A

mong the fnest birding spots in the United
States are the more than 550 national wildlife refuges run by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (FWS). The refuge system has millions of
acres of land dedicated to the preservation of birds
and other wildlife. Many refuges also have visitor
centers, public trails, boardwalks, viewing platforms,
or auto tour routes that add to the birding experience, and a number of refuges are venues for birding
festivals.
Countless birders have experienced the epic fy-ins
of Snow Geese at Bosque del Apache NWR in New
Mexico, or observed Whooping Cranes at Aransas
NWR in Texas, or studied at close range hundreds
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of waders at J.N. “Ding” Darling NWR in
Florida. At Kilauea Point NWR in Hawaii,
one can stand on solid land in the shadow
of a historic lighthouse and, within a matter
of minutes, observe Laysan Albatross, Redtailed Tropicbird, White-tailed Tropicbird,
Red-footed Booby, and Great Frigatebird.
Surely the iconic blue goose symbol of
the National Wildlife Refuge System is
well-known to birders. Perhaps less wellknown is the fact that the system and its
supporting nonproft organizations provide birders with numerous opportunities

to make a meaningful impact on conservation and education. Indeed, volunteers are
a critical part of the refuge system and are
actively encouraged by the FWS. A substantial amount of volunteer work is done
under the auspices of “Friends” groups,
nonproft organizations that are dedicated
n Like a number of other refuges, Balcones

Canyonlands NWR in Texas was established
in part to preserve a particular bird species
—in this case, Golden-cheeked Warbler.
Photo © Jason A. Crotty

n Volunteers count Laysan Albatross nests at Midway Atoll
NWR in the Pacific Ocean. Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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to supporting a particular refuge, for example, the Friends of the Laguna Atascosa
National Wildlife Refuge. Birders who are
interested in conservation and the preservation of birds should have a special interest in the health and well-being of the U.S.
National Wildlife Refuge System.

The National Wildlife Refuge System
The refuge system did not develop as
a carefully selected group of properties with a common set of conservation
goals. Rather, beginning in 1903 when

President Theodore Roosevelt established
Pelican Island in Florida, it developed as
a patchwork of units that were later combined into a single system by Congress.
Nonetheless, numerous refuges were established to help preserve migratory birds
and lie along one of the four major North
American migration fyways. Others were
established to protect specifc bird
species or subspecies, or species of
plants or other animals. Many
units are actively managed
for migrating and wintering

birds, particularly waterfowl.
There are refuges in every state; in fact, a
refuge lies within a one-hour drive from almost every major U.S. city. These include a
number of urban refuges in or near major
metropolitan areas such as San Francisco,
Houston, and Philadelphia. There are
units in Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin
Islands, and territories in the Pacifc
Ocean. The system includes virtually
all of the habitats in the United States
and includes several Important Bird
Areas. Because NWRs are often
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surrounded by farmland, urban areas, or other
degraded habitats, refuges are often particularly
important for birds and other wildlife, far beyond their sometimes modest size. Accordingly,
the FWS reports that more than 700 bird species
have been observed on refuge lands. NWRs attract many people as well: 47 million in 2014,
according to FWS.
One of the most signifcant challenges for avian conservation is habitat loss. The refuge system preserves and, in many cases, restores key
bird habitat. As of 2014, there were 562 national
wildlife refuges and 38 wetland management
districts. Together, these units contained approximately 150 million acres (234,375 sq. mi.)
of protected land. Moreover, because of Duck
Stamp purchases, other sources of federal funds,
and donations, the system is continually growing, both by the expansion of existing refuges
and the creation of new units.
As a result, the National Wildlife Refuge
System is instrumental to bird conservation. The
system’s conservation mission and the birding
opportunities uniquely available within the system provide a natural opportunity for birders to
contribute, and many do.

Volunteers have supported the refuge system
for decades. Volunteer contributions are particularly important to the FWS, which plays budgetary second fddle to the smaller but far more
prominent National Park Service (NPS). On a peracre basis, the FWS receives only a fraction of the
funding of the NPS, and the FWS has more than a
billion dollars in deferred maintenance on NWRs.

