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Good Afternoon Assistant Executive Director Sutton, Colonel Brown, Major Post, Capt. Clement, distinguished guests, family members, and FWC employees.
Most of all congratulations to our new Conservation Officers!
What a great day for the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission and for the State of Florida.  I also want to acknowledge the great leadership of Nick Wiley and mention the great partnership that the University of Florida enjoys with the Commission, which Nick has strongly supported over the years. 
In this modern world we live in today, it takes many players to successfully conserve our natural resources.    Federal biologists manage for migratory wildlife and endangered species, State biologists manage for all the various species within its borders, universities train future conservationists and its faculty does research to learn better ways to manage our resources, private conservation organizations like DU and TNC, which raises money to support conservation, dedicated landowners who respect the land and want to do the right thing for its wildlife, and law enforcement to stop the bad guys from destroying it all.  Each of these parts are critical to the success of the whole, especially the role you will now play as a conservation officer. 
Our society holds ceremonies like this because it is important to acknowledge the turning points in our lives. Baptisms, weddings, funerals, graduations, etc. are simply a way of helping us to remember important passages of our lives.  Today is our way of acknowledging your hard won success, but also your new responsibilities.
You know, the highlight reel of our lives is really only a few minutes long.  It self-edits, so it weeds out the hours of routine in our lives and captures the moments when we feel most alive.
The brief bios of you that I have read give me a hint at what some of your life’s highlight reels already may include.  The moment you took your first bullet in Iraq.  The highest you ever soared off a mogul on a snow-covered slope. The closest you ever came to traveling back 400 years when you explored the ruins of a sunken Spanish galleon off the Bahamas.
I hope today adds just a few seconds to your highlight reel, something you’ll play back in your head when you’re at a grandchild’s high school graduation or attending your own FWC retirement party decades from now.
From my own career I can tell you that a life doing conservation work provides a lot of highlights – and they don’t get washed away by time.
I’ve got vivid 30 plus year memories of my work with wildlife.  One of my first projects as a young wildlife ecologist was to crawl into bear dens and place orphaned cubs with estivating females just before they gave birth.  I can still feel the hot breath on my face from the respiration of a hibernating bear that I could reach out and touch.  I can still smell the stink of that breath.
It was one of the great moments of my life.  Looking back on it, I consider it a privilege to have experienced that intense feeling of awe.
Nothing I’ve done at my computer or in a staff meeting offers that kind of thrill.  The best movies you’ll ever see can’t match it.
You’ve arrived here along many different paths.  Those paths include combat, toiling on a family farm, managing a bar, driving a forklift, working as a meteorologist and fixing helicopters.
From wherever you came, your paths intertwine on this important day in your lives.  It’s a day you’ve earned after months of training so you can protect our land and water, our animals and our plants, our natural resources.  And by doing so you protect our quality of life.  How’s that for purpose?
I grew up knowing the value of the Great Outdoors being raised in the closed canopy deciduous forests of Pennsylvania, which has the highest standing volume of hardwoods of all 50 states and the highest volume of black cherry for veneer and furniture in the entire world.  So it is a valuable forest from the agricultural production side, but is also provides home to a healthy black bear population that has the highest fecundity in the entire nation and one of the highest white-tailed deer, Ruffed Grouse and Wild Turkey populations in the country as well.  With this as background I went out West for graduate school and studied forestry and wildlife ecology in the Rocky Mountains.  Of course in the West, once you learn to recognize Douglas Fir, Sub-alpine Fir, Aspen and Sagebrush you have about 80% of the landscape so it was quite different from what I knew as a youth in the much more diverse Pennsylvania woods.  
When I began my graduate studies I came across a particular quote from Thoreau that made a big impression on me.  The quote reads
“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.”
