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In 1994, the Board of Directors of the National
Wildlife Refuge Association made an important deci-
sion. They agreed that citizen support groups
(“Friends”) were critical to the protection and perpet-
uation of the National Wildlife Refuge System. For this
reason, the Board added Friends group development
and training to their strategic plan.

At that time, no formal programs existed to support
Friends groups. Many established refuge Friends
groups were struggling with issues such as board orga-
nization, developing strong partnerships with refuge
management, effective advocacy, and fundraising.
Newly forming organizations were also struggling with
basic issues such as how to write by-laws and apply
for non-profit status.

For this reason, the National Wildlife Refuge Asso-
ciation launched the Friends Initiative in October 1996
with grant funding from the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation, the George Gund Foundation, Plum Creek
Foundation, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

When we began the Initiative, it was clear that one of
our first priorities would be to create a handbook on
how to get a Friends group started – everyone was
asking for some form of written “How to Do It” guide.
We decided that the best way to write this guide was
to ask the experts – go to the experienced Friends
groups and ask them “What are the Keys to Success
in organizing a Friends group?” In January 1997, we
held a workshop that was attended by private citizens
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service staff that were the
Friends experts. These people shared their knowledge
with us and this handbook is a compilation of their
work.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is pleased
to provide you with this handbook. We hope you will
join us and your fellow citizens in supporting our
National Wildlife Refuge System by starting or join-
ing a Friends group. The personal rewards are tremen-
dous and our refuge system will benefit immeasurably
from your help.
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A Message from Evan Hirsche

President of the National Wildlife
Refuge Association
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For up-to-date information on the Friends Initiative, NWRA, legislation,
refuge activities, and more . . .

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is
the only national membership organization
dedicated solely to protecting and perpetuat-
ing the National Wildlife Refuge System. Our
mission is to protect, enhance and expand the
National Wildlife Refuge System, lands set
aside by the American people to protect our
country’s diverse wildlife heritage. We advocate
increased Congressional funding and improved
policies to maintain a healthy and properly
managed wildlife refuge system capable of sus-
taining diverse plants and wildlife. Combining
a Washington, D.C. headquarters, regional rep-
resentatives and members from around the
country, the NWRA is a leader, mobilizing citi-
zen support for refuges.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association
works to ensure that our national system of
wildlife refuges is protected today and for gen-
erations to come. Since its 1975 founding, the
National Wildlife Refuge Association has also
worked to:

● Increase public awareness, involvement,
and support for wildlife refuges

● Promote cooperation among varied conser-
vation and environmental groups

● Protect individual refuges from threats to
wildlife habitat

● Improve the management and protection of
the Refuge System by providing informa-
tion to administrations and Congressional
decision makers

● Influence legislation that defines the future
of the Refuge System

● Advocate for adequate funding and
improved policy guidance for the Refuge
System

● Network with Friends groups and support-
ing their actions on behalf of refuges.

Mission and Focus
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1994 1995 1996 1997

1994 1995 1996 1997

1994 1995 1996 1997

National Wildlife Refuge Association (NWRA) adds Friends group training and devel-
opment to its strategic plan.

NWRA submits Friends Initiative grant proposal to the National Fish and Wildlife Foun-
dation (NFWF). Goals of the project included identifying existing Friends groups, help-
ing new groups get started, and developing a resource handbook.

President Clinton signs Executive Order on the Management and General Public Use of
the National Wildlife Refuge System.

US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) sponsors a workshop: From Executive Order to
Collective Action. Participants Friends groups as the highest priority for strengthening
the refuge system.

NFWF hosts first Friends Initiative Roundtable to discuss building Friends groups and
implementing NWRA’s Friends Initiative.

October NWRA officially begins work on the Friends Initiative project.

FWS receives funds to sponsor a Friends mentoring program to provide one-on-one
training to refuge staff and new Friends group members. It also receives funds to con-
duct a Friends workshop for refuge managers.

National Audubon Society launches its Audubon Refuge Keepers (ARK) program
designed to stimulate citizen action on refuges through local Audubon chapters.

NWRA begins national surveys of Friends groups and refuge managers.

March FWS launches its Friends mentoring program.

July FWS sponsors its first workshop for refuge managers and park superintendents on
Friends groups.

August NWRA publishes first Refuge Friends Group Directory.

November NWRA launches Friends Initiative phase two, to include workshops, networking opportu-
nities, improved communications systems, and direct technical and financial assistance.

October FWS funds Friends mini-grant program.  $100,000 to $125,000 will be made available
to Friends groups. The program is administered as a cooperative effort between the
FWS, NWRA, NFWF, and NAS.

January NWRA sponsors first meeting of Friends group leaders and FWS staff.  “Keys to Suc-
cess” are discussed and an outline for a handbook is developed.

History of the Friends Initiative



January Audubon’s ARK Program grows to more than 35 refuge sup-
port groups.

August NWRA, NAS, NFWF and FWS disburse 50 mini-grants to
Friends groups, for a total of $180,500, to support start-up
and capacity-building activities as well as specific projects.

October First regional network of Friends groups, the Friends of
Refuges Mid-Atlantic (FORMA), begins to take shape.

March NWRA and Audubon host 20 Friends groups in Washing-
ton, DC for an advocacy bootcamp.  Friends lobby their law-
makers for increased Refuge System funding.

November NWRA hosts the Friends Academy, a three-day workshop
to build Friends groups’ skills in the areas of board develop-
ment, fundraising and volunteer management.

March NWRA publishes its second resource manual, entitled Build-
ing Your Nest Egg: An Introduction to Raising Funds for
National Wildlife Refuge Support Groups.

May Audubon’s ARK Program includes more than 75 refuge sup-
port groups.

May NWRA’s new president, Evan Hirsche, makes Friends a top
priority in the Association’s five-year business plan.  NWRA
and FWS begin to plan the first annual National Refuge
Friends Conference.

November Fifteen Friends groups participate in a pilot media project,
providing grassroots support for the efforts of the Coopera-
tive Alliance for Refuge Enhancement (CARE). Project is
highly successful, with widespread media coverage of the
Refuge System funding crisis.

February More than 220 Friends, representing 102 refuges and 43
states, gather in Washington D.C. at the first annual Nation-
al Refuge Friends Conference for a weekend of skills-build-
ing and networking sponsored by the FWS and NWRA. More
than 130 Friends lobby their lawmakers for increased refuge
funding.
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1998 1999 2000

1998 1999 2000

1998 1999 2000

“Friends Group” is defined as any formal organization whose mission
is to support the goals and purposes of its associated refuge and the
National Wildlife Refuge System overall. This includes Friends Orga-
nizations and Cooperating and Interpretive Associations.

‘Why are you
involved in
the Friends
group?’ *

“The refuge is a
part of our com-
munity.”

– Molly Brown,
Friends of Back Bay,

Virginia Beach, 
Virginia. 

“I live here.”
– Jackie Peoples, 

Partnership for the
Sounds, Columbia,

North Carolina. 

“A love of
wildlife and the
Refuge, as well
as the time to
give of my tal-
ents.”
– Marilyn Kloosterman,
“Ding” Darling Wildlife

Society

“As a long time
volunteer in the
field of recre-
ation and parks
with an interest
in wildlife and
conservation, I
wanted to try
and make a dif-
ference.”

– Harlen Tucker,
Friends Of 

Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center

*Friends Survey,
NWRA, 1997



Our Vision for the Friends Initiative is to promote the devel-
opment of local Friends organizations that will provide an inde-
pendent citizen voice for the protection, conservation and
enhancement of fish and wildlife and their habitats for the ben-
efit of present and future generations.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is committed to
strengthening existing and perpetuating the creation of new
Friends organizations that:

● Are informed of and support the mission of the National
Wildlife Refuge System;

● Provide a positive community influence and act as a doorway
to the public;

● Are independent advocates working to protect the natural
resource; 

● Strive to influence support for the local refuge and the
National Wildlife Refuge System overall;

● Cooperate with other Friends organizations locally, regional-
ly, and nationally and participate whenever possible in col-
laborative programs with these groups as well as with the
National Wildlife Refuge Association;

● Strive to maintain a relationship of cooperation and mutual
respect with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service personnel; and

● Adhere to high ethical standards of behavior applicable to
private nonprofit charitable organizations and adhere to all
reporting requirements and other regulations as required by
state and federal law.
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When the National Wildlife Refuge Association launched the
Friends Initiative, it was clear that a basic guide book was need-
ed to help citizens form new refuge Friends groups.  Around
the country, citizens were “reinventing the wheel,” spending
precious time and energy figuring out how to file for non-profit
status or deciding what the Board of Directors would do.

Taking Flight is written for use by both citizens and refuge
staff who are working to form a new Friends group.  Because
there is so much information we could offer in this handbook,
we had to make some difficult decisions about what to include
and what to leave out. To help us, we decided that the book
should do the following:

● Give new or forming Friends groups and refuge
staff the tools to get started during the first year of
organization.

● Give Friends groups and refuge staff an overview, a
distillation of information in a quick, easy, and
readable format.

● Teach Friends groups and refuge staff the impor-
tance of forming and maintaining relationships
that are built around the natural resource.

To write this handbook, we consulted the experts – those cit-
izens and refuge staff who had experienced a long history of suc-
cess with a Friends group. The National Wildlife Refuge Asso-
ciation convened a meeting in January 1997, where these
Friends experts described the “keys to success” in organizing
and developed a model process for building a Friends group.
This handbook is a compilation of their stories, insights and
wisdom.

As you form your Friends group, you will have many ques-
tions that are not fully answered in this book. However, we
believe that Taking Flight provides the basic tools you will need
to get started. We hope you will agree that this book is a useful
tool in building your organization.  
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About this handbook

Note: The National Wildlife Refuge Association grants permission
to reprint any part of this handbook. Please credit Taking Flight
and National Wildlife Refuge Asssociation in any copies made. 



Friends Groups
Helen Bain Friends of Bon Secour NWR AL
Edgar Bristow Atlantic Audubon NJ
Molly Brown Friends of Back Bay VA
Kurt Buchholtz Rocky Mountain Nature Association CO
Edward Crozier Friends of Minnesota Valley and NWRA MN
Ann Haines Friends of the Minnesota Valley NWR MN
Beverly Heinze-Lacey Friends of Parker River NWR and NWRA MA
Richard Hickner Friends of Brazoria National Wildlife Refuge TX
Carol Kolash Rocky Mountain Arsenal Wildlife Society CO
Molly Krival Ding Darling Wildlife Society FL
Florence LaRiviere Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge CA
Emerson Learn Friends of Bosque del Apache NM
Jane Storm St Marks Refuge Association FL
Penny Thomsen Friends of Walnut Creek NWR IA
Tana Watt Friends of Mashpee NWR MA
Frank Wolff Friends of Blackwater NWR Association, Inc. MD

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Janet AdyNational Education and Training Center WV
Rick Coleman US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 1 OR
George Constantino US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 7 AK
Tony Leger US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 5 MA
Patricia Martinkovic Long Island NWR Complex NY
Phil Norton Bosque del Apache NWR NM
Allyson Rowell US Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Refuges VA
John Stasko Back Bay NWR VA
Tom Worthington US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 3 MN

National Wildlife Refuge Association and National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
William Ashe National Wildlife Refuge Association MA
Karen Hollingsworth National Wildlife Refuge Association CO
Kathleen Pickering National Fish and Wildlife Foundation DC

Speakers and Observers
Angeline Andrew National Wildlife Refuge Association NH
Sarah Bevilacqua US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 5 MA
Jim and Mildred Clark Refuge Reporter VA
Anne Criss National Wildlife Refuge Association DC
Dan Ashe US Fish and Wildlife Service, External Affairs DC
Ronald Lambertson US Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 5 MA
Robert Shallenberger US Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Refuges VA
Robert Streeter US Fish and Wildlife Service, Directorate DC
David Tobin National Wildlife Refuge Association DC
Lora Wondolowski National Audubon Society DC

Facilitators
Jim Feldt and 
Wes Wyens Institute of Community Area Development/University of Georgia
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National Wildlife Refuge Association Friends Meeting, January 1997
Meeting Participants, Speakers, Observers, and Facilitators
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President Theodore Roosevelt created the first
refuge on Florida’s Pelican Island in 1903. He used the
power of the Presidency to put a stop to the destruc-
tion of breeding colonies of brown pelicans whose
feathers were used in the millinery industry.  Roo-
sevelt, a lifelong conservationist and big game hunter
saw an end to the country’s seemingly boundless
resources, something many of his contemporaries
could not imagine. Roosevelt did something about it.
He went on to set up 52 more refuges, some for the pro-
tection of big game species such as bears, deer and elk.