Volunteering with Friends Groups
In the late 1990s, the FWS and the National
Wildlife Refuge Association, a nonproft that supports the refuge system, committed to expanding
the nature and scope of “Friends” groups. This successful program was called the Friends Initiative.
The number of Friends groups increased from approximately 115 in 1997 to approximately 230 today. There is now a Friends group for a majority of
the staffed refuges nationwide, and some unstaffed
refuges have groups as well.
Friends organizations work closely with FWS
employees to staff visitor centers, improve habitat, conduct wildlife research, raise funds, write
grant proposals, and provide educational programs, among other activities. Some Friends
groups also organize birding festivals or other

n At Kilauea Point NWR, visitors may

observe Laysan Albatross, Red-tailed and
White-tailed tropicbirds, Red-footed Booby,
Wedge-tailed Shearwater, Hawaiian Goose,
and Great Frigatebird. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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n Above: “Aleutian” Canada Geese are largely

dependent on the refuge system in the winter.
These are at Nestucca Bay NWR in Oregon.
Photo © Dave Irons

n Right: Volunteers work with the U.S. Fish &

Wildlife Service to help restore native plants
at William L. Finley National Wildlife Refuge.
Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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events at the refuge.
Most Friends groups operate according to a formal written agreement with
the FWS, and all are membership-based.
Many have a website or Facebook page.
All are eager for new members, volunteers,
and contributors, and there are opportunities available for volunteers of many
backgrounds and abilities. The National
Wildlife Refuge Association provides support services to Friends groups through
training workshops, communications networks, and partnerships.
As one example, The Friends of Tualatin
River NWR near Portland, Oregon, supports an urban refuge. In 2013, it contributed more than 17,000 hours of volunteer
time, including 4,000 hours in the wildlife
center, 3,000 hours in on-site environmental education, 500 hours on maintenance,
and 1,000 hours planning the Tualatin
River Bird Festival. The Friends work

closely with local government, the local
chamber of commerce, and other organizations regarding refuge issues. The board of
directors typically includes representatives
from several of these groups, including former mayors, and the organization’s number
of hours contributed annually is now approaching 30,000.
The Friends of Tualatin River NWR also
advocates for funding of land purchases
and facility developments, including successfully working with local Congressional
representatives to obtain funding for a new
headquarters building and visitor center.
The group has engaged in restoration activities, planted thousands of trees, and
removed invasive plants. It even initiated
litigation in federal court regarding the
cleanup of an old unlined landfll near the
refuge. Settlement of the litigation provided cleanup funds for the landfll, benefting
the refuge and its neighboring community.

Perhaps most signifcantly, the Friends
support a range of educational activities
that are provided to thousands of students
who visit the refuge each year. The Friends
trained teachers, conducted Spring Break
Exploration Days, hosted numerous feld
trips, led themed walks, and organized a
popular preschool environmental education
program called “Puddle Stompers.” For these
and other accomplishments, The Friends
of Tualatin River NWR was selected as the
the National Wildlife Refuge Association’s
Friends Group of the Year in 2014.
One hundred miles south of Portland, The
Friends of the Willamette Valley National
Wildlife Refuge Complex support three refuges in Oregon: William L. Finley NWR,
Baskett Slough NWR, and Ankeny NWR.
This Friends group started in 2005 with
the encouragement of the refuge complex’s
then-Project-Leader Doug G. Spencer, who,
now retired from FWS, currently serves as

n Whooping Cranes would likely be extinct if not for the national wildlife refuge system—specifically, Texas’s Aransas NWR. Photos © Klaus Nigge/USFWS

