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Executive Summary

In December 2020, P.L. 116-214, the Veterans Comprehensive Prevention, Access to
Care, and Treatment Act of 2020 (Veterans COMPACT Act of 2020) was enacted.
Pursuant to § 203 of the Act, the Secretary of Veterans Affairs is to establish an
interagency task force known as the Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for Veterans, to
report on and make recommendations regarding use of public lands or other outdoor
spaces for medical treatment and therapy for Veterans. The work of the Task Force on
Outdoor Recreation for Veterans (henceforth referred to as Task Force) was guided by
consultation with appropriate Veteran Outdoor Recreation Groups (VORG), Federal
stakeholders, and Veterans Service Organization (VSO) members. Through regularly
recurring meetings and a plethora of diverse presentations, the Task Force identified
preliminary findings submitted in the Congressionally Mandated Report titled
Interagency Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for Veterans — Preliminary Findings,
published October 2023.

The Task Force is grateful for the opportunity to provide a final report with
recommendations, pursuant to § 203. Through submission of this report, the Task Force
submits seven recommendations to Congress. These recommendations are critical to
facilitate use of and access to public lands, outdoor spaces, and nature-based
experiences (defined as activities occurring in an outdoor natural environment) for
Veterans, their families, and caregivers. The recommendations promote physical and
mental health, overall wellness, and nature-based experiences integrated into each
Veteran’s personal health plan to support the delivery of whole health. Per the
COMPACT Act, the Task Force shall terminate on the date that is 1 year after the date
of the submission of the final report to fulfill the requirements as outlined in the
legislation. The Task Force will continue to operate for a fourth year because the final
report was delayed. The Task Force looks forward to Congressional responses and
engagement, based on submission of this report.

Introduction

Recent research supports that a lack of engagement with natural environments, due to
a combination of access to and lifestyle choices, has negative impacts on people across
their lifespans (Bratman et al., 2019; Engemann et al., 2019; Hartig et al., 2014). As a
result, some clinicians have recommended increasing the amount of time that people
spend in nature and nature-based experiences (Muller-Riemenschneider et al., 2020).
For example, the Parks Rx America program is used by clinicians to encourage parents
to help their children spend more time in nearby parks for physical and mental health
(https://parkrxamerica.org). Improved immunity, restoration of attention, enhanced
relaxation, improved psychological well-being, and reduced blood pressure have all
been linked with nature-based experiences.

There is a long history of using nature to support Veterans (Poulsen et al., 2017).
Nature-based programming has been used to support reintegration, recreation, healing,
and skill building. The research literature indicates that activities, which are nature-
based, whether it be a garden or glacier, have been shown to result in positive changes
in attentional capacity, brighter mood, and tranquility. Specific studies using fly-fishing,
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river-running, yoga, hiking, and horseback riding have all demonstrated improvements
in well-being and psychological health in Veterans with various psychiatric diagnoses,
including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Anderson et al., 2018; Bennett et al.,
2017).

Therapeutic horticulture as a healing tool for Veterans has also been studied,
particularly the role and efficacy of horticulture therapy programs which have been
operationalized in several U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) facilities (Eichholtz,
2020). A nature-based therapeutic intervention has been manualized, approved, and
disseminated by VA for use with Veterans. This intervention has been used by
Veterans, predominantly those residing in rural areas who may be able to spend time
more easily in nature seeking to address mental health and quality of life concerns
(Austen, 2023). Community partnerships between VA and local, state, and Federal land
agencies have proven successful as a means of expanding access and opportunities for
Veterans who are patients at VA facilities to spend time in nature and resulted in the
dissemination of best practices for facilities nationally (Gartland, 2023).