Roosevelt said:

“Defenders of the short-sighted men who in their
greed and selfishness will, if permitted, rob our coun-
try of half its charm by their reckless extermination of
all useful and beautiful wild things sometimes seek to
champion them by saying that ‘the game belongs to
the people.’ So it does; and not merely to the people
now alive, but to the unborn people. The ‘greatest
good of the greatest number’ applies to the number
within the womb of time, compared to which those
now alive form but an insignificant fraction.” 

Now, a century later, with more than 540 refuges,
the National Wildlife Refuge System manages a
unique and valuable array of more than 94 million
acres set aside to preserve and protect the diversity
of this country’s natural environment and its 

Pelican Island, the first refuge,
had its start in citizen action
carried out by the country’s very
first refuge manager, Paul
Kroegel. The following is an
excerpt from an interview with
J.T. Thompson, Kroegel’s,
daughter, written by Phil Million
which appeared in the Fish and
Wildlife News, Jan. 1979. She
tells how her father became the
manager of the Pelican Island

2

What is the National Wildlife
Refuge System?

Refuge. The story vividly illus-
trates the power of one or two
people when they put their pas-
sion behind a cause:
“..Attracted by the Homestead
Act and the lure of balmy
weather, more and more people
were coming to Florida’s east
coast at this time. The gradual
increase in boat traffic spelled
trouble for the highly visible -
and highly vulnerable - colony

of pelicans inhabiting Pelican
Island.
“One must remember these
were freewheeling times. Game
laws were practically non-exis-
tent. Plume hunters were dev-
astating waterfowl in the Ever-
glades to supply the fashion
industry’s demand for feathers.
One observer pretty well
summed up human behavior
toward wildlife on Florida’s

The Story of the First Refuge                                                              Pelican Island, FL 

1903 Executive
order

signed by Theodore
Roosevelt establish-
es Pelican Island,
Florida, as a “pre-
serve and breeding
ground for native
birds.” During two
terms in office, Roo-
sevelt establishes
more than 50 Nation-
al Wildlife Refuges
and withdraws
enough land from the
control of commer-
cial interests to pro-
vide space for future
refuges, along with
lands for national
park and forest sys-
tems. In 30 years,
the system expands
to 1.6 million acres.

1934 Congress
passes the

Migratory Bird Hunt-
ing Stamp Act to pro-
vide funds for the
purchase of migra-
tory bird habitat.

Continued on page 3



wild creatures. Waterfowl Production Areas (WPA’s)
add nearly 2 million more acres in the north central
region of the country. These small “prairie pothole”
wetlands are managed to preserve breeding, migrat-
ing and wintering habitat for waterfowl. On average
over 200,000 acres of new lands are added to the
refuge system every year.

The refuge system is managed by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service of the Department of the Interior, in
the Executive branch of government. Today it pre-
serves diverse ecosystems with over 220 species of
mammals, more than 700 species of birds, 250 reptiles
and amphibians and over 200 species of fish, including
168 threatened and endangered species. The system
stretches from Alaska to the Florida Keys, and from
Maine to the Trust Islands in the Pacific. There are
refuges in Guam, Puerto Rico, and American Samoa.
Your refuge is but one link in a large chain that makes
up the National Wildlife Refuge System. 

A success story? It certainly is. Yet, the future of
the refuge system is threatened and refuges
need help from local citizens.

The Refuge System is burdened by public ignorance
and neglect and survives mainly due to the dedica-
tion of employees who manage it and the volunteers
who help them. The varied challenges of managing
individual refuges are met every day by dedicated
refuge managers and their staffs whose problems vary
from refuge to refuge. Inadequate funding is the basic
issue which plagues nearly every one.

While the national park system receives about $16
per acre in annual federal funding, the refuge sys-
tem, with 14 million acres more land, will receive

waterways in the late 1870’s
when he reported: 'Practically
all tourists were armed with
rifles, shotguns, revolvers, or all
three. These armed men lined
the rails of the steamboats and
shot ad libitum at alligators,
waterfowl, or anything that
made an attractive target.
There were practically no
restrictions on shooting,
although the steamers never
stopped to gather in the game,
but left it where it fell.'"

3
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Mrs. Thompson remembers
well her father’s accounts of
those days of trouble for his
beloved pelicans: “The channel
was such that boats had to go
within 100 feet of Pelican
Island. When the boats got
close, the pelicans would just
rise up and hover around them.
And that’s when people started
shooting at the pelicans. Well,
daddy saw what was happening
and he just had to do some-
thing about it.”

What he did was begin an
intensive lobbying campaign on
behalf of the birds.
According to Mrs. Thompson,
one valuable, if unsung, ally in
this campaign was a Mrs. Lath-
am who ran a popular fishing
lodge a few miles away and
numbered among her clientele
various “big people from Wash-
ington.” When such VIP’s were
in residence, she would send
word to Kroegel via the mail 

1934 President
Franklin D.

Roosevelt appoints
J.N. “Ding” Darling,
chief of the Bureau
of Biological Survey,
then part of the
Department of Agri-
culture, the agency in
charge of what will
become the National
Wildlife Refuge Sys-
tem. Darling hired J.
Clark Salyer II, a
young biologist who
traveled around the
country to identify
likely sites for
refuges. Refuge sys-
tem expands to 5.6
million acres.

1940 Fish &
Wildlife

Service formally
established under the
Department of the
Interior. The Refuge
System grows to 9.6
million acres in the
lower 48 states, 8
million more acres in
Alaska.

1960’s Land and
Water Con-

servation Fund set
up to collect rev-
enues from offshore
drilling leases used
to increase public
space for outdoor
recreation, and to
supplement duck
stamp sales.

Continued from page 2

Continued on page 4



about $3 per acre in 2003. Currently a funding back-
log of nearly $2-billion leaves refuge managers unable
to manage these lands to a level that will maintain
their integrity into the future. It is a shortfall that
endangers the mission of the refuge system: to pre-
serve these lands for future generations.

The bottom line:  While some progress is being
made, the National Wildlife Refuge System is still
understaffed and underfunded. The public either
doesn’t understand or is unaware of the mission of
refuges for wildlife first.  Members of Congress need to
be fully informed about the value of our refuges and
encouraged to ensure adequate funding.

That’s where citizens can make a difference on
refuges.

They can help ensure that refuge lands are protect-
ed and preserved, that their mission in protecting
wildlife is not compromised, and that Congress allo-
cates sufficient funds and supports positive legislation
that preserve the system. They provide refuges with
critical support by volunteering, raising funds and
educating the public. Many citizens have increased
their effectiveness by banding together and forming
Friends Groups.

Friends groups play a critical role in helping the
public understand the importance of protecting and
preserving our refuges – in essence, they act as refuge
“ambassadors.” Friends groups have proven to be
highly effective partners in working to improve the
ability of refuges to meet their missions.

4

boat that ran between Titusville
and Stewart.
“The mailman would come by
and say so-and-so is there and
my father would go right up
there and use all the influence
he possibly could to get the pel-
icans some help from 
Washington.”
Another important enlistee in
Kroegel’s cause was the
famous ornithologist, Dr. Frank

M. Chapman, who was later to
describe Pelican Island’s bird
colony as “the most interesting
in my experience.” Chapman,
already heavily engaged in the
battle to halt the plume trade,
helped spread the word about
the need to protect the 
pelicans.
“What my father wanted to do
was get word through to Presi-
dent Roosevelt.” Mrs. Thomp-

son says. “He wanted Pelican
Island to be a Federal reserva-
tion so he would have the pow-
er to keep people off the
island.”
Roosevelt made him the man-
ager of the refuge in 1903.

The Story of . . .                                                                                   Pelican Island, FL

1973 Endan-
gered

Species Act autho-
rized the purchase of
refuge lands to pro-
tect a wide variety of
wildlife and plants.

1980 Alaska
National

Interest Lands Con-
servation Act
expands the existing
Alaska refuges by
13.7 million acres,
and establishes 40
million acres of new
refuges. The refuge
system more than
doubles in size.

1994 The 500th
refuge is

added - Canaan Val-
ley Refuge in West
Virginia.

1996 President
Clinton

signs a landmark
executive order
which clearly defines
and reaffirms the
mission, guiding prin-
ciples and priority
public uses of the
National Wildlife
Refuge System: “...to
preserve a national
network of lands and
waters for the con-
servation and man-
agement of the fish,
wildlife, and plants of
the United States for
the benefit of present
and future genera-
tions."

Continued from page 3



Friends groups are made up of lots of “regular folks”:
students, teachers, carpenters, bankers, nurses, pro-
fessors, retirees. The one thing these people have in
common is that they care about the refuge as a natu-
ral resource and work to protect it. Their concern for
the resource spurs them into action to organize a
Friends group that is dedicated to promoting and per-
petuating their local refuge.

Few people know that the refuge in their area is a
part of a larger national system, that the refuge system
is under-funded, and lacks political support. Friends
groups can promote the system by helping their local
community understand the mission of the refuge as a
place for wildlife first.

Starting with their local refuge, each individual can
make a difference to the whole refuge system and help
to ensure its future. Friends of refuges not only get
their hands dirty donating time, energy and sweat,
they also perform the critical mission of public out-
reach —  of communicating the refuge story not just to
the general public, but to lawmakers who legislate the
future of refuge lands. An effective Friends group can
bring a strong and powerful voice to their local refuge.
The collective action of volunteer groups communicat-
ing the importance of their local refuges then strength-
ens the refuge system as a whole.

Friends groups may also be non-profit organizations,
but some are organized strictly as advocacy groups and
may not meet IRS requirements for tax-deductible sta-
tus.  Many Friends groups have formal, written agree-
ments that define their relationship with their local
refuge (Memorandum of Agreement or Cooperative
Agreement).  While these are encouraged and are use-
ful documents, they are not required to become a refuge
Friends group.

5

What are Friends and
why are they so
important?