32

Birder’s Guide to Conservation & Community | May 2016

president of the Friends. The group supports
its refuges in a variety of ways, from running a
nature store at the visitor center of William L.
Finley NWR to organizing events and performing maintenance.
The Friends and its members (which include
many birders) are frequently the public face of
the refuges, as they staff the store at the headquarters area and conduct outreach on behalf
of the refuge. For example, the Friends organized a celebration of the 50th anniversary of
William L. Finley NWR in 2014, which included events for children, guided walks highlighting restoration achievements for threatened or
endangered species on and off the refuge, and
food and entertainment for visitors. As with
the store, all proceeds from events are invested
back into the refuges.
Mr. Spencer, who has seen the work of
Friends groups from the perspective of FWS
and as a leader of a Friends group, is optimistic regarding the Friends group he leads and
n Some people become birders because of volunteer work at NWRs. Lynne Braden (middle), volunteered at Bosque del Apache NWR, utilizing one of
the RV hookup sites at the refuge (bottom). She has
staffed the visitor center (top) and assisted with
tours and with photography workshops. She is now
a birder with a Sibley guide, an eBird account,
and a blog (winnieviews.blogspot.com).
Photos © Lynne Braden
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n Ross’s Geese at Merced NWR in California.
Huge numbers of waterfowl are a common
winter spectacle at national wildlife refuges
across the U.S. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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the Willamette Valley National Wildlife Refuge
Complex. None of its accomplishments could
have been achieved without its members and
volunteers. “Not only do our volunteers help
maintain and restore unique habitats on our
refuges, they also get the enjoyment of viewing
wildlife in areas of the refuges that most of the
public doesn’t venture into,” he says.

Volunteering Directly with the FWS
In addition to volunteer work performed by
Friends groups and their members, many individuals volunteer directly with the FWS. To
facilitate this, the FWS has employees dedicated to coordinating volunteers both at a

national and regional level. Some individual
refuges with high visitor counts also have dedicated volunteer coordinators. Not surprisingly,
these refuges receive far more volunteers.
There are volunteer opportunities for virtually all ages and skill levels, from those who
need complete on-the-job training to those who
bring highly relevant skills to the table, including wildlife surveying, carpentry, accounting,
or heavy machinery operation. To the extent
possible, the FWS attempts to match volunteer
skills to the work to be done. Time commitment
ranges from a few hours to several months.
For example, the truly dedicated can volunteer for a six-month tour of duty monitoring
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National Wildlife
Refuge Association
Founded in 1975, the National Wildlife
Refuge Association is an independent
nonproft organization that works to improve and expand the refuge system. Its
mission is to conserve America’s wildlife
heritage through programs that protect
and enhance the refuge system. The
NWRA provides education, training, and
other support to Friends organizations,
as well as advocacy on their behalf in
Washington, D.C. It is the only national
advocacy organization dedicated to promoting and protecting the refuge system.

n The blue goose symbol of the National Wildlife Refuge System was created
by J.N. “Ding” Darling, the first head of
the U.S. Biological Survey, the predecessor of FWS. The famous refuge on
Sanibel Island in Florida is also named
in his honor. Photo © Jason A. Crotty

n The Friends of Tualatin River NWR helped obtain funds to build the
visitor center and headquarters, which overlooks the refuge grounds.
The center has classrooms, photography displays, interpretive exhibits,
restrooms, and the Friends store. Photo © Jason A. Crotty
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seabirds and restoring habitat at Midway
Atoll NWR in the remote Pacifc Ocean.
Midway hosts nearly three million nesting
birds each year, including Laysan Albatross
and the incredibly rare Laysan Duck. Near
San Francisco, seagoing volunteers deliver
supplies to other volunteers conducting research at Farallon NWR, which comprises
a group of rocky islands 30 miles from the
Golden Gate Bridge. The Farallones host the
largest colonies of breeding seabirds south
of Alaska, including Ashy Storm-petrel,
Cassin’s Auklet, Rhinoceros Auklet, and the
southernmost breeding Tufted Puffns.
Perhaps more realistically for most people, they can wear a nametag and staff a
visitor center, or don a pair of boots to remove invasive plants, or wield a hammer
to construct a boardwalk or observation
platform at their local refuge. Many refuges
utilize volunteers to lead educational programs for local elementary schools or other
groups. Other volunteers band birds, tag
fsh, conduct fsh and wildlife population
surveys, do laboratory research, manage
cultural resources, write grant proposals,
and perform maintenance.
Some refuges provide housing or RV
hook-ups for resident volunteers who
agree to work a certain number of hours
for several weeks or months. A number of
these refuges have a community center and
kitchen, laundry facilities, free wi-f, and
bathrooms and showers for volunteers as
well. Some who avail themselves of these
opportunities and amenities are serial vol-

