
National Wildlife Refuge System 
Birding Initiative 

Connecting Birds and Birders 



U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
National Wildlife Refuge System 

• 150 million acres 

• 550 Refuges 

• 40 million visitors 

75% of visitors participate in wildlife observation  



July 2009 Report 

• 48 million - 1 in 5 -
Americans watch 
birds  

• 20 million away-from-
home birders 

• Birders contributed 
$36 billion to 2006 
economy 



America's Byways, Birding and  
National Wildlife Refuges  
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National Wildlife Refuge System 

Birding Initiative 



NWRS Birding Initiative 
Goals 

1. Refuges will understand the value of 
birders as advocates, volunteers, and their 
positive economic impact in local 
communities. 



NWRS Birding Initiative 
Goals 

2. Birders will understand the value of  

refuges to bird and habitat conservation, as 

valued public lands, and as birding  

destinations. 



National Wildlife Refuge System 

Birding Initiative Goals 

• Birders enjoying a quality 
experience are likely to 
become committed to the 
FWS and the Refuge 
System. 

• Birder Friendly Refuges 

• Refuge Friendly Birders 



The “Birder Friendly” Refuge  

• Twenty standards, three main 
elements:  

– Welcome and Orient Birders 

– On-site Programs and 
Activities 

– Outreach 

• Elements were identified and 
prioritized by the NWRS Birding 
Team. 

• Supported by the Visitor 
Services Standards and 
Handbook 



Welcome and Orient Birders 
Bird Checklists 

• Avid birders (bar-graph format) 

• Casual birders (specialty and/or 
common birds with images) 

• Available online and on-site after 
hours 



Welcome and Orient Birders 

Visitor Enhancements 

• Safe, well-maintained towers, boardwalks, blinds, etc. 

• Sheltered from the elements 

• Consider birder input in design stage 



On-site Programs and Activities 

Bird Walks 

• Can be led by staff, 
volunteers, Friends or 
local bird clubs. 

• Programs for families, 
children, school, or youth 
groups  



• Opportunity for up-
close viewing by avid 
and casual birders. 

• Demonstrate good 
feeder maintenance. 

• Provide take-home 
information.  

On-site Programs and Activities 
Bird Feeding Stations 



• For beginning or casual 
birders 

• Include quality field guide 
loans 

• Package into “Discovery 
Packs” for families 

On-site Programs and Activities 
Optics and Field Guide Loans 



Outreach 

Current, accurate website 

• Current, accurate information 
is integral, including:  

– Downloadable checklist 

– Refuge map 

– Seasonal highlights 

– Welcoming information 

– Migration information 

– Bird counts 

– Birding facilities 

– Links to local bird clubs, 
rare birds alerts, etc.  



Bird Watching Page 



Outreach 
Birdfinding Guide 

• A step beyond a bird checklist 

• Describes where and when to find birds on the refuge 

• Can be a great volunteer project.  



Outreach 

Refuge Friends 
Group 

• Engage in bird-related 
activities, conservation, 
projects. 

• Provide funding, 
volunteers and 
partnership support. 

• Recruit birders for 
board positions. 



Outreach 
Promote refuges good for beginners 

• Identify opportunities for 
easy birding 

– Large concentrations  

– Large waterbirds, out in 
the open 

– Seasonal spectacles 

– Good facilities 



The Birding Community  

• Birders are an untapped support base for the 
National Wildlife Refuge System and the Scenic 
Byways effort. 



www.fws.gov/refuges/birding 