In December 2020, the Veterans COMPACT Act of 2020, P.L. 116-214, was enacted.
Pursuant to § 203 of the Act, the Secretary of Veterans Affairs is to establish an
interagency task force known as the Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for Veterans, to
report on and make recommendations regarding use of public lands or other outdoor
spaces for medical treatment and therapy for Veterans. The legislation requires
establishment of the Task Force no later than 18 months after the date on which the
national emergency declared by the President on March 11, 2020, pursuant to the
national Emergencies Act (50 U.S.C. § 1601) with respect to the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) expires. The national emergency declared for COVID-19 ended when
former President Biden signed a bipartisan Congressional resolution on April 10, 2023.
However, the Task Force was established early launching on September 27, 2022. The
Task Force’s initial report was submitted to Congress and published in October 2023.

The Task Force is charged with three duties. First, to identify opportunities to formalize
coordination among VA, public land agencies, and partner organizations regarding the
use of public lands and other outdoor spaces, toward facilitating health and wellness for
Veterans. The second duty is to identify barriers that exist to providing Veterans with
opportunities to augment the delivery of services for health and wellness, using outdoor
recreation on public lands and other outdoor spaces. Thirdly, the Task Force must
develop recommendations to better facilitate the use of public lands and other outdoor
spaces for promoting wellness and facilitate delivery of health care and therapeutic
interventions for Veterans. In addition, the duties of the Task Force are to be carried out
in consultation with appropriate VORGs to help inform the work and ultimately the
recommendations of the Task Force.

Through submission of this report, the Task Force includes seven recommendations to
better facilitate the use of public lands and other outdoor spaces for promoting
wellness and facilitating the delivery of health care and therapeutic interventions for
Veterans. The recommendations promote physical and mental health, overall wellness,
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and nature-based experiences integrated into each Veteran’s personal health plan to
support the delivery of whole health.

Task Force Membership

The Task Force is co-chaired by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs and the Secretary of
the Interior (DOI), or their designees. Other Federal partners on the Task Force include
the Secretaries of U.S. Health and Human Services (HHS), U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA), U.S. Department of Defense (DoD), U.S. Department of Homeland
Security (DHS), and Chief of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), or their
designees. The Task Force includes Federal land management agencies that, although
created at different times with unique missions, share duties of managing our country’s
natural resources on Federal lands. HHS oversees the U.S. Public Health Service
(PHS), and DHS oversees the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG). DoD participants in the Task
Force represent the interests of active duty Service members and military retirees.
Additionally, DoD administers 11.4 million acres of public land, consisting of military
bases, training ranges, and more.

Section 203 of the Veterans COMPACT Act of 2020 also requires at least two VSO
representatives to be included on the Task Force. VA reached out to 19 VSOs to
provide information on proposed objectives and duties of the Task Force, and to inquire
about interest in serving as a member. The following four VSOs responded with interest
and agreement to serve on the Task Force: Minority Veterans of America (MVA);
Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA); Team Red, White & Blue (TRWB); and Veterans
Outdoor Advocacy Group (VOAG). Table 1 below lists the membership of the Task
Force.

Table 1 — Composition of Representatives on the Task Force on Outdoor
Recreation for Veterans

Agency or Organizations Representative

Maureen Elias, Deputy Chief of Staff
(September 27, 2022 — January 30, 2024)
Maria D. Llorente, Deputy Assistant Under
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Secretary for Health for Patient Care
Co-chair Services (January 30, 2024 — March 14,
2025) Leif Nelson, Director, national
Veterans Sports Programs and Special
Events (March 15, 2025-present)

Charles F. Sams lll, Director, national
Park Service (September 27, 2022 —
January 19, 2025)

Steven Cohn, Associate Director,
Interpretation, Education and Volunteers,
national Park Service (January 20, 2025 —
February 28, 2025)

U.S. Department of the Interior,
Co-chair
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Agency or Organizations Representative

Kerry Olson, Deputy Associate Director
Interpretation, Education and Volunteers,
national Park Service (March 1, 2025 —
present)

Jeffrey F. Krause, Chief of Natural

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Resources Management

Gordon “Gordie” Blum, Director,
U.S. Department of Agriculture Recreation, Heritage, and Volunteer
Services USDA Forest Service

