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The Deepwater Horizon oil disaster that began in April 2010 put tre-
mendous pressure on the resources of a Refuge System already stressed 
by a crippling backlog of unfunded needs. With wildlife refuges along 

the Gulf Coast in the direct path of the spreading oil, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service quickly dispatched sta! from refuges across the nation to inventory wild-
life resources before the oil arrived onshore and to help deal with the unfolding 
disaster.

More than 500 of the Refuge System’s approximately 3,700 employees were 
involved in responding to the oil spill. Combined, these workers spent more 
than 150,000 hours dealing with the disaster, equivalent to nearly 3,800 work 
weeks away from important projects at other refuge units and o"ces. Invasive 
species control, #re management, public safety improvements, visitor services, 
volunteer programs, and scienti#c studies at refuges around the country were 
put on hold or canceled as sta! were pulled from their regular duties to join the 
Gulf spill response.

Although the oil #nally stopped gushing, the impacts remain for refuge man-
agers and for the wildlife that depend on the refuges along the Gulf Coast. While 
some Refuge System employees are still being deployed to the Gulf to deal with 
the aftermath of the spill, those that have returned struggle to catch up on all the 
work that went undone while they were away. For a system already stressed by 
budget and sta"ng shortfalls, the disaster is far from over.

John Hanks, Hunter, Angler, and 
Biologist with Louisiana Department of 
Fish and Wildlife, Louisiana

John Hanks has been a hunter for as long as he can remember, 
beginning at the age of !ve when he started accompanying 
his father, grandpa, and uncle on hunting and !shing trips. 

By age 9, he was taking waterfowl and game himself, and he 
now spends “one hundred percent of my recreation time out-
doors,” much of it hunting and !shing on the !ve refuges that 
make up the Northern Louisiana Refuge Complex. Hunting is 
not just a pastime in northern Louisiana, “it’s a cultural thing,” 
says Hanks, who earns his living as a biologist with the Louisi-
ana Department of Fish and Wildlife. “Having a place available 
where anyone can hunt and !sh and use the outdoors is a perfect 
example of what American freedoms are. I would not be in the 
profession I’m in today if I hadn’t had these opportunities.”

Louisiana’s refuges provide some of the state’s only opportu-
nities to hunt and !sh without paying steep hunt-club leasing 
fees. “Having a National Wildlife Refuge System that I can use 
at little or no cost is just invaluable to me,” Hanks notes. “Ref-
uges also are the only lands managed primarily for wildlife, 
and they’re just about the only remaining places in Louisiana 
that have bottomland hardwood forest habitats,” he adds. “A lot 
of the other land available for hunting is either agricultural or 
single-species pine forest that’s managed primarily for timber.” 
As a biologist, Hanks also sees hunting as a means to protect ref-
uge "ora by keeping species like deer in check. “Hunting is a very 
valuable tool for wildlife managers,” he notes.

Fishing at Breton NWR in Louisiana just a few days before oil from the Deepwater Horizon disaster 
arrived | Linda DiLorenzo Zubrowski

Hunters Lester Langley and John Hanks use the national wildlife refuges of 
northern Louisiana to hunt a variety of waterfowl and game. | Photo courtesy 
of John Hanks


