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Sally Jewell has been Secretary of the Interior since April 2013. She is an accomplished businesswoman and an equally accomplished outdoorswoman who enjoys skiing, kayaking, hiking and mountain climbing. 

Jewell has worked to ensure that public lands are accessible and relevant to people from all backgrounds, and to build a connection between the great outdoors and a new generation of Americans. Here are excerpts from a recent Refuge Update interview. To read the whole interview, go to: http://www.fws.gov/refuges/RefugeUpdate/NovDec_2014/sally_jewell.html

Q. Tell us about a time that you shared [nature] with an urban youth at a national wildlife refuge?

A. Fortunately, in the 17 months that I’ve been in this job, I’ve had lots of examples. One that really comes to mind was in the Minnesota Valley National Wildlife Refuge, which is right adjacent to Minneapolis-St. Paul airport. And there was a group of young kids – maybe between five and seven years old – and their job was to collect native seeds, to harvest them in the fall to be able to propagate native plants. So, I learned what milkweed seed looks like. I was chasing around after the elusive milkweed seed with a little five- or six-year-old, and we were pulling the seeds out of the pod together. [It was wonderful] just to look at the excitement in the eyes of those kids as they learned, but also to satisfy my own curiosity, which has never gone away since I was a child.

Q. Why is it important to the Department [of the Interior] and to you personally to connect urban residents, particularly youth, to the wonder of nature?
 
A. Kids are curious. We’re all curious, but kids in particular just have no inhibitions. They will look right at a spider or a critter. They’ll see things that we as adults completely miss, and urban wildlife refuges provide that opportunity for young people, [that opportunity that’s] hard to get in cities. You’re living in a multi-story apartment building, your time is scheduled by an adult most of the time; you’re being told what to do; you have very little time to really play, especially play out in nature. So one of the reasons we launched the Youth Initiative was to encourage people to let kids play, to use places like our wildlife refuges, especially those that are in close proximity to urban areas, to open them up to kids – to satisfy that curiosity to run around to feel comfortable. We find that as we listen to the sounds of nature . . . that those are sounds that are unfamiliar to many people that live in urban areas. When kids get out as youngsters and they hear these sounds – and they recognize that this is part of nature and the ecosystem – they’re going to be much more comfortable coming to a place . . . when they’re older. 