“You’re REALLY missing the boat if you don’t have one!”
—Leland (Lee) E. Herzberger, Refuge Manager, Muscatatuck NWR

(Refuge Manager Survey, NWRA, 1997)

1997 President Clinton signs
the National Wildlife

Refuge System Improvement
Act. The Act declares that compati-
ble wildlife-dependent recreational
uses are legitimate priority public
uses of refuges. The six uses —
hunting, fishing, wildlife observa-
tion, photography, environmental
education and interpretation — are
to receive enhanced consideration
in planning and management over
all other general public uses of the
Refuge System. When planning for
expanded and new refuges and
when making refuge management
decisions, the Act requires effective
coordination with other federal
agencies, state fish and wildlife or
conservation agencies and refuge
neighbors. This was an invitation to
embrace Support Groups and vol-
unteers of all types.

1998President Clinton signs
the National Wildlife

Refuge System Volunteer and Com-
munity Partnership Enhancement
Act. The Act greatly expands public
involvement in the National Wildlife
Refuge System and reaffirms the
commitment and need to work with
volunteers and partners to expand
the ability to accomplish the mission
of the Refuge System. The Act
specifically focuses on enhance-
ment of partnerships, volunteers
and educational opportunities.

2000 Congress overwhelming-
ly passes the National

Wildlife Refuge System Centennial
Act. This law broadens public
understanding and appreciation for
the Refuge System by expanding
partnerships for their care and
strengthening the infrastructure of
the 540 refuges that make up the
System; calls for the establishment
of a Centennial Commission com-
prised of prominent American citi-
zens and decision-makers; and
tasks the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service with developing a long-
term plan to address the highest
priority operations, maintenance,
and construction needs of the
Refuge System. 
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“As most who belong to our group, I have a love for the outdoors and its wildlife.
Habitat and wildlife need all of the help all of us can give. Helping others is what
makes the project work.”

–Phil McClure, Muscatatuck Wildlife Society,
Seymour, Indiana. (Friends Survey, NWRA, 1997)

❑ Volunteer for projects to improve refuge
resources.

❑ Educate U.S. Representatives and Senators.

❑ Vote for legislation that supports the refuge sys-
tem and its natural resources.

❑ Raise public awareness and interest in a refuge
by: offering educational programs and festivals;
writing letters to newspapers; and participat-
ing in community meetings.

❑ Raise funds to support refuge projects and pro-
grams.

❑ Join the NWRA. Stay informed.

Friends groups 
are …

● Advocates for a local refuge
and the National Wildlife
Refuge System.

● Formal organizations
designed to support the mission
of a refuge.

● Private, independent organi-
zations formed and managed
by local citizens.

Friends groups 
are not …

● “Anti” groups

● A “mouthpiece” for refuge
management or the Fish and
Wildlife Service.

● Refuge managers.

What can Friends do to turn
their concern into action?

“(Having a Friends Group)... is an effective way to get work
done, get funding for projects and increase refuge identity
and outreach.”

–Paul D. Daly, Refuge Manager, Bombay Hook NWR
(Refuge Manager Survey, NWRA, 1997)
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Salt marsh bird's beak, Tijuana Slough NWR, California



Meeting Participants

National Wildlife Refuge Association
Friends Meeting

January 31 through February 2, 1997
Virginia Beach, Virginia

Courtesy Jim Clark, Refuge Reporter



The Model Process for
starting a Friends group

9
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Around the country, there are a num-
ber of refuge Friends groups that have
a great deal of experience and a long
history of success. In January 1997, the
National Wildlife Refuge Association
convened a meeting of these groups and
their affiliated Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice staff to tap into their expertise.

The meeting had several goals. One
major goal was to develop an outline for
this handbook. The twenty-eight par-
ticipants shared their experiences and
enthusiasm for the refuge system.

They shared their success stories and
talked about their bumps and bruises
too.  Most importantly, everyone
worked together to provide an outline
of the most critical aspects of Friends
group organization and development.
Through their experiences, they
described the “keys to success” and for-
mulated a Model Process for Organiz-
ing a Friends Group.

These Friends experts agreed that
while each group’s experience will be
different, all will go through this mod-
el process as they organize and grow.

The remainder of this handbook
describes the model process in detail.
The appendix contains a number of
tools and sample documents to help
your group get started.

THE CORE GROUP
A core group of enthusiastic and energetic
people perceive a need or see that a
Friends group could make a difference for
a refuge. That group engages in a dia-
logue with the refuge manager and staff.

DEVELOP A
PARTNERSHIP

The dialogue initiates the development of
a partnership between the FWS staff and
the Friends of the refuge. The substance
of the dialogue is about the needs and
issues confronting the natural resource
and refuge.

MISSION & VISION
The result of the interactions is an initial
vision and mission for the Friends group.
The Friends have been informally orga-
nized to that point.

BUILD THE
ORGANIZATION

The group begins to formalize their organi-
zation. They build the organization struc-
ture and develop the board.

PLANNING
The Board of Directors then begin to
develop plans for goals and programs that
will help to fulfill the mission and to
achieve the vision.

OUTREACH &
MEMBERSHIP

The Friends group then engages in out-
reach activities, builds and maintains its
membership, and raises funds.

CELEBRATE!
Along the way, the Friends group cele-
brates its successes, whether large or
small.

A Model Process for Starting a Friends Group



11

● Good communication among mem-
bers and between the FWS staff and
friends.

● Learning about pertinent govern-
ment processes, including coming to
know who in the agency’s hierarchy
is the person who is authorized to
make decision relative to the issues
the Friends address.

● Consistent use of the network to
ensure good advice from other
friends groups, other non-profit
organizations, and other resources,
so that the Friends do not waste
time and energy re-inventing the
wheel.

● Continual effort to nurture the good
relationship between the refuge
staff and the friends.

● Wise attention to group dynamics.

The Story of …                             Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge

Each Friends group has a story
to tell.

Citizens Committee to Com-
plete the Refuge started as a
handful of citizens concerned
about the loss of wetlands
around San Francisco Bay. A
core group was instrumental in
an original Refuge Committee.
In 1972, they got a bill passed
into law to establish the existing
refuge.

At an informal “kitchen table"
meeting in 1985, the group
expanded its efforts. One of the
members proposed acquiring
every remaining acre of wet-
lands around the Bay to double
the size of the Refuge - some
20,000 more acres. 

The campaign involved gather-
ing support from all the cities
and towns around the Bay.
They gathered signatures, dis-

tributed bumper stickers, wrote
and appeared in public service
announcements, produced
brochures, gathered the sup-
port of businesses and lawmak-
ers and raised money. 

In 1988, after a long campaign,
a bill was passed in the House
and the Senate to acquire every
remaining acre of the Bay wet-
lands for the refuge, doubling
its size.

Five foundations support
this model process:
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Antelope, Red Rock Lakes NWR, Montana



Every Friends group has its own unique story about
how it got started. Most have stories of bumps and
bruises along the way and also stories of great suc-
cesses.

In some cases, one or two people recognized the need,
talked with the refuge manager and formed a group. 

In other cases, an issue arose that galvanized peo-
ple into action — these people wanted to protect or
establish a refuge and organized a group. In addition,
there are cases where the refuge staff developed posi-
tive relationships with the community and the refuge
was perceived as a good neighbor. In these cases, a
Friends group formed because they were interested in
helping their “neighbor in need.” 

Regardless of the reason for organizing, all
groups got their start with a core group of com-
munity leaders who recognized the need for a
Friends group.

A strong core group is essential to beginning the pro-
cess of forming a Friends organization.

While some of these groups are now mature with
large memberships and budgets, each has also experi-
enced great achievements while they were fledgling
groups with a handful of dollars and only a few mem-
bers.

Ding Darling Wildlife Society got
its start in 1982 as a cooperat-
ing association to support the
mission of the refuge by offering
interpretive and environmental
education opportunities to visi-
tors. The Society has grown to
about 1,000 members. The local
members donate 22,000 hours

14

THE CORE GROUP

Forming the Core Leadership

The Story of . . .                                                               Ding Darling Wildlife Society

in volunteer time and contribute
about $50,000 to fund projects
for the refuge annually. After
eight years of deriving income
from a few shelves of books,
membership dues and dona-
tions, the Society enclosed a
visitor center deck to make a
sales area. Recently, they

launched a drive to raise $2 mil-
lion to build a new visitor center.
So far, they are approaching the
halfway mark, and when they
do, they plan to break ground.



● Can lead without being
overbearing.

● Has or is able to devel-
op community connec-
tions.

● Has a flexible style.
● Has the ability to moti-

vate and hold members
accountable.

● Makes needed changes
in board members in a
diplomatic way.

● Is able to recognize tal-
ents and match them
with what needs to be
done.

15

THE CORE GROUP

Friends of Parker River National
Wildlife Refuge started in 1992
when its community was
embroiled in a piping plover ver-
sus people controversy. With
less than 50 members, the
Friends helped to resolve the
controversy. The piping plover
was a protected species and the

“We are involved with the friends group because we can see results of our efforts; we
have contributed financially; we have freely given our time because we believe that
we are saving taxpayer dollars, while deriving great satisfaction for ourselves.”

—Robert Jones, Okefenokee Wildlife League, Inc.,
Folkston, Georgia (Friends Survey, NWRA, 1997)

A GOOD LEADER

There are some common factors involved in
forming the core leadership and beginning the pro-
cess of organizing a group.

❑ Two to five highly dedicated, like mind-
ed people, are needed to start the pro-
cess. 

❑ The core group engages in dialogue
with the refuge manager and staff to
discuss the need for a Friends group. 

❑ The core group begins to attract and
recruit members to the board.

❑ The core group begins the work of
developing a successful relationship
with the refuge staff, and creating a
vision and mission for the Friends
group and building the organization.

The Story of . . .                                                                Friends of Parker River NWR

Friends gained support from
both the community and federal
legislators. With only a handful
of dedicated volunteers, this
group sponsored a community-
wide piping plover festival,
which has since become an
annual event. As a result of the
work performed by this group,

the local community now sees
the refuge as a valuable natural
resource and is promoting eco-
tourism as a primary industry.



Environmental organizations

School Board

Service clubs (Kiwanis, Lions)

Features, newspaper ads or letters to editor

Refuge volunteers

Conservation committees

City Council

Chamber of Commerce

Universities, technical schools

Students and teachers

Religious groups

Societies (historical, garden clubs)

Council on Aging, elder services

Sports enthusiasts (hunting, fishing)

Refuge neighbors

Other refuge partners

Look for core
leaders who have:

● A real concern for the refuge.
● Some organizational skills.
● A willingness to “work” and
not simply advise.
● Time to commit for an indefi-
nite period and energy to get
the friends group started.
● Enthusiasm.
● An ability to adapt to local
geographical and cultural
needs.
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THE CORE GROUP

Where to look for
core leaders

“All journeys begin with the first step.”
–Ed Bristow, Atlantic Audubon and

Friends of Forsythe NWR

What can I do to get
them involved?

● Make phone calls
● Attend public meetings
● Prepare refuge slide shows
● Write letters to the newspaper
● Write feature articles
● Personal visits
● Ask prominent people in com-
munity for recommendations



Be careful about who you choose for board leader-
ship; this start-up group can make or break the pro-
cess. 