Kristen C. McManus, Program Analyst,

U.S. Department of Defense DoD, Military Community & Family Policy

Rear Admiral Susan M. Orsega, Senior
Advisor to the Assistant Secretary for
Health and Surgeon General

U.S. Department of Health and Human | (September 27, 2022 — September 26,
Services 2023)

Yvonne Santiago, Commander, United
States Public Health Service
(September 26, 2023 — Current)

Matthew F. Perciak, Military Morale,
U.S. Department of Homeland Security | Welfare, and Recreation (MWR) Program
Manager, U.S. Coast Guard

Lindsay Church, Executive Director

Minority Veterans of America (September 27, 2022-April 1, 2025)

Fabio Villarroel, Director of Sports &

Paralyzed Veterans of America .
Recreation

Aaron Wolf, Manager, Expeditions and

Team Red, White & Blue -
Resilience

Veterans Outdoor Advocacy Group Josh Jespersen, President, and Founder

Overview

The Task Force is responsible for providing two Congressionally Mandated Reports
(CMR). The first CMR, titled Interagency Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for
Veterans: Report of Preliminary Findings (RPF), was published and sent to Congress in
October 2023. The RPF included consultation from a broad range of appropriate
VORGs obtained through a Federal Register Notice. The respondent VORGs identified
opportunities to support Veteran use of public lands as well as barriers they face

Page 5 of 17



regarding use of and access to public lands and other outdoor spaces, toward
facilitating health and wellness for Veterans.

Information from scientific literature reviews, VORG consultations, and diverse
presentations as presented in the Task Force’s 2023 CMR include the following: (1)
consultation with appropriate VORGs; (2) a brief overview of Federal public lands and
waters as well as existing opportunities for Veteran outdoor recreation on Federal lands;
(3) key findings from a survey of Task Force members regarding opportunities and
barriers to facilitate the use of public lands to benefit Veterans; (4) outreach efforts to
engage VSOs in the work of the Task Force; (5) review of the scientific literature on
benefits of nature exposure and outdoor recreation that included consultations from VA
and non-VA researchers and subject matter experts in this area; (6) Veteran services
and discounts available when accessing public lands managed by states, territories, or
the District of Columbia (DC); (7) examples of existing partnerships between VA and
managers of public lands that offer outdoor nature-based experiences for Veterans; (8)
Park Prescription Programs under the national Park Service; (9) architectural barriers
(PVA presentation); and (10) findings from a review of relevant vocational opportunities
for Veterans interested in outdoor career opportunities.

Since its establishment, the Task Force has utilized and built upon this information to
develop recommendations through bi-monthly meetings that are organized around the
specific duties required by the legislation. These meetings were co-chaired and co-
hosted by VA and Department of the Interior, via hybrid in-person and virtual attendance
options for both members and presenters. The second CMR, due to Congress no later
than 1 year after RPF submission, is this Final Report, providing the recommendations
of the Task Force.

Consultation from appropriate Veterans Outdoor Recreation Groups

To fulfill the legislative requirement for the Task Force to perform its duties in
consultation with appropriate VORGs, VA published a Request for Information (RFI) in
the Federal Register. This method provided an equitable framework for a wide array of
responses from VORGs to offer consultation to the Task Force. The RFI went through
the formal concurrence process as required by the various Veterans Health
Administration (VHA) Rulemaking and Non-Legislative Federal Register Notices Under
the Administrative Procedure Act (38 U.S.C. § 501, 7301(b) and VHA Directive
8101(3)). The Notice of Federal Register publication of this RFI was widely
disseminated to stakeholders within VA, Congress, Federal partners, VSOs,
professional organizations, and public land manager points of contact for states,
territories, DC, State Veterans Affairs offices, and outdoor recreational groups. The RFI
posting was opened for public comment from February 23, 2022, to March 25, 2022.

