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Chief, National Wildlife Refuge System
Could this be the next chapter in wildlife, land and water conservation history in America?
The White House Conference on America’s Great Outdoors, held April 16, ignited hope in those of us who have been waiting for years for an administration to be this interested in the Refuge System and conservation across the landscape.  

I was in the audience at the Department of the Interior when President Obama talked of Theodore Roosevelt’s conservation legacy, saying, “From [Roosevelt’s] commitment sprang an effort to save the great redwoods of California and the petrified forest of Arizona, the great bird rocks of the Aleutian Islands and the Tongass of Alaska. From that commitment sprang a breathtaking legacy of conservation that still enhances our lives . . .  and, no matter how long I have the privilege of serving as President, I know I can never match it. But I do intend to enrich that legacy, and I feel an abiding bond with the land that is the United States of America.”

The president spoke about the pursuit and partnership of conservation outside of Washington – by state and local governments, by tribes and by private groups – “so we can write a new chapter in the protection of rivers, wildlife habitats, historic sites and the great landscapes of our country.” He promised help to landowners – including ranchers and farmers – who want to conserve their land, and to families so they can spend more time outdoors. President Obama vowed to help foster a new generation of community and urban parks so that “children across America have the chance to experience places like Millennium Park in my own Chicago.”

Finally, he noted, “Even in times of crisis, we’re called to take the long view to preserve our national heritage – because in doing so we fulfill some of the responsibilities that falls to all of us as Americans, as inhabitants of this small planet.”   

So, where do we go from here? First, make your voice heard. Go to the Department of the Interior Web site to join the conversation: http://www.doi.gov//americasgreatoutdoors/. Scroll down the page to the link to “Share Your Story,” where you can tell the White House and the Department just how important wildlife refuges, waterfowl productions areas, conservation easements and large working landscapes are to you and your community. You can even leave photos of your favorite places. 

Then there’s the link to “Share Your Ideas & Join the Conversation,” where you can tell the administration your thoughts about what should be happening regarding land conservation. Now you can share conservation strategies that engage communities, explain how to build buffers around protected areas by using conservation easements or, explain the value of wetland easements in the prairies. You can give examples of successful projects and partnerships where you have delivered conservation strategies. Talk about the role and influence that all agencies –  state and federal – can have on conservation when we together work toward common conservation goals. 
Second, the Secretary of the Interior will be holding public listening sessions.  Frequent the Department Web page (http://www.doi.gov/) regularly to make sure you get to one of those public sessions. 

I can’t recall a time when we have been presented with this kind of chance to make our viewpoints known. The White House has opened the dialogue. It’s our job to engage, listen and learn so we can enrich the discussion and, most important, the results.

