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Ten-day Refuge System Celebration Draws to a Close

For ten days this month, the 
first exhibit greeting guests 
at the Jackson Hole & Greater 
Yellowstone Visitor Center was 
a large United States map and 
a bowl of pins. The map, listing 
all the units within the National 
Wildlife Refuge System, went up 
on March 14 as part of celebration 
of the 111th birthday of the Refuge 
System and was a means to show 
visitors how large the System 
has grown. The National Wildlife 
Refuge System is a division of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
within the Department of the 
Interior. 

In the spirit of March Madness and 
friendly competition, people were 
asked to place a pin on the national 
wildlife refuge closest to their 
home while winter naturalists 
kept an eye on which part of the 
country, what wildlife refuge, and 
which states led the challenge.

Though the east coast initially 
captured and retained the lead 
for the first few days, the western 
United States gained momentum 
and snatched the victory on the 
final weekend of the ten–day 
celebration. The victory was fueled 
by a large regional event held in 

Jackson March 20 – 23 
that brought in many visitors 
from throughout Wyoming and 
two of the neighboring states. 
Final results: refuges in the 
western United States = 391; 
refuges east of the Mississippi 
River = 246. The top five states 
receiving the most pins included:

�� Wyoming – 76
�� Texas – 44
�� Idaho – 38
�� Georgia – 39
�� California – 34

Activity organizers were unsure 
of what the outcome of the 

Above: The Snow King Hill Climb, a 
popular Jackson event, brought in enough 
local traffic on the last four days of the 
celbration to boost the regional number 
of pins. 

Right: Winter naturalist Justin St. Onge 
watches as a visitor pins her refuge. 
Refuges in the western United States ended 
up getting more pins than those east of the 
Mississippi River. 



competition would be, but they 
set and reached their primary 
objective: to raise awareness of 
the number of refuges protecting 
habitat and wildlife throughout 
the nation. “We had people asking 
if they should pin the refuge 
closest to where they live now, 
where they were born ... we left 
it entirely up to them,” explained 
Education and Outreach Specialist 
Lori Iverson, who came up the 
idea of the map. “Either way, it 
got them looking at the number 
and location of wildlife refuges.” 
Staff watched with smiles as one 
of the first participants pulled out 
his mobile phone and navigated to 
Google Maps to ensure he selected 
the closest of several refuges near 
his home. “He was fastidious about 
making sure he was accurate,” 
Iverson added.

The map project was only one of 
several activities held to celebrate 
the establishment of the National 
Wildlife Refuge System. Two 
temporary displays were set 
up in the small theater located 
on the top level of the Visitor 
Center. The first exhibit was 
a time line showing significant 
dates throughout the history of 
the Refuge System. The second 
display highlighted the 80–year 
history of the Federal Duck Stamp 

program. Duck Stamps serve as a 
vital tool for wetland conservation, 
with ninety-eight cents out of 
every dollar generated by the 
sales going directly to purchase or 
lease wetland habitat within the 
National Wildlife Refuge System. 
Refuge naturalists shared images 
of some of the previous Duck 
Stamps from throughout the years 
and set up a crafts station nearby 
with art supplies and reference 
books. Visitors could create their 
own stamp on a template and hang 
up their completed work as part of 
the display.

An off–site evening program 
was also offered to guests during 
the National Wildlife Refuge 
System celebration. The National 
Elk Refuge partnered with the 
National Museum of Wildlife 
Art for the museum’s final “Wild 
Wednesday” program of the season 
on March 19. The winter series at 
the art museum allows guests to 
indulge in a tapas–inspired menu in 
the cafe, explore the galleries, and 
relax to piano music in the lobby.

On March 19, Refuge seasonal 
naturalist Mike Nordell paired 
up with museum docent Bobbi 
Thomasma to offer guided gallery 
tours at 6:00 and 8:00 pm. The duo 
shared both a naturalist’s and 
artist’s perspective on the pieces 
along the tour, with a special 
emphasis on two exhibitions: The 
Darwin Legacy: The Evolution 
of Wildlife Art and Elegy: The 
African Photography of Nick 
Brandt 2001–2008. Nordell spoke 
on a variety of topics during 
his portion of the gallery walk, 
including National Elk Refuge 
history, wildlife conservation, 
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s Ivory Crush held last 
November in Denver.

“In general, people were excited 
to find and learn about refuges 
closest to their home,” said 
winter naturalist Justin St. 
Onge, who organized the event. 
“If our celebration results in 
raised awareness and more visits 
to refuges in the future, we 
accomplished our mission.”

A National Wildlife Refuge System time line used a variety of items such as signs, 
pictures, historical photos and text to interpret significant dates.

Both children and adults enjoyed creating 
their own Duck Stamp. Rick Howe, 
Director of Visitor Services for the Jackson 
Hole Chamber of Commerce, joined in the 
fun to create this art work.