~
Be sure to not “just take anybody,” — be sure to

match people with needed skills.
~

Don’t be too limiting in creating your image or too
narrow in your focus.

~
Develop a network so that you have others to turn

to for answers and advice. The network can be other
refuge Friends groups or other non-profit groups in
your area.

~
Identify a resource person with non-profit experience

to provide advice.
~

Speak with one united voice.
~

Study the successes of others.
~

Keep a sense of humor.
~

Get out and enjoy the refuge!

The motto of the
Walnut Creek
Refuge Friends
group is “Panic
Forward!” That is,
if you do not
have the knowl-
edge, skill, abili-
ties, or money you
think you need –
just go out and
get it.

17

THE CORE GROUP

Words of Wisdom From Other Friends Groups

“Realize it will take time, six months to a year to
get things going.”

Advice from Friends at
the 1997 facilitated meeting in Virginia. 

“

”



✔ Your Refuge Regional Office

✔ The National Wildlife Refuge Association 

✔ US Fish and Wildlife Service Friends men-
toring team

✔ Other established Friends groups (refuges,
parks, libraries, hospitals, etc.)

✔ Other volunteer based organizations and
other volunteer/leadership centers

✔ Local Audubon groups and other local envi-
ronmental organizations

✔ Academic institutions 

✔ Service Corps of Retired Executives
(SCORE) which is comprised of retired busi-
ness people

✔ RefugeNET(http://www.refugenet.org)

Now you’ve got two or
three people interested in
beginning the work of
forming a group. What’s
next? Building relation-
ships. 

Begin by building a
relationship with the
refuge staff:

– Set up a meeting with
the refuge manager

– Brainstorm ideas

– Begin networking

18

THE CORE GROUP

Resources

Now What?

The Friends of
Mashpee NWR’s

motto is
“Just do it!”
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THE CORE GROUP

Core Group Checklist
Identify one or two people willing to start the process and take on a

leadership role.

Begin a preliminary assessment of achievable goals the group can
accomplish to assist the refuge.

Communicate with refuge staff to begin relationship building pro-
cess.

Make a decision as to whether a Friends group is needed or if it is the
right time.

Begin putting together a Board of Directors.

Network with other Friends groups.

Begin to attract and recruit members.

Be willing to assess the group’s viability, board structure and goals.

Be willing to develop abilities, skills and knowledge through train-
ing sessions.
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Red-footed boobies, Kilauea Point NWR, Hawaii



One key factor in the success of a
Friends group is the relationship its
members have with the refuge staff.

Open and regular communication is crit-
ical to making these relationships work.
Each group has a responsibility to under-
stand each others’ mission, responsibilities,
talents, capabilities and shortcomings. The
best partnership is where the parties tap
into each other’s strengths and use them
to achieve a common goal.

One thing a Friends group can do to help
build the relationship is to begin to under-
stand how the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice is structured, and therefore how the
manager of your refuge gets things done.

Most refuges are headed by a Refuge
Manager, who also has the administrative
title of Project Leader. He or she oversees
a staff of varying size and composition,
depending on the refuge size and needs.
(See the chart on the following page for an
example of a “typical” refuge staff). 

Your refuge manger answers to a chain
of command within one of seven Regional
Offices. Some refuge decisions may need to
go through a complicated chain of com-
mand which may  include U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service directors in Washington,
DC. This bureaucracy can slow down the
decision making process and can be very
frustrating for the public. Talking with
your Refuge Manager and people within
the Regional and Washington offices can
help you to understand how things work.
Understanding how things work within the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will help
Friends groups be better advocates in com-
municating the issues to the public. It will
also help you to understand where the 

Groups that are the most
effective get to know the sys-
tem and its people. They:

■Learn how to cut through
the red tape

■Understand the system

■Learn about their local
regions.

■Develop relationships within
their regions

■ Identify who to talk to in
order to get things done.

22

DEVELOPING THE RELATIONSHIP

Building a relationship
between Friends and

Refuge staff “It takes time to nurture
a working relationship.
Be patient!”

–Martin C. Kaehny, Refuge
Manager, Eastern Neck NWR

(Refuge Manager Survey,
NWRA, 1997)

Keys to learning
about your refuge

Continued on page 24
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DEVELOPING THE RELATIONSHIP

Refuge Manager

also known as Project
Leader

Biology Staff

Forestry Staff

Public Use

May include Outdoor
Recreation Planner
(ORP), Volunteer

Coordinator, Public
Use Specialist, etc.

Administrative
Technician

(office staff)

Refuge Operations
Specialist

also known as
Assistant Refuge

Manager

Law Enforcement

Officer
Park Rangers

Wardens

Maintenance Workers

May include
supervisors and tractor

operators

Typical Wildlife Refuge Staff *

* The diagram shows typical job categories one
might find on a refuge. Refuge's staff vary accord-
ing to the needs and size of the particular site.



barriers may be in achieving the goals at
your refuge.

Another thing Friends and the refuge
staff can do to build their relationship is to
understand the expectations they hold for
one another. Each group should ask the fol-
lowing question: What expectations do the
Friends and the staff of the refuge hold for
themselves and each other in the relation-
ship? It is useful to do some consensus
building exercises. You will develop a list
of guiding principles which clearly commu-
nicate the expectations of the two groups.

This is an important exercise that you
can and should do with the refuge staff at
some point. It is important to realize that
some tension is to be expected. It exists in
every relationship. Ask yourselves, “What
are the undercurrents?” These are the
issues that are critical to get into the open
and discuss.

Some have likened the Friends/refuge
partnership to a marriage, where, in order
to succeed, each party must continue to be
flexible, respectful, understanding, sup-
portive, positive, and open to discussion
and possible change.  Developing a strong,
open and supportive relationship takes
time and effort by both the refuge staff and
the group’s members. 

■Talk about the hierarchy of
the Fish and Wildlife Service
with your refuge manager.

■Visit your Regional office –
get a tour of all the depart-
ments. Meet the people that
play a major role in manage-
ment and decision making.

Use the tools each refuge
offers:

■Annual Narrative Reports

■Comprehensive manage-
ment plan or master plan,
interpretive plans.

■Understand the focus of
your local refuge and the
issues that affect it.

■See the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service web page for
a wealth of information
about the FWS itself, its poli-
cies, programs and objec-
tives (http://www. fws.gov).
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Continued from page 22

Tools for learning
about your refuge

“Stick with it! Let even the small refuges
know they can benefit!”

–Forrest W. Cameron, Refuge Manager, Malheur
NWR (Refuge Manager Survey, NWRA, 1997)

A great resource for
information about the
Refuge System:

Refuge Reporter 
James Clark, editor
Avocet Two, publisher
Millwood, VA  22646-0156
Phone/Fax 540-837-2152
Refrep@earthlink.net
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“I think managers/staff
need to develop a trust
relationship with groups.
The groups need to get to
know you, have little suc-
cesses with projects and
ideas and then expand. It
takes a significant
amount of time and per-
sonal attention (face to
face rather than letters) to
build this relationship.”

–Mick Erickson, Refuge Man-
ager, Chase Lake NWR

(NWR Refuge Managers
Survey, 1997)

● A true involvement of
both parties.

● Everyone playing on
the same team.

● Mutual respect for and
understanding of each
other’s mission.

● Open and regular com-
munication between
both parties.

● Refuge manager and
the staff need to really
want a friends group
and give their time to
support the partner-
ship.

A GOOD
PARTNERSHIP IS . . .■Remember that day-to-day management of the

refuge belongs to the refuge staff.

■Refuge staff performance evaluations are also the
responsibility of refuge staff.

■ In the same way, the refuge manager does not “man-
age” the Friends group.

■Get agency support. This may include getting to know
the right people in the regional office and the Washing-
ton office.

■ Involve the FWS people, but do not be deterred if they
are not supportive. Wait out the non-supportive staff.

■Don’t do something that the refuge does not support.

■Stay in sequence with the refuge. Don’t go too fast
into a project. Note that often the refuge is slower to act.
Sometimes the Friends group may need to push things
along. When making decisions, keep maintaining a
good relationship in mind and be sure to discuss plans
with the Refuge manager.

■Don’t go over the Refuge manager’s head, without
his/her knowledge. This does not imply having to get
their permission!

■Don’t let a personal conflict persist (e.g., Friends mem-
ber versus refuge manager/staff).

■Sometimes the Friends may be in conflict with what the
FWS wants to do. It is important to discuss these differ-
ences with the refuge manager. It’s okay to disagree,
but it will hurt the relationship to “air your dirty laundry” in
public.

Tools for Success
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“Be prepared to share in management decisions and
have a willingness to compromise.”

–Daniel Doshier, Refuge Manager, Crab Orchard NWR. (Refuge
Manager Survey, NWRA, 1997)

Now that we have entered this relationship, how do we build a partnership?

Ask for a meeting with the refuge manager. Together you will make a preliminary
identification of the kinds of things your group can do to assist the refuge. This
begins the partnership building process.

How do we build the partnership?

Important topics to discuss with refuge
manager:

Make a decision whether a
Friends Group is needed or if it
is the right time.
❏ Coordinate efforts with the refuge

manager and get his or her personal
support. 

❏ The refuge manager must give the
Friends personal attention and time.

❏ The refuge manager should encour-
age the entire refuge staff and volun-
teers to support the friends.

Discuss partnership
opportunities.
❏ Exchange ideas on refuge needs and

wants.
❏ Ask, “How can we help you?”
❏ Suggest ideas of how you can help.

(Do your homework on what could be
and needs to be done.)

❏ Review ideas how other established
Friends Groups have helped other
refuges.

Discuss roles
❏ Define the Friends’ role - the specific

areas in which they will provide “sup-
port” to that refuge.

❏ Clarify what activities the Friends do
and do not want to get involved with.

❏ Clarify what the Refuge manager and
staff do and do not get involved in
with regard to the Friends group.

❏ Clarify the difference between the
refuge volunteers and the Friends.
They have different purposes,
although memberships often overlap.

❏ Educate yourself and others about
the dynamics of partnerships.

Discuss rules of communication  
❏ A philosophy of no surprises is a good

idea.

Describe the long-term relation-
ship with a formal agreement
(Memorandum of Agreement or
MOA). 

Note: While this step is recommended
to help clarify the relationship, it is not
required for a Friends group to organize
and support a refuge.  Indeed, there
may be reasons why a refuge manager
and the Friends group do not want to
develop an MOA (e.g., when the Friends
group is focused mainly on legislation
and does not qualify for 501 (c) (3) non-
profit.)
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A couple of years are needed to establish the full trusting
and supportive relationship. Even if it starts up easily, you
all need time to build the relationship.

~
A change in the refuge manager will require additional

work to establish a new relationship. This may take time
and require new strategies.

~
Changes in membership of the Friends group can also

impact the situation.
~

Expect things to ebb and flow.
~

Friends and the manager need to be patient, enthusias-
tic, persevere, stress teamwork, and commit to the partner-
ship.

~
Develop mutual respect for each other.

~
Make a distinction between operational matters versus

opinions, issues, etc.
~

Remember that the process is dynamic and the relation-
ship and issues will change over time.

Words of Wisdom From Other Friends Groups

“

”

“Very positive experience
– An excellent way for
the refuge to get the
public involved.”

