National Wildlife Refuge System

Advancing the Legacy

  He had heard the stories, read the reports, read the requests to take action from scientists, naturalists and the Secretary of Agriculture. Despite the passage of the Lacey Act of 1900 to protect birds, the creation of the Thayer Fund to hire a warden to protect the birds during breeding season, and his dictate as former Governor of New York forbidding factories from making bird skins into articles of apparel, thousands of brown pelicans were still being slaughtered. The roseate spoonbills, herons, egrets, and ibises were all gone from this tiny island, instead adorning some fashionable hat. Greedy plum hunters, skinners and egg hunters had exterminated all the native birds, except the pelican, of this federally owned speck, a 3 acre island, situated between the Atlantic Ocean and The Indian River Lagoon on the eastern Florida coast.

  He had only been making decisive decisions for our nation as President for two-years. “Could I do this?”, he asked advisors, so the story goes. “Is there any law or statute that prevents me from this decision?” He knew what he wanted to do. They told him they could find none. 
  On March 14, 1903, without fanfare, President Theodore Roosevelt (R), an avid hunter, signed the Executive Order, using “implied Presidential powers” to establish Pelican Island as Americas first National Bird Reservation specifically set aside to protect wildlife. 

  During his two terms, President Roosevelt (1901-1909) went on to establish 55 federal wildlife reservations and game preserves that became the foundation of America’s wildlife habitat conservation system that is unsurpassed in size and scope anywhere in the world. Today it is known as the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS).

  Recognizing the value of setting aside landscapes, habitat that was critical to the restoration of wildlife, Roosevelt also expanded our National Forest Reserves, created five new National Parks, established eighteen national monuments (including the Grand Canyon), and four federal game preserves. During his presidency of 2,725 days, Theodore Roosevelt set aside 230 million acres for conservation purposes, or 84,403 acres daily. He also enacted the “Act for the Preservation of American Antiquities,” known today as the Antiquities Act or the National Monument Act of 1906.

  The newly designated landscapes became the birthing ground for the North American Wildlife Conservation Model. These protected wild places form the estate upon which the hunt, along with the wildness it requires, passed from the Pleistocene to the 21st Century - they have become an estate of promise for the people. 

The Refuge System

  During the 1930s, the Federal reservation system grew substantially, primarily in response to concerns and actions by hunters who were alarmed with the low numbers of waterfowl and the loss of wetlands.         The Migratory Bird Conservation Act of 1929, promoted by waterfowl hunters, allowed the use of federal funds for refuge land acquisition. The Duck Stamp Act of 1934, a stamp purchased by waterfowlers, provided the funds for further acquisition and management of waterfowl refuges. In 1942, Pelican Island and other national Federal reservations were formally redesignated as the only system of federal lands, the Refuge System, devoted specifically to wildlife. However, many of the areas were still known as game ranges, wildlife management areas, and waterfowl protection areas. Then in 1966, under the leadership of U.S. Rep. John Dingell, Congress passed the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act, the first piece of comprehensive legislation addressing the management of refuges and categorically consolidating them into the National Wildlife Refuge System. Until this Act, there was no single Federal mandate that governed the administration of refuges. The Act provided administrative guidelines requiring that uses of refuges be compatible with refuge purposes. This included wildlife-dependant public recreational uses such as hunting. Hunters and anglers should recognize the name John Dingell since he, in partnership with Sen. Edwin Johnson, were the driving force behind the Federal Aid in Sport Fish Restoration Act, commonly referred to as the Dingell-Johnson Act. This Act established a 10-percent excise tax on fishing rods, reels, creels, lures, flies and artificial baits, with revenues going to the USFWS, which in return are funneled to state wildlife agencies to fund fisheries enhancement projects, but that’s another story. 

  Further defining the mission, purpose, priorities and planning of refuges, President Bill Clinton, in 1997, signed the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act. This act formally established a system “to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, management, and where appropriate, restoration of fish, wildlife, and plant resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans.” 

  Today, the refuge network administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) has grown to more than 540 refuges with one or more refuges in each of the 50 states, along with 40 waterfowl production areas. The vast majority of refuges have been established administratively through the Migratory Bird Conservation Act, Emergency Wetlands Resources Act and other acts recognizing the value of fish and wildlife. 

Totaling approximately 95 million acres, our national refuges are visited by more than 37 million visitors each year, including tens of thousands of hunters and anglers. Public hunting opportunities are available on more than 300 refuges and 270 refuges allow fishing.  Refuge guidelines for hunting and fishing, under the Refuge Recreation Act, direct refuge administrators to work for attributes of high-quality experiences while protecting against any adverse impacts to fish and wildlife. 

System Funding 

  Hunting and fishing opportunities, coupled with visits to refuges by hikers, campers, educators, wildlife watchers, wildlife enthusiasts and more, generate millions of dollars for local communities. A Banking on Nature 2002 economic study estimated that more than $809 million came from lodging, food, recreation equipment sales and other spending by visitors to refuges. Generating more than $318 million in employment income, refuges support nearly 19,000 jobs. The total economic benefit generated from refuges, a whopping $1.12 billion, is almost four times the $320 million allocated to support the Refuge System. In the past two years Congress has nearly eliminated refuge acquisition programs and only appropriated modest increases for operations, increases that have not kept pace with the cost of doing business. 

