
 

 

February 24, 2021 
 
Martha Williams      Paul Rauch 
Principal Deputy Director A    Asst. Director for Wildlife and Sportfish Restoration 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service   U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
1849 C Street, N.W.      1849 C Street NW 
Washington, DC 20240     Washington, DC 20240 
Martha_williams@fws.gov      Paul_rauch@fws.gov  
 
Re:  Rescission of Memorandum of Understanding with the National Rifle Association 
 
Dear Principal Deputy Director Williams, 
 
On behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity and its 1.7 million members and supporters, we 
are requesting that you immediately rescind the January 13, 2021 Memorandum of Understanding 
(“MOU”) with the disgraced National Rifle Association (“NRA”) that was signed by former 
Director Skipwith. 
 
The MOU requires the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (“Service”) to work with the NRA through 
its Partners for Fish and Wildlife program to develop “science-based strategies for conservation in 
wildlife movement areas” taking into account “multiple-use requirements of federal and state land 
management agencies.”1 Perhaps unsurprisingly, this work would focus on “evaluating migration 
corridors and movement of big game species” with the likely goal of increasing the opportunity 
for trophy hunters to kill big game animals and put their heads on walls.  
 
The National Rifle Association has no apparent expertise in science-based strategies for 
conservation, multiple-use land management, assessing wildlife movement areas or wildlife 
corridors.  
 
All that the NRA brings to this MOU is a vague promise to “assist in the education and 
engagement of sportsmen and shooters in voluntary conservation programs,” “assist in recruiting, 
retaining and reactivating sportsmen” and “assist in voluntary marksmanship and firearm safety 
training.”   
 
This MOU is lopsided, unprecedented and undermines conservation. Since 1987, some 50,000 
landowners have worked with the Service’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife program to complete 
60,000 habitat restoration projects on 6 million acres. At no point, was an MOU with the NRA 
needed to achieve these conservation benefits, and the NRA apparently is bringing almost nothing 
to this 35-year-old program including resources or expertise. 
 
Indeed, just two days after this MOU was signed, the NRA declared bankruptcy and indicated that 
it would reincorporate as a new legal entity in Texas. This dubious legal maneuver was likely done 

 
1 Memorandum of Understanding Among U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and The National Rifle Association of 
America: To Promote the Conservation of Natural Resources Through The Active Management of Wildlife Habitat; 
Promote Hunter Education, Marksmanship and Shooting Safety 



in an attempt to evade a lawsuit2 brought by the New York Attorney General, which seeks to 
dissolve the NRA on the grounds that Wayne LaPierre and other senior officials diverted about 
$63 million for their own personal use, and that the NRA was “conducting its business in a 
persistently fraudulent or illegal manner, abusing its powers contrary to public policy of New 
York and its tax exempt status, and failing to provide for the proper administration of its trust 
assets and institutional funds.”3  
 
While the long-term resolution of this litigation may be unknown for some time, the short-term 
legal impact of the NRA’s own actions is quite clear. While any 501(c)(3) non-profit or 501(c)(4) 
social welfare organization may — under normal circumstances — reincorporate in another state 
and retain its legal status, the Internal Revenue Service (“IRS”) has made clear that this may only 
occur if the organization is in “good standing” in the state it is seeking to leave.4  
 
Because the NRA is almost certainly not in good standing with the State of New York, the New 
York-based NRA that signed the MOU with the Service will very likely become a “disregarded 
entity” and any new NRA — assuming it qualifies for tax exempt status — that may come into 
existence at some future date if the IRS provides it with a new Taxpayer Identification Number 
will likely not be the same legal entity that signed the MOU.  
 
Whatever legal requirements the MOU bound the Service to comply with not likely have legal 
effect moving forward, meaning that any decision to retain the relationship set forth in the MOU 
will only occur if the Service chooses to look the other way regarding the NRA’s sordid past. 
 
A September 2019 report by the Democratic members of the Senate Committee on Finance 
determined that members of an NRA delegation to Russia “met with sanctioned individuals. 
Further, members of the NRA delegation provided interviews, permitted the use of trademarked 
NRA logos, and appeared in promotional material for at least one sanctioned Russian arms 
manufacturer in their official capacity as representatives of the NRA.”  And more disturbingly:   
 

the NRA, its officers, board members, and donors engaged in a years-long 
effort to facilitate the U.S.-based activities of Maria Butina and Alexander 
Torshin. The U.S. Justice Department determined the activity of those 
Russian nationals—one now convicted of a felony charge of conspiracy to act 
as an unregistered foreign agent and the other designated by the U.S. Treasury 
Department for the Russian Federation’s global malign activity, including 
attempting to subvert Western democracies and malicious cyber activities — 
amounted to an illegal conspiracy to gain access to American organizations 
through the NRA. The scope of the NRA’s support for these Russian activities 
raises concerns about whether the activity in which the NRA, its officers and 
board members engaged were in furtherance of the organization’s exempt 
purpose.5 

 
2 See https://www.nraforward.org/waynesletter  
3 People of the State of New York v. National Rifle Association, Supr. Court of the State of New York (Aug. 6, 2020). 
4 See generally, IRS Revenue Procedure 2018-15, available at: https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-drop/rp-18-15.pdf (“the 
restructuring organization...must be in good standing with the state in which it was incorporated…”). 
5 U.S. Senate Committee on Finance Minority Staff Report, Sept. 2019, The NRA and Russia: How a Tax-Exempt 
Organization Became a Foreign Asset, available at: https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/6432520/The-NRA-
Russia-How-a-Tax-Exempt-Organization.pdf. 



Every MOU — whether they accomplish significant conservation agreements or are virtually 
pointless — and every commitment the Service undertakes comes with a cost in terms of 
personnel and resources. Allowing the MOU with the NRA to fester will only divert precious 
resources from the Service that could be better spent on high-priority conservation actions.  Given 
the urgency of the extinction crisis and the need to save 30 percent of the nation’s lands and waters 
by 2030, we hope the Service will not allocate even a penny to this MOU as it works to rescind it. 
 
There are many fine organizations and entities that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service can partner 
with on issues such as hunter safety and hunter education, and the track record of the Partners in 
Fish and Wildlife program shows that the Service can accomplish great things without the NRA’s 
“assistance.” Given the abhorrently disgraceful track-record of the NRA, the Service should 
disavow the MOU signed by the Trump administration, since it has no need to perpetuate a 
relationship with an entity that will in all likelihood soon be dissolved. 
 
Sincerely, 

Brett Hartl 
Government Affairs Director 
Center for Biological Diversity 
 
 


