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Conservation is a truly American value, and our National Wildlife Ref-
uge System exempli!es America’s conservation leadership, which has 
become a model for the rest of the world. It began in 1903, when Presi-

dent "eodore Roosevelt established the !rst refuge at Pelican Island, Florida, 
to conserve bird populations that were being decimated for their feathers. Since 
Roosevelt’s time, the System has expanded to include 553 national wildlife ref-
uges and 38 wetland management districts, encompassing approximately 150 
million acres of lands and waters. 

Established primarily to protect wildlife and the habitat it needs to survive, 
refuges are home to more than 700 bird species, 220 mammals, 250 reptiles 
and amphibians, 1,000 species of !sh, and countless invertebrates and plants. 
"ey provide a haven for some 280 endangered species, including the Florida 
panther, the last of the big cats to survive in the East; Kemp’s ridley, loggerhead, 
and hawksbill sea turtles that come ashore to lay their eggs on the beaches of 
our Gulf Coast refuges; and the spectacled eider, a rare sea duck that breeds in 
Alaska’s Arctic. Refuges also helped save our national symbol, the bald eagle, 
from extinction.

In carrying out their wildlife conservation mission, refuges protect the re-
sources upon which people depend as well—for our enjoyment, our knowledge, 
and our health. 

Phil Owen, Owner, Birdwatchers Nature 
View, Wake!eld, Rhode Island

Phil Owen, owner of the Birdwatchers Nature View store in 
Wake!eld, Rhode Island, says the national wildlife refuges locat-
ed on Rhode Island’s coast are the perfect way to turn ordinary 
backyard birdwatchers into serious birders. That’s good for his 
business, which sells spotting scopes, binoculars, !eld guides, 
and other nature-related gear. “Most of my customers are people 
who are familiar only with cardinals, chickadees, bluejays—the 
kinds of birds that come to their feeders at home. Then they buy 
their !rst !eld guide in the store and ask where they can go to 
see some cool birds. I send them to the refuges. My store is a 
gateway and a portal to the refuges and all that they o"er,” states 
Owen.  

The nearby Trustom Pond, Ninigret, and Sachuest Point ref-
uges o"er incredible opportunities for birdwatching, attracting 
visitors from all over New England. “Osprey nest on almost all 
the refuges, and visitors can see other raptors, bluebirds, egrets, 
and herons,” Owen says. “Those are birds most of my custom-
ers have never seen, and may not even be aware are out there.” 
Owen has put his knowledge of the area’s birds to work, leading 
public walks at the refuges for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
to teach about neotropical migrants, and leading birding tours 
that include Block Island National Wildlife Refuge o" the Rhode 
Island coast. 

“[!e public lands represent] in a sense, the 
breathing space of the nation.” 

—President Richard M. Nixon, February 8, 1974

The Birdwatchers Nature View store in Wake!eld, RI, is a gateway to nearby 
wildlife refuges. | Photo courtesy of FWS
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