RFI Respondents

The Task Force received 120 submissions. Fifty-two respondents fully completed the
survey, 16 respondents partially completed the survey, and 52 submitted only general
comments. A workgroup for the Task Force contacted respondents who either partially
or fully completed the survey (N=68) to discuss their responses in further detail. Of these
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68 respondents, 40% completed the detailed follow-up telephone-based interview. The
workgroup included results of those interviews in the data analysis. As stated in the
RPF, all groups and individuals who were consulted and surveyed agreed that
increasing Veteran exposure and access to outdoor recreation in meaningful ways is a
beneficial endeavor. Public land managers recognize that outdoor recreational activities
and experiences facilitate human health and well-being and are especially attuned to the
potential benefits for active-duty Service members and Veterans.

Presentations Provided to the Task Force

During the Task Force's 2 years of work, members received presentations from a
diverse group of subject matter experts that included VSOs, community and Federal
public lands partners, researchers, national program offices from various Federal
agencies that provide Veteran-specific programming, and clinicians who manage nature-
based experiences and therapeutic services at various VHA facilities.

Summary of Preliminary Findings

The Task Force consolidated its findings from the Survey of Federal Task Force
Members, review of the literature, consultations with VORGs, presentations to the Task
Force, and summaries of public land services and discounts across states, territories,
and DC. These preliminary findings were formalized in the first CMR, published in
October 2023.

Guided by the collective perspectives of VORGs, Federal stakeholders, and VSO
members, the Task Force’s preliminary findings on addressing barriers confronting
Veterans regarding use of public lands for health and quality of life centered on four
main themes: increasing awareness, improving communication, collaborative planning,
and facilitation of engagement. Additionally, the current body of literature on this subject
remains relatively new and emerging, with further long-term studies needed to clarify
health benefits for Veteran populations.

All who were consulted and surveyed agreed that increasing Veteran exposure and
meaningful access to outdoor recreation is a beneficial endeavor. Public land managers
acknowledged that outdoor recreational activities and nature-based experiences
facilitate human health and well-being and were especially attuned to these potential
benefits for active-duty Service members and Veterans. Lack of interagency
coordination for these programs was acknowledged.

Duty A: Opportunities to formalize coordination.
1) While there are many outdoor options specifically for Veterans, coordination is
limited and sometimes siloed:

a) Federal agencies offer outdoor recreation and nature-based activities, with a
specific focus on Veterans, their caregivers, and survivors.

b) VA health care facilities offer outdoor recreation and nature-based experiences
via locally initiated and managed programs. In other words, such activities are
not available at all locations. Management of these activities can be highly
variable, depending on which department is involved. Recreation Therapy,
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2)

3)

Patient-Centered Care & Cultural Transformation (also known as Whole Health),
Mental Health, and Substance Use Disorder Treatment teams exemplify different
approaches to programming outdoor recreation and nature-based activities. VA
does not require its facilities to participate in or offer such programming.

c) Many VORGs offer a wide array of programs focused on nature-based
experiences for Veterans. However, VORGs express challenges in coordinating
these services with VA health providers.

d) Similar concerns are noted regarding limited coordination between groups
offering Veterans outdoor programs, and Federal agencies providing health care
and information to active-duty Service members and Veterans (such as VA, DoD,
PHS, and USCG).

e) Federal agencies agree that closer, collaborative interagency partnerships would
improve communications about existing programs for Veterans, families, and
survivors.

f) There is consensus that policy changes and staffing expansion would be
required for further coordination.

Education for Veterans, their families and friends, and clinicians may prove
beneficial:

There was consensus among Task Force members that education and
communication would benefit Veterans, caregivers, survivors, and their providers on
the health benefits of outdoor recreation. This education could focus on:

a) Providing existing toolkits and guide manuals for providers prescribing nature-
based experiences, including outdoor activities in clinical settings.

b) Discussions between providers and Veterans are needed to consider nature-
based experiences and outdoor recreation activities as adjuncts to health and
wellness treatment plans.

c) Methods to communicate nature-based experiences for Veterans in their local
areas, including how to get there (modes of transportation) and what types of
activities are available (peaceful meditation, hiking, canoeing, camping, fishing,
and so forth)

