(This general overview of the National Wildlife Refuge System can be used when you meet with community leaders or as background information with Friends, school groups and others.  It can be shared with the media. Last update: 9.5.12)  
The National Wildlife Refuge System: An Overview
The National Wildlife Refuge System, managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, is the nation’s premier system of public lands and waters set aside to conserve America’s fish, wildlife and plants.  Since President Theodore Roosevelt designated Florida’s Pelican Island as the first national wildlife refuge in 1903, the Refuge System has grown to encompass more than 150 million acres, 557 national wildlife refuges and 38 wetland management districts. 

Protecting species that range from half-ounce warblers to one-ton bison, the National Wildlife Refuge System conserves the priceless gift of a wild America.  It also offers some of the nation’s finest outdoor recreation: 
· hunting (http://www.fws.gov/refuges/hunting/)
· fishing  (http://www.fws.gov/refuges/fishingguide/)
· birding (http://www.fws.gov/refuges/birding/birdingonRefuges.html), 
· wildlife observation (http://www.fws.gov/refuges/trails/index.cfm),
· photography 
· environmental education and interpretation.
There is at least one wildlife refuge in every state and U.S. territory, and one within an hour’s drive of most major cities — offering people a welcoming, safe and accessible place to nourish their spirits and reconnect with the land.  The Refuge System manages nearly 77 million acres in Alaska and about 54 million acres in the Pacific, including four national marine monuments that protect some of the world’s most rare coral.

More than 20 million acres within the Refuge System are designated wilderness.  There are about 1,088 miles of National Wild and Scenic Rivers (http://www.rivers.gov/) 

within the Refuge System, as well as more than 250 Important Bird Areas (http://web4.audubon.org/bird/iba/), as designated by the National Audubon Society and the American Bird Conservancy — more than are claimed by any other federal land management agency. Refuges are also home to 19 Wetlands of International Importance, identified under the Ramsar Convention (http://www.ramsar.org/), an international environmental treaty signed in 1971.
Refuges also protect and showcase a host of cultural treasures. Cultural resources (http://www.fws.gov/historicPreservation/)  include more than 18,000 archeological sites and 2,100 historic structures, 900 paleontological sites and 90 properties on the National Register of Historic Places.
More than 45 million people visit national wildlife refuges each year.  Visitors and local communities recognize refuges as national treasures:

· Wildlife refuges are home to more than 700 species of birds, 220 species of mammals, 250 reptile and amphibian species and more than 200 species of fish. 

· Sixty-three refuges have been established with a primary purpose of conserving threatened or endangered species. 

· About 280 of the approximately 1,300 federally-listed threatened or endangered species in the U.S. are found on units of the Refuge System. Learn more about threatened and endangered species (http://www.fws.gov/endangered/) and on which refuges they can be found.
For more information and to find a national wildlife refuge near you, go to:  http://www.fws.gov/refuges/
Follow the National Wildlife Refuge System on Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/USFWSRefuges and Twitter:  http://twitter.com/#!/USFWSRefuges.

