Looking, Planning a Decade Ahead 

The road to the Refuge System’s invigorated vision runs through Madison, WI.

In the city where Aldo Leopold, the father of wildlife ecology, became the University of Wisconsin’s first professor of game management in the late 1920s, more than 1,200 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service employees, refuge Friends and partners will gather in mid-July 2011 to discuss and ratify a new vision for the Refuge System, the nation’s premier network of public lands and waters dedicated to the protection of wildlife species and habitat.  

But discussion won’t be centered only in Madison. Refuge Friends, partners and employees throughout the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will be linked into the proceedings through a variety of online technologies and social media. Broadcasting out the conference over the Internet will enable Friends groups and others to organize their own satellite conference events while opening up the sessions to virtual participants.  

The new vision – built on the conservation legacy so evident in the sand counties that surround Madison – will guide the Refuge System into the next decade. “It will be a historic event,” said Refuge System Chief Greg Siekaniec.

Madison is about 40 miles from Baraboo, WI, where in 1935 the Leopold family purchased a worn-out farm – in an area known as the sand counties – and put into action Aldo’s beliefs that the same tools people use to disrupt the landscape can be used to rebuild it. Indeed the locale that inspired A Sand County Almanac will set the tone for the Vision Conference, at which the Refuge System’s 107-year legacy of conservation innovation will be melded with new ideas for a nation that is more urban and ethnically diverse than ever.

Madison was selected not only for its conservation history, but also for its “green” status.  Monona Terrace Community Convention Center – on the shores of Lake Monona – is the nation’s first convention center to receive silver level certification under the U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) program. Indeed, the Service has promised to make this conference carbon neutral and the “greenest” one yet held.
Core Teams at Work

About 70 Service employees  – who nominated themselves – are meeting weekly in five Core Teams devoted to individual topics: conservation planning and delivery; conservation design; conservation science; relevance to a changing America; and leadership and organizational excellence. Each team will produce a paper that will form the centerpiece of the vision that is scheduled to be ratified at the July conference.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is working closely with the Refuge System to use cutting-edge technology to enable a broad spectrum of people to see the Core Team papers, and have their viewpoints considered well before the July conference.

Meanwhile, a Steering Committee – 17 people, including two regional refuge chiefs, two assistant directors of the Service and National Wildlife Refuge Association President Evan Hirsche – has begun meeting monthly. The Steering Committee, led by Siekaniec, will set the tone for the Vision Process and the Vision Conference. The conference will feature not only an array of speakers and an exhibit hall, but also special programming for young people as a means of encouraging a new generation to connect with natural lands and to consider natural resources as a career path. 
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Monona Terrace Community Convention Center in Madison, WI, will be the setting for the Refuge System Vision Conference in July 2011. (Monona Terrace Community Convention Center)