I copied that quote onto a heavy piece of parchment and put it in a small frame and hung it on my grad office wall at Utah State University.  That was 41 years ago and I still have that framed quote today. 
That began for me what has become a lifetime career of studying, working, and playing in the woods.  I have had the great fortune to live in many different ecosystems.  I mentioned the Spruce-Fir Biome of the Rocky Mountains during graduate school and then came the forests of the Sierra Nevada mountains of California and the huge Sequoias and Redwoods of the Coastal Range of the Pacific Northwest, the rangelands of Texas, and later the flooded Cypress swamps of the Southeastern US, where paddling a canoe through a virgin cypress stand, with trees with a circumference bigger than your living room, you feel like you have traveled back in time and expect to see pterodactyls flying through the canopy. And through all of those life experiences in those natural ecosystems there were a lot of wonderful campfires.  What is better than a campfire in the woods? And it was around those many campfires where much wisdom was shared and learned and a reverence for life, for nature, in all of its complex forms, was honed and sharpened and for me has led to this very important day and this very important graduation.
Conservation matters – a lot.  Our resources need protectors more than ever.  You are embarking on a conservation career at a time when you can make a greater impact than me and all your forebears.  It can give your life profound meaning.  
Notice I said embarking on a conservation career, not a law enforcement career.  My hope is that you have come to this profession of conservation officer as someone who loves and respects the Great Outdoors and the fish and wildlife resources that depend on it.  That you come to your job every day first as a conservationist and secondly as a cop.  To do your job well, it will help you to keep intact the idealism you carry into this career.  And you have to do it in the face of daily experiences where you’re going to run up against people in their worst moments, as they pollute, vandalize and even kill game illegally.
One of the ways you can preserve that idealism is to keep adding to and running your highlight reel.  It will remind you of what matters most.
Florida is a bounty for those seeking outdoor adventure.  We have 1,300 miles of coastline, the second longest after Alaska, including the longest stretch of undeveloped coastline in the continental U.S.
Florida has the largest road less area in the lower 48 as well, in the Everglades.  In fact, Florida State Parks are the only three-time winner of the National Gold Medal Award for Excellence in the management of state parks systems. No one else has even won two.
About a quarter of the state is under some sort of local, state or federal conservation protection.
And there are only 37 of you going out there to protect it all from the wear and tear of 20 million Floridians and 97 million annual visitors to our state.  There will never be enough guns and badges to prevent or punish all the instances of human harm to this great gift we enjoy by virtue of living in Florida.  
So I maintain that your most valuable tool won’t be your gun or your badge.  It will be your passion for conservation, demonstrated through your voice and your example.  You’ll be most effective if what you communicate is that we protect our environment not because the law says so but because it’s what makes Florida special, what makes life special.  Tell people about what’s on your highlight reel.
You’ll make a better case and be a more successful conservation officer if you truly believe that and if you don’t regard every gun-toting hunter or fisher person, like me, with suspicion.
In fact, there’s evidence to support your belief in their good intentions.  A recent study out of Cornell University found that being a hunter or a birdwatcher made you 5 times more likely to donate to conservation organizations or make your home garden wildlife friendly.
You may have to remind yourself not to get too jaded and start defining people by what they do in the worst moments.  So please, keep the faith.
It’s not going to be easy.  Even David Brower, who did as much as any American in the 20th century for conservation, is said to have muttered “All I did was slow the rate at which things are getting worse.”
And as Gabriel Garcia Marquez once wrote, “Disbelief is more resistant than faith because it is sustained by the senses.”
That’s what you’re up against.  You’ve been through firearm training, thrown into water with your hands and feet bound, presented with scenarios where you’ll have to safely manage encounters with drunks, cheats, and worse. So yes, this is going to be a hard job.
But what purpose!
I like to say, whether I’m talking about sustainable agriculture, community development, breakthrough research or natural resource stewardship, that we want to be good ancestors.

