
October 16, 2025

Doug Burgum
Secretary 
U.S. Department of the Interior 
1849 C Street NW 
Washington, DC 20240 

Dear Secretary Burgum: 

While President Trump and Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought have 
been threatening Reductions in Force (RIFs) connected to the current government shutdown, we 
understand that at least one major RIF plan is underway with the goal of reducing staffing at the 
Department of the Interior by a total of one-third since the beginning of this year. We are 
alarmed that further damage may be done to the staffing and operations of the Department, 
regardless of whether it would be carried out under a shutdown or during normal government 
operations.

Regardless of the timing or the administration’s desired “branding” of such a RIF, we demand 
you halt implementation of this RIF and any other similar or related personnel actions. This RIF 
would implement the President’s proposed budget for fiscal year 2026 before Congress has acted
on final appropriations and would escalate the massive loss of talent and energy that has already 
undermined missions of the Department. A staffing loss of this level would cripple our ability to 
appropriately manage public lands on behalf of the American people, meet tribal treaty and trust 
responsibilities, and respond to growing threats of wildfire across the landscape and in our 
communities.

The Department of the Interior oversees a broad swath of programs supporting tribal 
communities and tribal schools, protecting and managing access to our treasured public lands 
such as national parks and national wildlife refuges, providing recreational access for hunting, 
fishing, rafting, climbing, and other outdoor activities, conducting research to predict and 
monitor earthquakes, volcano eruptions, and tsunamis to move people out of harm’s way, 
protecting threatened landscapes and species, ensuring that extractive activities are carried out 
safely and responsibly, accounting for revenues due to the American people from development 
on their public lands and waters, managing water resources across the American West, and 
protecting human life and property in the face of wildfire threats. 

Because the Department is one of the most public-facing federal agencies, the workforce is an 
especially critical and central component for carrying out the Department’s duties. Americans 
see park rangers, refuge staff, and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) recreation specialists 
when they visit our public lands that span 500 million acres in all 50 states and territories. Tribes 
across the country have constant contact with representatives from the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
and other departmental staff as they govern their sovereign nations, and multiple industries 
interact daily with bureau staff to develop on public lands. 



This administration has already systematically endangered these critical missions. Through just 
deferred resignation and incentivized retirements, the Department has reportedly lost at least 11 
percent, 7,500 employees, this year, and loss from fear-based and routine attrition ensures that 
the total loss is much higher. Decades of institutional knowledge were destroyed in a matter of 
months and are in further danger of being eroded. Losing staff with expertise and experience is 
not efficient and does not achieve mission critical goals. 

For example, advocacy groups have reported that the National Park Service has already lost 24%
of its permanent staff, leading to reduced visitor service hours, backups at entry points, slowed 
emergency responses, and in some cases, ironically, forfeiting revenue from entry fees because 
there were not enough staff to operate fee booths. Longer-term impacts on park resources will 
take longer to show but will be even more devastating as iconic parks and wildlife are left 
unprotected and needed maintenance gets woefully behind.

Tribes already report delays in receiving funding for their self-governance contracts and 
compacts due to a lack of staffing to process the payments and ensure compliance. Tribes are 
finding it difficult to get answers from senior Interior Department staff about these delays 
because many of the experienced professionals they have known – and most importantly trust – 
no longer work there. Important Endangered Species Act consultations to move along 
development projects are slowed without the staff necessary to fulfill federal requirements, 
hindering progress on a reported goal of this administration to move forward on energy and other
economic development endeavors. 

Further reduction in employee levels will also reduce the total number of individuals who are 
willing and available to respond in peak wildfire season since many Interior employees wear 
multiple hats, especially when it comes to wildfire prevention and response. Land managers for 
the National Park System, National Wildlife Refuge System, the National Conservation Lands, 
and other BLM-managed lands are integral to decision-making and implementation of fuels 
reduction measures and wildfire restoration. These activities are part of larger land management 
goals on our public lands and also protect adjacent non-federal lands and communities. BLM 
employees in particular are likely to have varied responsibilities from lease and right-of-way 
approvals to habitat restoration work – but also have a “red card” meaning they are trained and 
ready at any moment to be called into action for firefighting.

We understand – from press reports and not from your department – that this RIF may include an
attempt to “streamline” or “consolidate” certain administrative services. DOI began 
consolidating hundreds of staff including in IT, contracting, communications, HR, finance, 
grants, external affairs, and training at the National Park Service, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, the Bureau of Land Management and seven other bureaus within the department. 
Maintaining these core competencies at each bureau is anything but duplicative – each bureau 
has built and maintained its own expertise tailored to its own unique needs that cannot be 
replaced by a handful of headquarters staff. For example, at the National Park Service, human 
resources staff hire approximately 8,000 seasonal employees annually, contracting specialists 
work with 500 commercial operators for lodging, food service, medical services, IT staff ensure 
communications systems are operational for emergencies and revenue collection, and 
communications specialists maintain ongoing daily and long-term information sharing with 
visitors, communities, and tribes. None of these activities can be practically – let alone 



effectively – managed by vastly reduced number of headquarters-based staff without presence 
and experience in the parks and the regions.

Mr. Secretary, every dollar of funding, every reorganization, every reprogramming, and every 
funding change or transfer is the direct jurisdiction of Congress and specifically our Committees.
The Committees did not receive any notifications, materials, briefings, or other information 
about this major change – or any of the previous major personnel changes – in order to evaluate 
it. In fact, the Department has completely failed to even provide budget justifications for fiscal 
year 2026 for the vast majority of its bureaus and offices – at the writing of this letter, we are 16 
days into the very fiscal year of the budget request and we still are not in receipt of the request 
for the National Park Service ($3.3 billion provided in fiscal year 2025), the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service ($1.7 billion provided in fiscal year 2025), BLM ($1.3 billion provided in fiscal 
year 2025), the Bureau of Indian Affairs ($2.4 billion provided in fiscal year 2025), the Bureau 
of Indian Education ($1.1 billion provided in fiscal year 2025), or the U.S. Geological Survey 
($1.4 billion provided in fiscal year 2025).

Finally, we wish to make it clear that both the House and Senate bills for fiscal year 2026 
provide nearly equal funding to the fiscal year 2025 level for the Department, outright rejecting 
the drastic funding cuts proposed by the President. There is simply zero justification for the 
drastic staffing cuts that have already been implemented, let alone another RIF. While each bill 
provides somewhat different funding allocations among Interior’s bureaus and programs, the 
House’s 6% cut and the Senate’s 2% cut to the National Park Service are nowhere near the 
President’s proposed cut of 37%. This trend is similar at BLM, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, and the U.S. Geological Service, and, while the President proposes to cut tribal 
programs, neither the House nor the Senate bill makes any cuts. 

We expect the Department to immediately suspend any planned implementation of any pending 
RIFs and instead provide full and complete information to the Committees for evaluation and 
consideration for fiscal year 2026. 

Sincerely,

Jeffrey A. Merkley
Ranking Member, 
Subcommittee on Department
of the Interior, Environment, 
and Related Agencies
Committee on Appropriations
United States Senate

Chellie Pingree
Member of Congress