Further deepening of available evidence:

a) An emerging medical and psychosocial literature evidence base indicates
potential physical, mental, and cognitive health benefits from nature-based
experiences and outdoor recreation.

b) There are gaps in the evidence base that could be explored with further research
and data collection:

i) Women and minorities are underrepresented in outdoor activities.

i) The optimal “Nature Dose” is unknown. We need to understand better
the dose of nature (how long and how often someone should spend time
in nature) that is shown to help improve overall health and wellness.

i) Insufficient data regarding the benefits of nature-based experiences on
physical health outcomes.
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iv) Better understanding of Veterans who use and access public lands and
outdoor spaces, as well as Veterans who would like to access public
lands but do not do so (and the reasons why).

4) Apprenticeships and Work Therapy:
a) Opportunities exist to develop further apprenticeships, internships, and other
compensated work therapies in Renewable Energy, Agriculture, Responsible
Stewardship of Natural Resources, and Recreation.

Duty B: Barriers
1) The most frequently cited barriers identified by VORGs are the following:
a) Cost;
b) Transportation;
c) Awareness of Programs;
d) Access;
a) Access to Public Lands;
b) Accessibility due to Physical Disability;
e) Permits and Regulations;
f) Stigma (related to Mental Health/Cultural Issues);
g) VA support; and
h) Help from VSOs and Public Land Managers.

2) Services and discounts offered to Veterans in the public lands managed by states,
territories, and DC vary.

3) Assessing and addressing architectural barriers would facilitate access to and use of
public lands by Veterans and the American population.

4) The “adventure gap” or “nature gap” refers to the consistent finding that certain
groups participate in outdoor recreation or visit natural spaces such as parks, at
lower rates than others. Various barriers can limit access to these experiences and
addressing them may help expand participation in outdoor activities.

Methodology Used to Develop Task Force Recommendations

Submission of Draft Recommendations

Based on presentations, information, and resource materials summarized in the Task
Force RPF, members began discussing potential recommendations. A template was
developed for use, and 42 initial recommendations were drafted. Every Federal agency
and VSO Task Force member submitted at least one recommendation.

Review of Draft Recommendations

Workgroups within the Task Force reviewed 42 first-draft recommendations and placed
each into one of nine categories for ease of review. During a Task Force meeting, the
draft recommendations were initially reviewed on January 30, 2024. Each Task Force
member participated in one of three workgroups. Workgroup 1 included DOI, VA,
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USACE, USDA, and VOAG. Workgroup 2 included DoD, USCG, and MVA. Workgroup
3 included HHS, TRWB, and PVA. As such, VSO representation within each workgroup
was assured. Each workgroup received one-third (14) of the 42 draft recommendations
for review.

The moderated workgroups had two primary aims: (1) identify any recommendations
that were sufficiently similar for purposes of merging or combining into a single
recommendation; and (2) identify those recommendations that should remain as
standing alone. No recommendations were eliminated. This first review allowed for
consolidation down to 28 second-draft recommendations.

Finalizing the Recommendations

At the March 26, 2024, Task Force meeting, members participated in a facilitated
discussion regarding the 28 second-draft recommendations. All 28 recommendations
from the January 2024 Task Force meeting received full consideration. The Task Force
decided to separate one of the recommendations into two. Every recommendation
received real-time technical review and was ratified by the concurrence of all 11
members of the Task Force, with a consensus declaration at the end of each
recommendation. The resulting 29 recommendations were then further reviewed by the
Task Force at the May 2024 meeting.

Identification of Key Recommendations to Highlight

The Task Force further discussed and agreed to highlight five key recommendations
from the final set of 29. Each Task Force member reviewed and ranked the
recommendations from 1 through 29 (with 1 being the recommendation the Task Force
member’s organization ranks as most critical to highlight and 29 as least critical to
highlight). At the May 21, 2024, meeting, the Task Force agreed to combine six similar
topic recommendations into three. This led to a total of 26 recommendations.