–Louis S. Hinds III,
Refuge Manager,

J.N. Ding Darling NWR 
(Refuge Managers Survey,

NWRA, 1997)

“It’s a very rewarding
and worthwhile experi-
ence and the benefits
outweigh the staff time
needed to support their
efforts.”

–Burkett S. Neely, Jr.,
Refuge Manager, Arthur R.

Marshall Loxahatchee NWR
(Refuge Manager Survey,

NWRA, 1997)



What follows is the list of expectations for the relationship between FWS and
Friends groups developed at the culmination of the 1997 meeting in Virginia. It
was signed by everyone present as a statement of principles: 

We commit to abide by the following expectations that we hold for one another
in the Friends-FWS relationship.

Expectations that the Friends hold for themselves in the relationship:

● That we will consistently and regularly communicate honestly and strongly.
● That we will work to protect the natural resource.
● That we will respect the concerns that the USFWS has regarding the relationship,

i.e., that we will have reasonable expectations of them and what they can do.
● That we will be committed to the refuge mission, which means that we must know

what the mission is and so we will educate ourselves.
● That we will be fully committed to keeping up our end of the partnership.
● That we will not undercut agency and refuge management, that the “dirty linens”

will not be aired in public.
● That we will buy into a shared vision, that means a vision that both sides work to

create.
● That we will help the Service personnel to be and feel productive.

Expectations that the Friends hold for the FWS relationship:

● “That they will put their money where their mouths are.” You talk the talk, can you
walk the walk? Commit to training, to mentoring and to providing the resources that
are needed. That the FWS will commit to doing what needs to be done to help make
the Friends group effort succeed: it is not just the money.

● That they are making a long-term commitment to this effort, that the non-profit
organizations are here to stay. That the commitment is consistent among refuge
managers (both serially over time and at each refuge and across all refuges) and
throughout the USFWS.

● That they will have a true sense of partnership, wherein there will be a “no surpris-
es” philosophy and a full sharing of information in both directions.

● That the Friends efforts will have the support of the whole USFWS, and especially
including the managers. The managers are critical but it needs to permeate the
whole agency.

● That they will trust and respect us.
● That they will work to protect the natural resource.

28
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Guiding principles for the
Friends/U.S. Fish and Wildlife relationship

Continued on page 29
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Expectations that the FWS hold for themselves in the relationship:

● View the Friends groups as a long-term, personal friendship. This implies dealing
with them honestly, trusting and respecting them, appreciating them, being patient
with them, not being negative about them, and using the full set of talents.

● We will work to sell it to our peers and to the troops. We will work to infuse support
for Friends throughout the agency.

● Providing consistent follow-through and active support of Friends groups from the
Washington office, the regional offices, and the field.

● We understand what it takes to have a Friends group and then make the commit-
ment.

● That we will help you help us. We will teach you about the government systems to
make your job easier. We will give you the information that you need to do your job
and to give you the information before you read it in the media.

● That we will help the Friends to be and feel productive.

Expectations that the FWS hold for the Friends in the relationship:

● To protect the resource.
● To be independent advocates. That they will learn how to influence governmental

systems. That they will be advocates for the good of the system at the local and
national level. That they might help to raise funds to benefit the refuges.

● That they will respect and trust the Service employees.
● That they will understand and respect the operational pressures and boundaries that

affect the Service (Give the Service the room they need to make management deci-
sions.)

● To provide a positive community influence. Be our doorway to the public.
● To assist in accomplishing refuge projects. The Service’s resources are limited and

sometimes we need you to help us to finish a project.

Continued from page 28
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Relationship Building Checklist
Meet with the refuge staff to clarify the roles of the Friends group

and the Refuge in the relationship.

Gain the personal support of the Refuge manager.

Learn all you can about the Refuge. Do your homework.

Ask Refuge staff, “How can we help you?” Bring some ideas of 
your own.

Establish clear rules of open and regular communication. No sur-
prises.

Give the relationship time to grow.
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Saguaro cactus, Kofa NWR, Arizona



Establishing your organization
requires that you think through
what the purpose of your group
will be: What is its mission and
how will you translate that mis-
sion into action? Your mission
statement will define your group.
Once you have a mission, you’ll
develop a list of goals and objec-
tives to help you achieve your
mission.

The mission statement says
who you are. It gives your group
its identity. It is a single consis-
tent statement that communi-
cates to the public and members
what your group represents –
why it exists, what greater goals
it hopes to accomplish. It also
guides decision making, since
each project your group works on
should help to achieve its mis-
sion.

Understanding what you can
do to help the refuge will help
your group decide on a mission
and a vision. Spend plenty of time
talking with the refuge manager
and staff to decide on a general
role for your group.  Once your
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Mission, goals and objectives
group has decided what it can do
for the refuge, you will be ready
to develop the group’s mission
and vision.

Often it takes time, perhaps
many meetings to develop your
mission statement. Don’t get
hung up on the language or exact
wording. Good leadership can
prevent this from happening.
There is no one format your
statement must take. Your goal is
to come up with consensus from
the group for a statement that
best describes your purpose.

The process of forming a mis-
sion statement is almost as
important as having one.
Through this process, your group
will form a commitment to the
organization. Your group gets a
chance to openly express and dis-
cuss their visions and concerns
for the future of the organization.

For the public good, preserve
and enhance the integrity of the
National Wildlife Refuge System
as the nation’s most important
network of diverse and strategi-
cally located habitats set aside
primarily for the benefit of fish,
wildlife, and plants.

National Wildlife Refuge
Association

Instill reverence, respect and
sense of value for our wild crea-
tures and habitats.  -Facilitate
education of others in the ways
of the wilds.  - Interpret the sen-
sations of nature ... so others
can marvel in her magnificence
while learning to respect her
fragility. Ours is a mission of
service most humble yet of the
highest order.

Tensas River Refuge
Association, Winnsboro, LA,
Tensas River NWR

The Ding Darling Wildlife Soci-
ety will promote a better under-
standing and appreciation of the
natural environment of south-
west Florida, and, in particular,
the J.N. Ding Darling NWR.

Ding Darling Wildlife Society,
Sanibel, FL,
J.N. Ding Darling NWR

sample mission statements

Continued on page 35



A Mission
Statement Is . . .
● Based on an

understanding of
the mission of the
local refuge.

● Based on an
understanding of
the purpose and
mission of Refuge
System (and the
FWS).

● A shared vision
defined together,
with citizens and
refuge manager.

● Designed around a
list of goals identi-
fying several that
can be accom-
plished first.

● Simply stated,
clear and able to
inspire people to
action.
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A group’s mission is dynamic,
not static. Friends groups are
dynamic organizations.  While it
is important to develop a mission
and vision that works well today,
the needs of the group and /or the
refuge may change. As you devel-
op, your group may find it wants
to accomplish things that were
not part of the original vision.
Remember, the mission is not set
in stone. It can and should be
revisited and revised as needed.
Try not to get “bogged down” in
philosophical discussions that
take energy away from the
group. At some point, everyone
needs to agree on the group’s mis-
sion and move on. The mission
can be revisited at some point to
make sure it works for the group.

sample mission statements

To add to the Refuge all wet-
lands remaining on the Bay, to
protect each from degradation
until it can be acquired, and to
lobby for funds for purchase.

Citizens to Complete the
Refuge, Palo Alto, CA
Don Edwards San Francisco
Bay NWR, San Francisco Bay
NWR Complex

To support environmental edu-
cational, recreational activities
and programs; to increase pub-
lic understanding of the history
and environment of Bombay
Hook and Prime Hook Refuges,
the Allee House, and the U.S.
Fish & Wildlife Service.

Friends Of Bombay Hook,
Smyrna, DE, Bombay Hook &
Prime Hook Refuges

Promote better understanding
and appreciation of the natural
history and natural environment
of the Upper Peninsula of Michi-
gan, and in particular, the Seney
NWR.

Seney Natural History
Association, Seney, MI, Seney
NWR

Continued from page 34



■Pull together a meeting of Friends and
Refuge staff to brainstorm about the vision
and mission.

■Consider all ideas during the “visioning”
and brainstorming.

■Be realistic, but be visionary.

■Have the refuge manager conduct a tour
and introduction session to the specific
refuge and the FWS.

■ Identify someone in the community with
training in vision writing to facilitate a meet-
ing.

■Get copies of other Friends groups’ mission
statements.

■Understand that your mission may change
over time, be prepared to rework it as need-
ed.

■Don’t be overly concerned whether you
call your document a mission statement, a
vision or a purpose.
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Tools to help your group
build a mission

sample mission statements

The purpose of the Merritt
Island Wildlife Assoc. is to pro-
mote conservation, awareness,
and appreciation of the Merritt
Island NWR and to provide
assistance to Refuge programs.

Merritt Island Wildlife
Association, Titusville, FL,
Merritt Island NWR

The Friends of Seal Beach
NWR are committed to commu-
nity stewardship of the Seal
Beach NWR through preserva-
tion, restoration, and education.

Friends of Seal Beach NWR,
Seal Beach, CA,
Seal Beach NWR

The purchase and protection of
salt marsh esturine systems and
their adjacent upland areas and
watersheds from Kittery to Cape
Elizabeth, ME.

Friends of Rachel Carson NWR,
Wells, ME,
Rachel Carson NWR



The mission statement – a short statement of a
group’s purpose –  doesn’t tell the whole story about
what your group is doing. How is your group going to
accomplish its mission?

Once your group creates its mission, you’ll want to
translate it into action. This is done by setting goals and
objectives. These will define how you will go about
doing your organization’s business. Your group will use
its mission, goals and objectives in many ways – for
nonprofit filing, membership development, program
decisions and fundraising. Be realistic, but be visionary.
Plan to revisit your goals and objectives annually.

Goals are general statements about what you want
to accomplish and objectives are specific statements
about how you plan to do it.  Goals are also called
strategies or strategic initiatives. Examples of goal
statements might be: “to educate the public about the
refuge”; or “to raise money for the refuge”; or “to
increase membership”; or “to increase public outreach
in various media.”

Objectives are specific, measurable, verifiable activ-
ities your group will do to carry out your strategy. To
educate the public, you might decide to build a new
display in the refuge’s visitor center, organize nature
walks to teach people about wildlife and the refuge’s
role in preserving it, or go into the schools with a spe-
cific curriculum.

To raise money, your group might sponsor annual
festivals, road races or other events and seek a specific
sum of money to be raised.

Outreach may include publishing ten articles in the
local newspaper, and may require getting acquainted
with the editorial staffs of all local publications; the
group might also decide to publish a brochure.

■ Goals:
Conserve the integrity of the
Minnesota Valley National
Wildlife Refuge.

Provide education to residents
of communities adjacent to the
Valley towards wildlife conser-
vation goals. 

Provide wildlife conservation
and environmental education to
governmental agencies con-
cerned with the Valley.

Work to complete land acquisi-
tion in the Minnesota Valley
National Wildlife Refuge.

Provide advocacy for the
Refuge as needed.

Committees were formed to meet these
goals. They developed objectives and a
plan of action. A sampling from the out-
reach committee plan follows:

■ Objective:
Expand membership to 300 by
December, 1995

Action Items:
● Contact members who do not
renew their memberships.
● Increase number and variety
of Friends member events to at
least four per year.

■ Objective:
Begin a program of outreach to
community groups.

