop a position and then advocate it with whomever or whatever agency it sees fit.

One facet of leadership is educating those with whom we are charged with leading.   People have opinions on almost every issue.  Often, those opinions are born of prejudice, misunderstanding and lack of full knowledge.  If the League is going to assume the mantle of leadership, it has a duty to educate its members so that they to the greatest extent possible understand issues and come to reasoned decisions about what must be done.  

Another facet of leadership is the ability to stand strong in the face of opposition and criticism.  The League has members on either side of both of the issues I’ve discussed here.  As in most situations involving conflict, neither side wants to compromise. It’s tough to tell someone that you won’t support their goals.  It’s tough to tell someone that their position is unreasonable and that they are not acting in the interest of the common good.  Leadership sometimes requires that these things be done.  It’s not fun, but occasionally it’s necessary.
The League of Kentucky Sportsmen purports to be the largest voice for sportsmen and women in the Commonwealth.  On the two issues I’ve raised here, it appears that we are taking a back seat to other groups who may not have the best interests of the sportsmen and women of Kentucky at heart.  If we are going to be that large voice, we must work harder to study the issues, educate our members on the issues and then to take a stand, even if that stand offends a small group of League members.  It’s not about power.  It’s not about petty parochial interests.  It’s not about being liked by everyone.  It’s not about trying to formulate a policy that offends no one.  It’s about the future of both our sports and the League.  The reason that that old saw about not standing for anything and falling for anything has survived so many years is that it’s true.  All the new public hunting land, all of the new lakes, all of the other stuff won’t matter a whit if we fail to be a driving force in making the policy that will ensure that our sports survive.

Again, the opinions expressed in this column are not necessarily those of the officers, directors or members of the League of Kentucky Sportsmen, Inc.  But they should be.