  Refuge land acquisition funding is primarily generated from three accounts established by law: The Migratory Bird Conservation Fund, the North American Wetlands Conservation fund and the Land and Water Conservation Fund. The heavy hitting revenues that support these accounts largely come from waterfowl hunters purchasing Federal duck stamps. For nearly 70 years, waterfowlers, 16 years or older, have supported wetland habitat acquisitions, that support a huge diversity of wildlife through the purchase of duck stamps. Since 1934, more than half a billion dollars has been generated from the sale of stamps that have been used to purchase nearly 5 million acres of Refuge System lands. Like acquisitions, depending on where the money has come from, operations budgets are primarily controlled by how much Congress appropriates to the USFWS. 

  An additional, economic benefit derived from refuges are approved commercial-economic based activities, where deemed appropriate and “compatible”, such as; harvesting hay and stock feed, livestock grazing, limited timber and firewood cutting and the harvesting of other natural products of the soil. 

  Regardless of a growing number of citizens who are increasingly connecting to wildlife through outdoor recreation and our refuges, and more than one-billion dollars generated annually, key conservation measures that ensure the health and future of our refuges are underfunded and suffering. 

  In a speech to the National Press Club, Theodore Roosevelt IV, the great-grandson of President Roosevelt, said, “Almost all of our natural parks and refuges are ridiculously understaffed. The USFWS cannot implement habitat restoration plans…”, and “chronic severe underfunding is gutting the fish and wildlife services ability to maintain and protect the National Wildlife Refuge System created by my great-grandfather….”  “It is time for Congress to begin providing the investments that would maintain the integrity of our treasured natural legacy of public lands. As a Republican myself, I invite the congressional leadership to hearken back to the strong conservation ethic pioneered by Theodore Roosevelt. Failing to do so is nothing less than abuse of the public trust”. 

Values

  The most successful, comprehensive wildlife-land management program in the world, the National Wildlife Refuge System values cannot be overstated. 

  As our population and human consumption continues to grow, more land is developed, increasing extraction of oil, gas and minerals whittles away wildlife habitat, more than 100,000 wetlands are drained, plowed or built upon every year and more and more wildlife habitat is lost every day. Encroaching sprawl, water quality degradation, excessive water withdrawals, invasive plants and some agriculture practices are all taking their toll. In a nation that seems land rich, nearly four million acres are lost to some kind of development each year. Our landscapes are becoming a patchwork of islands.

  The network of protected areas within the Refuge System provide, in combination with other habitat protective programs, essential habitats for a diversity of fish and wildlife, and unparalleled recreational benefits for all people, yet it is probably the least appreciated of our public domains. From California to Maine, from Alaska to tropical U.S. territories such as Guam, refuge values are so vast they are cumulatively difficult to comprehend. 

  The NWRS is estimated to directly sustain more than 700 species of birds, 220 species of mammals, 250 reptiles and amphibian species, and more than 200 species of fish. Indirectly, as species migrate through a refuge or change habits to temporarily use an area, they support many more. Over 250 threatened or endangered plants and animals rely on healthy refuges; several threatened species are recovering today thanks to areas set aside within the system. The National Wildlife Refuge System is undeniably tied to the future of conservation in America and are helping to fulfill the vision of Theodore Roosevelt. 

  With 22 refuges, 5 wetland management districts and 23 waterfowl production areas in Montana, the benefits to Montanans, our fish and wildlife and our hunting and angling legacy are many. The Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep, white-tailed deer and mule deer, elk, pronghorn, bear, mountain lion, herons, a variety of fish species, migratory waterfowl, upland game birds and more than 230 species of other birds, and, yes, even pelicans thrive on our Montana refuges. Ranging in size from a one-acre waterfowl production area in Lake County to the 1.9 million acre Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge (CMR), a diversity of wildlife is sustained while offering a host of public recreation and wildlife education opportunities. Visitors to the CMR alone have increased 122 percent over the past seven years to include 247,000 outdoor-wildlife enthusiasts. 

  This year as we pass from a year of celebrating the 100th anniversary of the National Wildlife Refuge System (1903-2003), and as fewer and fewer lands become publicly accessible, and as wildlife habitat diminishes, hunters, anglers, hikers, bird watchers should all recognize the values our Refuge System provide. Partisan politics calling for energy withdrawals from our national refuges will further diminish our public domain and will fragment the network system that is so vital to the future of our fish and wildlife. Further, we should not allow our refuges to become “mere museums of natural history, snapshots of what good habitat once was” but instead must ensure a connected network of healthy landscapes, public and private lands. 

  We need to all work together, hunter, non-hunter, bird watcher, angler, conservation organizations and citizens to help others understand the tremendous value of our National Wildlife Refuge System, and help protect and conserve these wonderfully wild places - thus continuing and expanding upon the remarkable and uniquely American conservation legacy begun by a hunter, Theodore Roosevelt, 100 years ago. u