Action items:
● Develop a Friends presenta-
tion and present to the Board for
input in February, 1995.
● Conduct 6 presentations to
city councils, committees, and
local business leaders by
December, 1995.

*see appendix for entire strategic plan
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Goals vs. Objectives Excerpt from Friends of
Minnesota Valley NWR’s
strategic plan, 1994-1995*
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Mission and Vision Checklist
You may consider getting a facilitator to help with the mission state-
ment and goal setting process.

Both Friends and Refuge staff are involved in creating a mission
that is clear and  simply stated and will inspire people to action.

Be bold in your vision, but be realistic too.

The mission is be based on an understanding of the Refuge mission.

The mission serves as a focus for the group and will help to identify
which projects to undertake.

Be willing to periodically re-evaluate your mission, goals and objec-
tives.

Translate the mission into action by setting goals and objectives to
carry it out.





B
u
il
d
in

g 
th

e 
O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
© John and Karen Hollingsworth

Snow geese, DeSoto NWR, Iowa



Steps to formalize
your organization

Now you have a core leadership and a mission state-
ment. Maybe you also have a few projects that your
group has agreed to do with the refuge. What’s next?
How do you move from being a group of dedicated vol-
unteers to being an organization with membership,
money and recognition?

There are a number of steps, and a few legal hoops,
your group must go through to formally establish your
organization. Some of the questions you may want to
consider include: 

•Do you want a voting membership or just contrib-
utors?

•Do you want to raise funds, and for what?
•What type of activities will your group be

involved in?
•Do you want to be a non-profit organization that

can receive tax-deductible contributions, and
what are the options?

•How many board members do you need and what
skills should they bring to the group?

•What do you expect from the board members?
•Do you need formal committees?

Some answers to these questions will come natural-
ly from your mission and goals statement, others will be
more difficult to answer.

No two Friends groups are exactly alike – some are
more formal than others, some focus on outreach, oth-
ers focus on projects or fundraising. Some have voting
members and others have only contributors.

Friends groups report being involved in a wide vari-
ety of activities.* (See chart opposite)

❑ Determine the purpose
of the organization

❑ Form a board of direc-
tors

❑ Draft bylaws 
❑ File articles of incorpo-

ration
❑ File for an Internal

Revenue Service deter-
mination of federal tax
exempt status

❑ Meet the requirements
of state, county, and
municipal charitable
solicitation laws
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Building the organization

“People who get involved with public causes open themselves to frustration and dis-
appointment, but – through it all and after it all – those moments of making
change happen for the better are among our lasting joys. There’s something won-
derfully rewarding in being part of an effort that makes a difference and there’s
something rewarding too, in being among other people when they’re at their best.”

Brian O’Connell,
The Board Member’s Book
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100%90%80%70%60%50%40%30%20%10%0%

Other

Refuge Planning

Research

National Issues

State Legislation

Federal Legislation

Sounding Board

Advocacy

Educate Public Officials

Local Issues

Community Relations

Conservation

Fundraising

Publicity

Sales

Volunteer

Interpretation/Education

Special Events

Friends Group Activities

* National Wildlife Refuge Association Friends Survey, 1997.

Making decisions about what your organization will
look like and how it will function takes time – maybe as
much as six months to a year. While the process may
feel terribly slow, these are important decisions that
will dictate how your organization will function for
years to come. There really is no reason to rush. 

It’s also important to move forward and not allow
yourself to get bogged down with difficult issues. Some
disagreement is inevitable, and sometimes it may be
best to “agree to disagree” and move on. You can always
agree to change things later if some part of your orga-
nization isn’t working the way you want it to. In fact,
it is important as a group to regularly (annually)
review your mission statement, goals and accomplish-
ments to be sure you are on track. Any needed changes
can be made at that time.



1. Friends of Back Bay decided to
form a 501 (c) (4) organization. Their
mission is focused on land acquisition:
lobbying is a main activity, thus they
have no formal agreement with the Fish
and Wildlife Service, but excellent peo-
ple-to-people communications.

2. Friends of Minnesota Valley is a
501 (c) (3) organization. Their mission
is to conserve and protect the natural
and cultural resources of the Minnesota
River Valley. Their activities are a mix
of supporting the refuge, establishment
and development, education of the
public, fund raising to support these
activities, all the while helping to “edu-
cate” congressional leaders about the
Valley’s resources and needs. They
have formal agreements with the Fish
and Wildlife Service on a project specif-
ic basis.

3. Seney Natural History Association
has 501 (c) (3) status. Operating a
sales outlet is their main activity. They
have a cooperating association sales
agreement with the Fish and Wildlife
Service. They successfully operate a
$80,000+ sales facility. Proceeds go
directly into support of refuge educa-
tional and interpretive activities.
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Three different kinds of
Friends Groups

■Develop an annual and long term strategic plan

■Develop a budget and resource development plan

■Establish Committees 

■Establish a record keeping system for the organization’s
official records

■Establish an accounting system

■Choose a logo, use it on your stationery

■Develop a brochure

■Print some stationery

■Create a Public Relations plan

Tools to build the organization



Members of the Board of Directors of a Friends group
will be the key people who develop policy and make
decisions about how the organization’s mission will be
translated into action. An effective Board of Directors is
critical to the success of the organization. The core
group will need to reach out to the community to build
the board. What follows are some tips on how to put
together an effective board.

Consider people’s strengths and use those
strengths on your board.

As you build your board, consider the skills needed
to make the organization work.  For example, a lawyer
and/or tax accountant to help with the non-profit fil-
ing, a banker to help with financial aspects, etc. The ini-
tial board will be composed of both “worker bees” and
leaders. In time, you will have members who will pay
dues and volunteer on the refuge. 

Look for people willing to:
Commit time and energy to the organization.

Put the interests of the organization first.

Prepare for and attend meetings.

Ask questions, listen and think creatively.

Take responsibility, follow through on assignments.

Contribute personal and financial resources in a gen-
erous way according to circumstances.

Open doors in the community.

Evaluate themselves.

Work well with people individually and in a group.

Cultivate and solicit funds.

Cultivate and recruit board members and volunteers.

Read and understand financial statements. 

Learn more about the organization.

Be honest, sensitive to and tolerate differing views.

Have a friendly, responsive, and patient approach.

Possess community-building and leadership skills.

Organizing tools:
■Do not make the board too
large or too small. A size of 9 to
15 or fewer is preferable. 

■Match skills with needs.

■Prepare a written job descrip-
tion for individual board mem-
bers.

■Ask each board member to
serve on at least one board
committee. For new members,
one committee assignment is
enough.
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The Board “When I look at what
makes a board tick, it’s
often the ability to work
together that counts,
and this depends on
qualities that lend
themselves to team
work.”

Brian O’Connell,
The Board Member’s Book



Friends of Mashpee on Cape Cod in Massachusetts
was formed to acquire lands to create the refuge. Their
message to the public is: “The Refuge is Good for You.”

A non-hierarchical board was gathered from a list of
people who served on various organizations in the com-
munity to bring the organization leverage:

Responsibilities of the
Board of Directors:

● Clarify the institution’s
mission

● Approve long range plans
● Oversee the educational

programs
● Insure financial solvency
● Preserve institutional

independence
● Enhance the group’s public

image
● Interpret the organization to

the community
● Serve as a court of appeal
● Assess board performance

– Brian O’Connell, 
The Board Member’s Book
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Each spoke represents a needed skill, which helped
the group identify people they wanted on the board.
Each board member holds an identified responsibility
and sometimes heads a volunteer committee to accom-
plish the job. On one hand, they sought people who
could help them accomplish their goals. On the other,
they also brought in people who showed lots of interest.
For example, one fellow kept showing up at board
meetings. “Who is this guy?” the core members asked.
They found out he had lots to offer and lots of connec-
tions with important players in the community.

Mashpee’s senior coordinator David Palmer says he
keeps a broom by his desk to remind him what his job
is: “. . . to sweep the stuff out of the other board mem-
bers paths – to help them accomplish their jobs.” 

Volunteer
Recruitment

Trails,
Refuge Management

General Counsel
(Legal)

Conservation
Commission

Treasurer
Land Acquisition

Public
Relations

Fundraising

Education
Committee

Administrative
Support

Associate
Coordinator,

Advocacy, Grants

Here is an example of how one Friends group
formed its Board of Directors:

Senior
Coordinator



The goal of your group is to get something done. You’ll
want to translate your mission into tangible action. One
good way to do this is to set up a number of commit-
tees, each with a specific focus.

The job of committee members is to carry out the
objectives set forth by the Board of Directors. Because
committees are small (made up of one or more people)
and focused (generally one project or issue), they can
get a lot of work done that can’t be done at the larger
Board meetings. It is through your committees that
the “real” work of your organization will be accom-
plished.

To encourage smooth functioning committees, we
suggest that you:

● Keep it simple and the numbers small. Consider using
ad hoc committees when practical, disbanding them
when their objectives are completed.

● Prepare written statements of committee responsi-
bilities, guidelines and goals. Plan on  reviewing
these statements every one to two years for the long
standing committees.

● Make committee work assignments according to the
background, expertise, and schedule of each mem-
ber. 

● Distribute tasks among members so that everyone
participates but no one is overloaded.

● Create a system of checks and balances to monitor
committee members’ work and assure that tasks are
completed on schedule.

● Assign an appropriate board member to work with
each committee.

As a board grows in size, here
are some of the committees the
group might form in addition to
the Executive Committee, the
board officers and the commit-
tee chair:

■ Nominating Committee
To identify and recruit new
board members.

■ Budget Committee
People with financial experience
to take care of the financial
management of the group. 

■ Fundraising Committee
To take on the fund-raising role.

■ Strategic Planning
Carries out the task of realistic
planning, reviewing the group’s
mission regularly. One good
strategy for planning is to hold a
facilitated annual planning
retreat to develop the agenda
for the coming year. 

■ Membership Committee
Seeks new members. Sets
dues. Prepares and updates a
membership brochure or flyer.

Friends report having other
committees for:

specific annual events and func-
tions; outreach; education; land
acquisition; newsletter; board
development and evaluation;
refuge conservation;etc.
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Committees



The Stages of Board Development:

All Friends groups are dynamic organizations. Understanding what type of
group you want to be and deciding how to get there will help your group
succeed in the long run. You must expect your group to change as it grows
and matures. The following observations note three stages of progression
in the life of nonprofit boards as described in Karl Mathiasen's book, Board
Passages: Three Key Stages in a Nonprofit Board's Life Cycle.

1. An Organizing Board of Volunteers – a small, homogenous group of com-
mitted volunteers who form a board to work on a mutually agreed pro-
ject. This board tends to be rather informal in its operational style.

2. A Volunteer Governing Board – as the organization grows, the board’s
focus ultimately shifts away from performing the day-to-day operational
tasks. This board is more diversified and concentrates much of its work
in committees and task forces; less work is done by the board acting as a
committee of the whole. This board takes a larger role in planning and exe-
cuting the organization’s work, overseeing its finances and accounting for
the organization’s integrity.

3. Institutional or Fund Raising Board – this board tends to be very large
and includes more people who have the capacity to give or have access to
funders.  This board becomes more prestigious and accepts the role of
fundraising. Governance of the organization is delegated to an executive
or management committee.

