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An Asset for Recreation—Located in every U.S. state and territory, and 
within an hour’s drive of nearly every major U.S. city, refuges provide easy access 
and incomparable settings for outdoor recreation. !ey attracted approximately 
45 million visitors in 2010, and that number grows larger every year (see Fig-
ure 1). !e Refuge System’s abundant wildlife and spectacular scenery bene"t 
participants of increasingly popular activities such as bird-watching, wildlife 
observation, and photography. And refuges provide some of the best sporting 
opportunities in the country, with about 400 refuge units open to hunting, "sh-
ing, or both.

An Asset for Education—Refuges are some of America’s most important 
outdoor classrooms. Each year, approximately 750,000 students and teachers 
participate in formal environmental education programs sponsored by refuges 
across the nation. Many more students visit refuges each year to participate in 
outdoor events, hike on refuge trails, volunteer, "sh, and hunt. 

An Asset for Human Health—Healthy refuge habitats provide immeasur-
able bene"ts for human communities. !ey clean the air we breathe, "lter storm 
water before it runs downstream to municipal water supplies, and often reduce 
#ood risk by capturing excess rainwater and attenuating coastal storm surges. 
Without the environmental services that our national wildlife refuges provide, 
Americans’ access to the public health bene"ts of clean air and water would be 
compromised. 

Zac Burson and Students, Bossier Parish, 
Louisiana

For high school students Kevin Sirknight and Josh Blanks, of 
Bossier Parish, Louisiana, a youth volunteer program at the Red 
River National Wildlife Refuge has been a life-changing experi-
ence. Sirknight, a student at Airline High School, describes him-
self as “a trouble kid” before becoming involved with the refuge. 
Now, he gets good grades in school, stays out of trouble, and is 
a dedicated refuge volunteer who enjoys “being with other kids 
who want to do something with their lives and learn something.” 
Blanks, a senior at Parkway High School, says that “volunteering 
at Red River National Wildlife Refuge has helped me look at the 
world in a whole di!erent way than before.”

Zac Burson, who coordinates the refuge-based volunteer pro-
gram with teacher Cathey Carey of Airline High School, started 
the program three years ago with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
sta! and the Friends of the Red River National Wildlife Refuge as 
a way to involve area youth in outdoor-based community ser-
vice. “I never realized how much of the work that gets done on 
refuges is done by volunteers,” says Burson. In the last year, his 
students have helped remove invasive species, constructed trails, 
built an interpretative information booth, learned construction 
skills by helping to renovate refuge buildings, and helped the 
Friends group with community outreach events. Some program 
participants, says Burson, “are city kids who have never seen or 
experienced nature before. Now, they’re learning how to take 
care of the land and the plants and animals that live there.” 

Pat Stinson, Refuge Manager of the Red River NWR, works with Kevin Sirknight 
(center) and other student volunteers from Bossier Parish high schools. | Photo 
courtesy of Zac Burson

Figure 1. Refuges draw a steadily growing number of visitors each year. In 
FY 2010, they attracted nearly 45 million people, an increase of more than 
7 million from FY 2005. 