Your jobs position you to be among the best of ancestors. You won’t have to look back decades from now and wonder “Why?” You may, when you get to be my age, wonder where all the years went. But if you can hold onto that belief in the value of nature you won’t doubt that your professional life had meaning and purpose.

So thank you from the bottom of my heart for signing on to protect our incredible natural resources.

Maybe, just maybe, you’ll get a blast of bear breath. But it could be anything, bigger than yourself or incredibly small, that can remind you of what gives our lives meaning.

Those bears did it for me. Who knows what it’ll be for you? Being from the University of Florida, may I suggest possibly a Gator? Or how about a sandhill crane or an osprey snagging a mullet? Or the Florida tree snail? Or a mangrove, an oyster bar or a meadow of wild flowers? They can all inspire you to keep protecting, even when it seems like you’re beating back a relentless tide of miscreants.

No one is against environmental protection. People sometimes just lose sight of the big picture. It’s your job to restore clarity.

Conservation is not about saying no.

It’s about promoting an ethic.  It’s about wise use.

Besides being a natural resources professional, I’m also a hunter and a fisherman. So I come from a perspective that says natural resources are to be utilized, not roped off like museum pieces.

That means FWC DLE officers play a number of roles.

Yes, you’re conservation cops.

But you’re also economic development agents. People spend $9 billion a year on wildlife-related activities in Florida. That’s about equal to the economic impact of the citrus industry that has the welcome centers on the state border, the prominent spot on our license plates and one of the strongest associations in the popular imagination of Florida.

You’re interpreters. You’ve been trained in species identification. When people can name something, they’re more likely to develop a connection with it.

You’re the technicians who keep our life support systems from harm. We academics use the term “ecosystems services” to describe those self-cleaning functions nature performs. Our wetlands filter our water. Trees provide oxygen. Our soil sequesters carbon. Coral reefs mitigate storm surges.

The people you meet will by and large be your kindred spirits in this great cause of self-preservation. Because that’s what it is. We can’t live without these natural resources.

Neither, of course, can your unborn grandchildren, great-grandchildren and those who follow them. Just as you’ll give them life through a chain of generations, you’ll help create a world in which they can survive and enjoy that life.

A combination of youthful adventurism, curiosity and the ability to hold my fears enough at bay allowed me to enter those bear dens so many years ago. But the awe of that moment and the sense of purpose of a career in conservation kept me in this field to this day.

I want to conclude my remarks by comparing the significance of today to the crowing of a rooster.  When I lived in Logan, Utah, my neighbor had chickens and every morning I would wake to the crowing of his rooster.  Recall that our modern chickens are derived from the wild Northern Indian jungle fowl, so it is not a stretch to consider the crowing of a rooster as a call of the wild.  It is also safe to say that a thousand human generations have awoken to this wild sound.  
The hardest nut to crack of all the difficult nuts of environmental deterioration is the very real human capacity to forget something not now present that was once of considerable importance to our lives, and the obvious inability to miss something we’ve never experienced. And so from generation to generation the environment becomes less interesting, less diverse, with smaller unexpected content, and our immediate surroundings become depauperate of animals and plants and exuberant human life.  What your parents can hardly remember, you will not miss.  What you now take for granted, or what is now slowly disappearing, your children, not having known, cannot lament.
For a thousand generations humankind woke to a crowing rooster, had interjected into their human subconsciousness that small part of jungle wildness.  In just a couple of generations we have excluded these birds from town and barnyard, and even the farmer now wakes to an alarm clock.  The human world is the poorer for it, but does not know that, cannot know that.
It is good that we still have healthy forests and healthy oceans, and abundant fish and wildlife resources, so that we can remember their importance and conserve them for the future health and wealth of humankind.
I end with a quote from Edward Abbey, the author of Desert Solitaire, The Monkey Wrench Gang, etc.  I got to know Abbey when I was in grad school in Utah and he was as delightful and as crazy in a wonderful way as were the characters in the Monkey Wrench Gang who went around painting large cracks on Western Dams.
When asked what the purpose was of the Giant Sequoia Tree, Abbey responded, “The purpose of the Giant Sequoia Tree is to provide shade to the Tiny Titmouse.”  If you are able to impart that understanding of the purpose of our forests to the people you encounter, we always then will have healthy forests and healthy oceans, and campfires all filled with the wonderful critters that call those places home.
Thank you for the privilege of addressing you today and my best wishes for a wonderful and successful career in fish and wildlife law enforcement.
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