Many Refuge Friends groups are in the first or second stage. Many groups
never reach the third stage, preferring to stay in the smaller, less formal-
ized volunteer board stage. What’s important is to understand where your
group is, where you want to be, and to regularly evaluate your progress.
Revaluation is the key to a group’s successful growth, and how it weathers
change.
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Note: The following is intended to pro-
vide general guidance and information. It is
not intended to be used as legal advice
regarding the tax consequences of action by
your group. If possible, seek the advice of a
qualified attorney during this process.

State rules vary
Each state has its own rules for incorpo-

ration and nonprofits. It’s critical that your
group understands and follows these rules.
Consult with your state Department of
Revenue or your state Attorney General’s
office.

Incorporation
After your group has formulated the mis-

sion and bylaws and completed the board
development, it should then consider
whether or not to incorporate. Incorpora-
tion allows the normal debts of an organi-
zation to be confined to the organization
and generally does not put the personal
assets of an individual at risk. While incor-
poration provides some protection, the
board of directors is still liable for the con-
duct and management of the organization
under state and federal law. Whether or not
to incorporate may also be dictated by 

Individuals Corporation

Liability ............ Joint Limited
Governed by.... Individuals Board, bylaws

and officers

Tax exemption. Not possible Possible

Non-tax-exempt Tax exempt

Income............. Taxed Not taxed
Donations ........ Not deductible May be

deductible
Activities .......... Not limited by tax law Limited by tax

law

Bulk mail.......... Commercial rate Charitable rate

501(c)(4) 501(c)(3)

Lobbying.......... Not limited Limited

Electioneering.. Not allowed Not allowed

Income............. Not taxed Not taxed

Donations ........ Not deductible Deductible

Private Operating Publicly
Foundation Supported

Support............ From fewer donors From more
donors

Donations ........ Less deductible More
deductible

Source: Starting Up: A Handbook for New River and Water-
shed Organizations

Use this “map” of tax status options. Follow it to help you
determine what tax status your group will file.

The legal stuff

Continued on page 50



your state’s laws governing nonprofit orga-
nizations. Making the decision to incorpo-
rate will likely be made at the same time
you are making the decision whether or not
to file for nonprofit status.

To be or not to be a nonprofit
organization?

Filing for nonprofit status is not that dif-
ficult, however having a lawyer will help
you understand the legal jargon and get
through the language of the forms. Most
Friends groups choose to do it.  Whether
or not to file is an extremely important deci-
sion your group must make. 

Under IRS codes, there are many differ-
ent categories for non-profit groups. Most
Friends groups choose to file under 501 (c)
(3) — the charitable organizations section
of the IRS code.

The benefits of a 501 (c) (3) is that it legal-
ly exempts your group from paying taxes on
its income, and allows a tax deduction to
contributors. Some funding agencies,
including the federal government and
many foundations and corporations will
make donations and grants only to organi-
zations with 501 (c) (3) status. Groups that
want to operate a sales outlet on a refuge
must also gain non-profit status. If the
option is available, your group can operate
under the umbrella of another group that
has 501 (c) (3) status.

The drawback of 501 (c) (3) is it legally
limits some actions. A 501 (c) (3) status
allows very little lobbying. If you do any
lobbying at all under 501 (c) (3) status, you
must track it carefully. The general rule is
that up to 5% of your group’s activity may
be spent on lobbying. Between 6-19% is a
gray area. Anything more than 20% could
jeopardize your group’s 501 (c) (3) status.
The broad definition of lobbying is: “any
attempt to influence any legislation
through an attempt to affect the opinions of
the general public or any segment there-
of,” (known as “grass roots” lobbying) or
“any attempt to influence any legislation
through communication with any member

Filing for non-profit
status
Pros of 501 (c) (3) . . 

● Able to receive private tax-
deductible gifts and donations

● Nonprofit status gives group credi-
bility

● Able to receive funds from the gov-
ernment including the FWS and other
organizations *

● Some private foundations only fund
501(c)(3) organizations

Cons of 501 (c) (3) . . .

● Accountable to follow state laws
managing the organization

● Ability to lobby is severely restricted

● Cannot campaign for or fund politi-
cal candidates

● Annual paperwork involves time
and commitment

*In 1998, the Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice will distribute more than
$100,000 in grants for Friends, and
you must be a 501(c)(3) nonprofit to
be eligible.
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or employee of a legislative body, or with
any governmental official or employee who
may participate in the formulation of the
legislation.”

In addition, under the 501 (c) (3) status
your group may not fund or endorse a can-
didate for election.

However, you can meet with your legis-
lators to educate or inform them about
refuge issues without it being considered
lobbying. Educating legislators would
include, writing/visiting/calling to provide
them with information about the  refuge,
and refuge programs; their benefit to the
community; who you are; and what your
group is trying to do. These activities can be
considered relationship building, not lob-
bying.

If your group is founded specifically to
lobby, it can file under 501 (c) (4) - the social
welfare section of the IRS code. Lobbying
is allowed under 501 (c) (4) status, but is
still restricted. This status makes the orga-
nization tax exempt, but does not allow tax
deductions to contributors. You can lobby,
for example, to influence your legislator’s
vote on specific bills and on such matters as
refuge funding, policies on land acquisition,
or resources that effect either your local
refuge or the National Wildlife Refuge Sys-
tem in general.
Getting through the Paperwork

The primary purpose of a non-profit is to
be a charitable organization. If you’ve
decided nonprofit is the way to go with your
group, you must file for tax-exempt status.
Call the IRS and send for the forms. Then,
our best advice to you is to get a lawyer to
guide you through the process. 

The most important way your group can
prepare to file is to have a clear idea of your
group’s purpose with a mission statement.
From that mission comes the group’s oper-
ating document, goals and objectives.

This information is needed when filling
out the forms. If your goal is 501 (c) (3) non-
profit status, the primary purpose of your
group cannot be lobbying or your applica-
tion will be denied.

■ Finding a lawyer
Call the State Bar Association

Speak with other nonprofits
(who do they use?)

Ask members of your group

Contact your local nonprofit
management institute or the
National Center for Nonprofit
Boards for leads

Ask your FWS regional office
legal department for leads

■ Getting the forms
Federal:

Call the IRS at 1-800-829-3676
and ask for the following forms:

Publication 557 – “Tax Exempt
Status for Your Organization”
information booklet

Form 1023 – to file 501 (c) (3)
status

Form 1024 – to file 501 (c) (4)
status

Form 8178 – “User Fee for
Exempt Organization Determi-
nation Letter Request”

Form SS-4 – “Application for
Employer Identification Number”

Form 872-C – “Consent Fixing
Period of Limitation Upon
Assessment of Tax Under Sec-
tion 4940 of the Internal Rev-
enue Code”

State:

Contact your state’s Corpora-
tions Division, Secretary of
State’s Office, to find out what
your state’s laws are.

Continued from page 50



Many refuge Friends groups also have a cooper-
ating agreement with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service that allows them to sell items of educa-
tional or interpretive value like books and posters
on the refuge. The Cooperating Association Agree-
ment is a legal document between the Friends
group and the FWS that defines the responsibili-
ties of the Friends group and the FWS in the sales
outlet partnership. Only groups who file for non-
profit status with the IRS will be allowed to set up
a sales outlet on a refuge.

The major benefit to having a cooperating agree-
ment is that having a sales outlet provides a steady
source of income. The Friends can then use the
profits for projects that will benefit the refuge.

Having a sales outlet also requires your group
to manage a business, which includes careful book-
keeping, keeping goods in stock, and training and
managing staff and or volunteers to run it.

✔ Talk to other Cooperating
Associations to discuss prod-
ucts, accounting, management,
etc.

✔ Some Cooperating Associa-
tions provide loans for start-up.

✔ Loans may be available from
the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation,  Call: (202) 857-
0166 for information.

52

BUILDING THE ORGANIZATION

To be or not to be
a Cooperating Association

Cooperating
Association
Resources
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What you need to start a
Cooperating Association

Business manager (volunteer or hired) or Book-
store Committee

Volunteers

Start-up money to purchase initial stock

Cooperative agreement with Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice

501(c)(3) Non-profit status

Sales space

Important note
The FWS has written guide-
lines for Cooperating Associa-
tions. Standard agreements
are also available.

To learn more, contact:
Tina Dobrinsky
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
Division of Refuges
4401 N. Fairfax Drive,
Room 670
Arlington, VA  22203
Phone:  (703) 358-1744

● Steady source of income –
these funds will enable your
group to provide many
resources to the refuge that may
otherwise not be possible.

● Builds visibility through sales
of refuge and Friends specific
items.

● Builds membership and volun-
teers through a visible presence
on the refuge.

● Lack of space at a visitor cen-
ter, kiosk or other structure for
sales space.

● Doesn’t fit with your group’s
mission or objectives.

● Your group doesn’t meet non-
profit status requirement.

● Competes with current volun-
teer time, resources or both.

● Your group is not ready to
take on the management of a
business.

Reasons to become
a Cooperating
Association . . .

. . . or not
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Board Membership Checklist
Decide first what skills you need, and then seek out people who

have them.

Prepare written job descriptions for board members.

Ask each board member to serve on at least one committee.

Each member must understand the responsibilities of the board of
directors.

Understand what stage your board is in, and be willing to regular-
ly evaluate your progress. Be willing to grow and change.

Put together a Board Manual with all pertinent information about
the group. Update it regularly (see appendix).

Decide which committees your group will have, and how they will
conduct their business.
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Organization Checklist
What is your group’s focus and what types of activities will you

engage in? This will determine the structure of the organization.

Formalize your organization with a board of directors, committees,
bylaws, and articles of incorporation.

Decide whether to file for 501 (c) (3), or 501 (c) (4) tax-exempt sta-
tus.

Decide if it is appropriate for your group to become a Cooperating
Association with a sales outlet on the Refuge.

Begin the planning process. Start with an annual plan. Later think
about a long-term strategic plan and public relations plan.

Establish a bookkeeping system.

Create a logo and a brochure.

Print letterhead.

Establish a record keeping system.
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Karner Blue butterfly, Necedah NWR, Wisconsin



As you begin, your group will likely start with a short-
term action plan – focus on a few small achievable
goals. This will allow growth, development of ideas, and
give those ideas some time to evolve. While you’ll have
visions of accomplishing great things, you’ll have to
make hard decisions about where to focus your ener-
gies. This is where planning comes in.

Planning is a process which is too important to be
left to chance. Most successful groups spend time wise-
ly in their planning. If you can afford to, it will help
your group immeasurably to hire a consultant to facil-
itate this process.

● Develop short-term and long-
term goals. Balance both
thinking big and being realis-
tic

● Take on projects that force
the group to stretch them-
selves to be successful

● Decide what type of activities
to pursue. Should it be edu-
cation, visitors’ facilities, habi-
tat protection, or something
else?

● Look for new ways to do old
business. Be creative.

● Become aware of obstacles.
Develop plans to overcome
them.

● Early on, focus on the natural
resource, not on the politics.

● Ask why. Ask why not...
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On planning

“ Involve the full board in deciding attainable
goals and the best methods for achieving them.
The basic rule is to involve the group in identi-
fying attainable goals and agreeing to stick to
them tenaciously.”