The Task Force members unanimously agreed that this group's work is extremely
valuable to the overall health and wellness of Veterans and should continue beyond the
legislated required 3 years. Two of the ranked key recommendations address this, and
the Task Force decided to combine them into a single recommendation. In addition,
there were two different recommendations that addressed Infrastructure, and upon
further deliberation, the Task Force agreed that these should be combined into a single
recommendation as well.

Prior to the May 2024 meeting, the Task Force members reviewed an electronic draft of
the CMR. At the meeting, the Task Force members, either verbally or by show of hands,
decided that the draft CMR provided a correct summary of the preliminary findings and
accurately captured the culmination of the work of the Task Force. Prior to the March
2025 Task Force meeting, members received an updated draft of the CMR. A 1-week
final comment period was offered. All 11 task force members responded. All seven
Federal agencies, along with three VSOs, endorsed the report, providing a majority
consensus.
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The Task Force recognized that some of the recommendations may require legislative
initiatives, regulatory or policy changes, staffing, and additional appropriations. These
recommendations would require adherence to formalized procedures (such as
legislative amendment proposals) within the Federal agencies and were omitted from
the recommendations in this report. The final 7 recommendations are presented below.

RECOMMENDATIONS THAT ADDRESS DUTY A:

TO FORMALIZE COORDINATION BETWEEN VA, PUBLIC LAND AGENCIES AND
PARTNER ORGANIZATIONS

1. Develop Communities of Practice on Veterans Outdoor Recreation for Federal
Public Land Agencies

Federal public land management agencies (DOI, USDA, DoD, and USACE) should
develop communities of practice to introduce VORGs to existing partners at national,
regional, and local levels. Where strong partnerships exist, introducing VORGs
provides an opportunity for national and/or local engagement with partners already
engaged in recreation access. Those partners would have best practices and
technical/logistical assistance that already exist without major changes in Federal
agency policy or procedures.

2. Improve Engagement with Veterans through Special Use Permit Programs

Federal public lands management agencies will explore ways to better engage with
Veteran organizations through the recreation special use permit programs
(outfitter/guide, recreation events, and so forth) by working with active-duty Service
members and Veterans. Partnerships with military Morale, Welfare, and Recreation
programs that provide outdoor recreation experiences could be developed to
accomplish this recommendation. DoD civilian employees operate some of these
programs but often face unique permitting issues. A focus on Service members
could lead to an increase in Veteran participation once they leave the military. It
could also focus on increasing awareness (direct engagement) with VORGs on the
permit process, steps, policy, etc.

3. Consider the Feasibility and Advisability of Developing a Resource Guide to
Facilitate VA Partnerships

VA should consider developing a guide regarding the process to establish a formal
agreement among VA, managers of public land agencies, and partner organizations
regarding the use of public lands and other outdoor spaces to facilitate health and
wellness for Veterans pursuant to the Veterans COMPACT Act of 2020 § 203

(d)(1)A).

A sample guide is, Prescribing Vitamin N from the USDA. The purpose of the guide
is to clearly define policies and processes to establish formal agreements to build
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and maintain partnerships among VA, managers of public land, and partner
organizations, to increase Veteran engagement with public lands for (1) physical,
emotional, and spiritual health and (2) to amplify the impact of accessibility initiatives
and continually improve accessibility measures.

e Guides may include the following:
o VA points of contact/departments to contact to initiate request for formal
agreement;
o Link to VA outdoor recreation website, when developed;
o Formal agreement templates when available; and
o List of information needed to submit a request for formal agreement.