unteers, exchanging their work for hookups or housing at a variety of refuges, national parks, or other public lands.
For example, Marilyn Kircus has spent the
last few years hopscotching across America
volunteering at various national wildlife refuges. She has volunteered at Okefenokee
NWR in Georgia, Red Rock Lakes NWR and
National Bison Range in Montana, Anahuac
NWR in Texas, the Sacramento NWR
Complex in California, Malheur NWR in
Oregon, and Pea Island NWR and Alligator
River NWR in North Carolina. A former
science teacher from Texas who wanted to
travel after she retired, she does not have
an RV, so she lives in whatever housing the
refuges provide, from small houses to bunkhouses to trailers. As a volunteer, she has
performed a diverse array of assignments,
including staffng visitor centers, installing
nest boxes, planting trees, assisting FWS
biologists, conducting wildlife surveys, and
countless others.
Ms. Kircus is particularly proud of her
considerable efforts to replant trees at
Anahuac NWR after Hurricane Ike’s effects
in 2008. Anahuac sustained signifcant
damage, and it took years for the soil to suffciently recover from saltwater damage to
even begin replanting. The replanted trees
will provide important habitat for resident
and migrating birds. An avid birder, she has
conducted birding tours on several refuges.
When a wayward Falcated Duck wintered
at Colusa NWR, she even performed birder
crowd control. She continues to volunteer
on NWRs and recently passed 7,000 volunteer hours. She says, “I have never been
in a happier time in my life, getting to
develop intimate relationships with birds
and other animals, making a difference in
our world, and meeting wonderful new
friends.” She maintains a lively blog entitled Adventures of a Vagabond Volunteer
(mkircus2.blogspot.com).
Of course, most volunteers contribute
far less time and do so primarily at their
local refuge. But it adds up. According to
the FWS and the National Wildlife Refuge
Association, more than 42,000 volunteers
donate in excess of 1.5 million hours every
year. This provides a 20 percent boost to
the refuge system workforce—the equivalent of more than 750 full-time employees.

n Marilyn Kircus has volunteered at refuges across the U.S., including Okefenokee
NWR in Georgia. Photo © Marilyn Kircus

n A National Elk Refuge volunteer leads a binocular lesson for a group of students in Wyoming.
Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

What About the ABA?
The ABA is a member of the Cooperative Alliance for Refuge Enhancement
(CARE), a nonproft entity consisting of more than twenty wildlife, sporting,
conservation, and scientifc organizations. CARE believes that the funds allocated to operate and maintain the refuge system are inadequate and that this
shortfall has adverse consequences on the system and its communities. CARE
advocates for the system on behalf of its member organizations. The ABA has
also encouraged its members to purchase Duck Stamps, one of the easiest and
most effective conservation measures available to birders.
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The FWS has stated that there are about
eight times more volunteers than federal
employees within the refuge system, making volunteers vital.

How to Get Involved
Friends groups have membership and volunteer opportunities, and they can generally be contacted from their web pages

or by phone. The NWR Association has
a list of all affliated Friends groups on
its website (tinyurl.com/friends-groups).
Individuals interested in volunteering directly with the FWS should review the opportunities posted at volunteer.gov. They
can also contact the feld offce of a specifc
refuge, the FWS volunteer coordinator for
a region, or the FWS national headquar-

n Colorado’s Monte Vista NWR provides a safe resting place
for thousands of Sandhill Cranes. Photo © Mark A. Bauer/USGS
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ters. Additional information can be found
on the FWS volunteer page at fws.gov/volunteers.
Regardless of how birders contribute,
the National Wildlife Refuge System is a
key part of avian conservation in America,
and it needs volunteers. With more than
550 NWRs across the U.S., there are almost surely opportunities nearby.

n Midway Atoll NWR provides insurance in the form of a second home
for the critically-endangered Laysan Duck. Photo © John Klavitter/FWS

n The Friends of Tualatin River NWR organize a popular “Puddle Stompers” program for children on the refuge. Photo © U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
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