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Conservation in Transition
Moving Forward

We do not inherit the Earth  
from our ancestors;  
we borrow it from our children. 
Origin Uncertain

V iewed collectively, the conservation 
challenges of the 21st century seem 

staggering. But our history is one of 
overcoming adversity through the power 
of innovation, diligence and a strong 
sense of purpose.

Dr. Ira Gabrielson, the first Director  
of the Fish and Wildlife Service, 
exemplified these traits. In the midst 
of the Depression and Dust Bowl, 
Gabrielson oversaw a nearly fourfold 
expansion of the Refuge System —    
from 63 refuges when he took over as 
Director to 210 by the time he retired. 
In 1939, he helped create the Patuxent 
Research Refuge — the only wildlife 
refuge dedicated to research; and in 
1943, Gabrielson wrote Wildlife Refuges, 
the definitive book on the Refuge 
System. In the book, he wrote, “The 
conservation battle cannot be a short, 
sharp engagement, but must be grim, 
tenacious warfare — the sort that makes 
single gains and then consolidates  
these gains until renewed strength and  
a good opportunity make another 
advance possible.”

Today, the Service continues to make 
“single gains” but often falls short in 
consolidating them. We now see that 
broad-scale challenges like climate 
change threaten to diminish these 
advances if we are not mindful in building 
the type of capacities called for in 
this document. The kind of change we 
envision is never easy, and it will not  
take place quickly or without sacrifice. 
But we must realize we are not only 
working for those who place their trust  
in us today; we are working for our 
children and future generations who 
someday will inherit the job of protecting 
our natural resources.

Indeed, conservation is in transition. 
But change presents an opportunity for 
leadership to build on the great traditions 
of our past and help shape our future 
legacy. This is why the women and men 
of the Fish and Wildlife Service have 
chosen a career of public service — to 
deal with issues of consequence and make 
a difference for our nation. Together 
with our partners, and with the support 
of visionary leaders, we can face the 
challenges of our time and change the 
future for the better. 

 c
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Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge National Elk Refuge

J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge



The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service is working with others to conserve, 
protect and enhance fish, wildlife, plants 
and their habitats for the continuing  
benefit of the American people.  
We are both a leader and trusted partner 
in fish and wildlife conservation, known 
for our scientific excellence, stewardship 
of lands and natural resources, dedicated 
professionals and commitment to public 
service. For more information on our  
work and the people who make it happen, 
visit www.fws.gov.