4. Assess the Feasibility and Advisability of Developing Training for VA
Providers and Park Staff

VA should assess the feasibility and advisability of developing training for VA clinical
providers and non-clinical Federal public lands staff on knowledge and skills to best
promote outdoor and nature-based experiences for Veterans. Considerations during
development may include the following:

e Consultation with relevant clinical subject matter experts in outdoor recreation
and nature-based experiences for overall health and wellness to develop an up-
to-date curriculum.

e Consultation with relevant non-clinical subject matter experts in outdoor
recreation and nature-based experiences for overall health and wellness, such as
VSOs and appropriate VORGs.

e Provide continuing education accreditation options for clinical staff and clinical
trainees.

e Make the training available internally for VA staff (in VA Employee Education
System/Talent Management System) and externally for non-VA clinicians (VHA
TRAIN, YouTube).

The following topics could be included in the training:

¢ Benefits of nature-based experiences;

e Process of prescribing nature-based experiences (for clinicians, for example,
Nature Rx and ParkRx);

Sensitivity training regarding mobility disabilities;

Sensitivity training regarding mental health diagnoses;

Unique needs of Veterans in the context of the outdoor environment; and
Best practices for accessible outdoor experiences.

RECOMMENDATIONS THAT ADDRESS DUTY B:

TO FACILITATE USE AND ACCESS TO PUBLIC LANDS AND OTHER OUTDOOR
SPACES BY ADDRESSING BARRIERS
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1. Promote Access to Federal Public Lands Through a Wellness Challenge for
Veterans

The National Park Service should consider developing a Veterans Wellness
Challenge modeled after the NPS Office of Public Health, Healthy Parks, and
Healthy People Wellness Challenge, piloted in seven national parks in Missouri. This
program provides easily accessible, self-led, appropriate opportunities for Veterans
to engage in park-based health-promoting activities across three categories: (1)
physical wellness; (2) mental wellness; and (3) learning wellness. The challenge
motivates continued participation by recognizing their accomplishments through
electronic badges and passport stamps.

2. Conduct an Environmental Scan of VA Outdoor and Nature-Based Recreation
Opportunities

VA should, to the extent practicable, conduct a thorough environmental program
scan (including but not limited to Recreation and Creative Arts Therapy, Whole
Health, Mental Health, Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation, Voluntary Service, and
Social Work) to identify existing outdoor recreation programs at each VA facility. This
query should capture whether the offering is internal or external, including program
type and cost to the participant.

3. Create a VA Centralized Database & Communication Strategy of Outdoor
Recreation Opportunities

Create a centralized database and determine a comprehensive communications
strategy to enable Veterans to identify outdoor recreation programs available
through each facility, using the data gathered from the environmental scan
conducted by VA.

Conclusion

The interagency Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for Veterans has completed its
second year of intensive review and evaluation of relevant scientific data, VA field-
based sample programs, Federal and VSO Veteran-specific programming, and
consultative information from VORGs, resulting in 26 recommendations. Of these 26
recommendations, Federal and VSO Task Force members collaboratively identified
seven final recommendations as critical force multipliers for Veteran engagement in
outdoor recreation on public lands and waters. These recommendations address
preliminary findings in the Task Force’s first CMR.

The recommendations balance addressing current barriers and formalizing coordination
between VA and public land agencies toward facilitating use of and access to public
lands to benefit Veterans’ overall health and wellness with appropriate use of available
resources and compliance with legislative and regulatory processes.
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The Task Force thanks Congress for this directed opportunity to engage across Federal
agencies, in collaboration with VSOs and consultation with appropriate VORGs. There
is consensus among Task Force members that the recommendations will better serve
Veterans through supported nature-based experiences to improve physical and mental
health and overall well-being.

Department of Veterans Affairs
February 2026
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

DoD U.S. Department of Defense

DOI U.S. Department of the Interior

FICOR Federal Interagency Council on Outdoor Recreation
HHS U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
MWR Military Morale, Welfare, and Recreation

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
NPS National Park Service

PVA Paralyzed Veterans of America

RPF Report of Preliminary Findings

TAP Transition Assistance Programs

Task Force Interagency Task Force on Outdoor Recreation for Veterans

USACE U.S. Army Corp of Engineers

USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture
VA U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
VHA Veterans Health Administration
VORG Veteran Outdoor Recreation Groups
VSO Veterans Service Organization
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