– Brian O’Connell,
The Board Member’s Book

Plan to succeed



In planning it is useful to think about
potential products you will end up with.
The following list was adapted from A
Nonprofit Organization Operating Man-
ual by Arnold J. and Philip R. Olenick.)

■ Mission statement – who and what
you are.

■ Vision statement – what “business”
you are in, what you plan to do, and
what kind of organization you will need
to do it.

■ Strategic plan – what you will
accomplish in 3-5 years.

■ Annual plan – what you will accom-
plish this year.

■ Human Resource plan – how you
will organize your volunteers.

■ Logistics – What you need, where
and when and what resources to carry
out plans.

■ Funds and other donated
resources – What you need to pay for
human resources, and to pay for logisti-
cal needs.

■ Sources and types of funding –
fees, grants, endowments, in-kind con-
tributions, borrowing, etc.

■ Work plans – projects and other
tasks planned for the coming year with
timelines.

■ Organizational issues – board,
staff, and volunteer roles and relation-
ships beyond provisions of the bylaws.

■ Marketing and public relations –
getting your message across to the pub-
lic, funding sources, writing grants,
fundraising, marketing and public rela-
tions.

❑ Do a needs assessment 
Brainstorm ideas.

❑ Establish priorities and order
them

❑ Define roles and responsibili-
ties of group members

❑ Do a reality check
What is possible to accom-
plish given your resources? 
Set goals that are achievable
given your resources.

❑ Develop programs and goals
in line with your mission and
with the missions of the refuge
and refuge system.
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Set short-term and
long-term goals, 
and deadlines



In your first year, you are going to want to say that you’ve
accomplished something. What will that something be? In
the beginning, it may be possible to only accomplish three to
five new things each year.

Methods to identify planning tactics or
objectives:

■ List actions needed to achieve the goal; staff, con-
cept plan, maps, funds, media.
■ Match people with the tasks, define roles and responsi-
bilities.
■ Do a needs assessment.
■ Establish priorities.
■ Do a reality check.
■ Plan your five W’s for implementation, ask: who, what,
when, where, and why.

Tips for achieving agreement, concurrence or
buy-in for your plans:

■ Meet with membership, management, and staff.
■ Write a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
between Friends and Refuge.
■ Build support with facts and attention to details.
■ Be prepared to defend and to sell your plan. 
■ Think through who the opposition is and what they
may say. Know your supporters and opponents.

Definine responsibilities to achieve each task –
match people with tasks.

■ Ask for volunteers.
■ Determine whether paid employees would be best for
certain duties.
■ Use other groups. Engage other organizations.
■ Again make use of the five W’s.

Establish deadlines and procedures for
follow-up.

■ Make deadlines realistic and be flexible to accommo-
date constraints and unforeseen circumstances.
■ Check in on progress often.
■ If no deadlines are set, then it never gets done.

Document what you did. 
■ Keep a written history or chronicle of each project to
learn from what was done.

Revisit your plan every year.
■ Planning is a process, not an event.
■ Schedule a time to do planning (at least every year).

Evaluate the outcomes of the project and
consider what went well and ways to improve.
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Tools for Planning
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Dare to dream big dreams.
~

Plan for small successes and celebrate them.
~

Don’t expect immediate results.
~

Respect each volunteer’s time.
~

Look for big successes over time.
~

It is not easy. There will be ups and downs and you
may have short-term failures. DO NOT GIVE UP!

~
Always say “Please” and “Thank you.”

The devil is in the details.
~

Remember that it is 5% inspiration and 95% perspi-
ration.

~
Don’t sweat the small stuff.

~
Get out and enjoy the refuge!

“

”

Words of Wisdom From Other Friends Groups
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Planning Checklist
Planning is too important to leave to chance. If possible, get a facil-

itator to help you with this process.

Involve the entire board in planning to achieve buy-in.

Brainstorm ideas for both short term and long term goals. Order
these and establish priorities.

Don’t try to do it all at once. Begin by accomplishing what you can
in the short term, while thinking ahead to the future.

Keep your mission in mind in all stages of planning.

Revisit your plans regularly. Be willing to adapt or change them.

Establish responsibilities to achieve each task, with deadlines and
procedures for follow-up on all projects.

Remember, your focus is the resource.

Analyze, document what you did to help with future planning.
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Once you have your mission
statement and begin working on
your activities, you’ll want to
begin building your general mem-
bership. Here are some sugges-
tions for doing this.

Seek diversity in your member-
ship. Diversity creates new
opportunities and a rich mix of
talents and skills and interests
for your group. Consider who you
have not invited to join you. A
great place to start is with the
users of the refuge. 

People volunteer because they
care. It is as simple as that.
Recent surveys show that 51 per-
cent of Americans volunteer an
average of at least five hours a
week. The Friends Group Survey
shows the average Friends board
member give about four hours of
their time each month.

■Develop a computerized
membership data base. Make
sure it is a flexible program.
■Find a computer expert to
help you. Make sure everyone
can use the program.
■Develop a list and actively
recruit members.
■In the beginning, each
board member could be

“You never know when you’re going to need a friend, so we have
lots of them.”

– David Palmer, Friends of Mashpee

Building membership
Suggestions for keeping members

Follow-up – Analyze who your members
are and include this information in the
database. Do selective mailings to target sec-
tors of members that have particular inter-
ests.

Benefits – Offer additional benefits to
members who contribute more money (e.g.,
discounts at the bookstore and life members
receive a guided tour of the refuge as recog-
nition).

Personalized welcome – Welcome new
members with a personal letter.  Also use a
personal letter as a reminder to renew. Wel-
come new members in the newsletters or with
a picnic, etc.

Privileges and benefits – Provide spe-
cial privileges and benefits for members. Let
them be the first to tour new trails, etc.

Recognition – Hold volunteer recognition
dinners.

responsible to contact ten
people.
■Find names from such
sources as:
–Tax rolls for ownership of land.
–Local environmental groups,
e.g., Audubon chapter.
–Visitor registers from the
refuge.

■Encourage refuge staff to
acquire names and to add
addresses to their database.
■Re-structure the refuge visitor
register to get addresses and
phone numbers.
■Use the newsletter to solicit
members.
■Distribute membership infor-
mation during speeches.

Tools for Success



Understanding and being aware of group
dynamics is important to getting and keep-
ing members. Members must be nurtured –
they must feel that their contributions are
valued, that their opinions are important,
and that their time is well spent. They
must feel that they gain something person-
ally by participating in the group.

In any diverse group of people of differing
talents and abilities, disagreement will
inevitably arise. People don’t always see
eye to eye. How you handle it is critical.
Allow for difference of opinion. Conflict is
necessary, and not a problem, unless it pre-
vents the group from making progress.

Here are some suggestions to help devel-
op a positive group dynamic for your new
organization.

Practice “active listening.” Give feed-
back so people know they were heard. If
someone is dominating the discussion, put
a limit on how long each person can talk,
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Tools for Success

■Initially offer complimentary
membership for the first year
(to refuge volunteers).
■Consider using banquets,
etc. to recruit new members
from the community.
■Using personal contacts and
asking people face to face
gets better results.
■A membership brochure.
(Other Friends groups and

NWRA can provide exam-
ples.)
■Set minimum membership
dues to receive the newsletter
and other products to cover
the costs of printing and send-
ing.
■Offer a variety of member-
ship levels, (corporate, individ-
ual, lifetime). Make sure the
amount and level of responsi-

bility are coordinated with the
region.
■Consult with other groups
that have tried specific mem-
bership drives,(hired a firm for
a membership drive).
■Honor both those who con-
tribute money and the mem-
bers who contribute labor and
attend meetings. (You need
both and strategies to keep
them, as members will differ.)

Group Dynamics
and give priority in the speaking order to
those who have less to say.

Don’t ignore problems. Deal with
issues, not personalities. Discuss specific
problems, and look for causes and solu-
tions. Has there been a misunderstanding?
Is someone being asked to do something
they are not equipped to do? Suggest a
change that will be good for the individual
and the group.

Set out clear expectations from the
beginning. Regular meetings and evalu-
ations can redirect efforts, identify prob-
lems early, and prevent things from getting
out of hand.

Watch out for “rogue members” who
join only to fulfill their own agendas.
Resolve this issue immediately. It may
require finding them out of order at a meet-
ing.



organization with the 
public

● Accept the guidance and
decisions of project coordi-
nators

● Carry out duties promptly
and reliably

● Be willing to participate in
orientation, training pro-
grams and meetings

● Understand the function of
the paid staff and maintain
positive working relation-
ships with them

● Stay within the bounds of
the volunteer description,
unless otherwise asked

*from Starting Up: A Handbook for
New River and Watershed Organiza-
tions
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■Keep volunteers busy, and
give them responsibility, or
you will lose them.

■Ensure mutual respect of
group members.

■Listen, listen, listen!

■Keep things “adult” and
professional.

■Trust and need form a
sacred bond.

■Be honest, enthusiastic, and
have courage.

■Prevent Friends group burn-
out – plan your projects well.

■Do not be too serious all of
the time. Expect setbacks
and be willing to laugh at
them and then re-group. If it
is not fun, then do not do it.

■Deal with problems immedi-
ately! Never publicize differ-
ences, instead keep them
within the group.

■Encourage action with talk.

■Know the issues personally.

■Understand that it is a long-
term commitment that you
are making.

Tools for Success

Volunteers have
the right to . . .
● Be treated as a co-worker
● Be given a suitable assign-

ment
● Know as much as possible

about the organization
● Be recognized and heard
● Receive training and contin-

uing education for the task
● Have a regular evaluation

of one’s performance, and
be given a variety of experi-
ences

Responsibilities of
volunteers are to . . .
● Be sincere in the offer of

service and believe in the
value of the task being done

● Be loyal to the community
organization with which
one works

● Maintain the dignity and
integrity of the community

VOLUNTEER RIGHTS & RESPONSIBILITIES
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Membership Checklist

Seek diversity in your membership.

Create and maintain a computerized database of members.

Develop lists of potential new members and actively recruit them.

Offer member benefits such as a newsletter, with additional bene-
fits to members who contribute more than the minimum dues.

Keep members by personalizing their welcome to your group, giv-
ing them recognition, and keeping them well informed.

Always show and expect respect, keep things professional, and give
and keep trust. 

Give members responsibilities that fit their skills, and challenge
them.
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Raising money is among the more important things
your group needs to plan for. However, it need not be
something to fear. With good planning, careful atten-
tion to building relationships, and showing the public
what your group can do for the refuge, your treasury
will grow, in time.

Brian O’Neill, of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Nation-
al Park prefers to call fundraising “friend-raising,” and
with good reason. In twenty years as Park Superinten-
dent for Golden Gate, he has nurtured a solid network
of friends and as a result has seen millions of dollars
donated to the Park. People give to people. Fundrais-
ing is all about making new friends who are willing to
commit their funds to your organization’s cause. O’Neill
understands why people give. Success breeds success.
People see great things being done with their contri-
butions — they trust that when they donate, their mon-
ey will be used wisely. 

At first, your budget will be based on  membership
dues and small donations. In the first five years, most
likely your group will accomplish a great deal on a
shoestring budget. According to the NWRA’s Friends
Survey, most groups five years old and younger oper-
ate with a budget of $5,000 or less, and they report a
multitude of accomplishments for their refuges. 

Begin with the attitude that you can accomplish a
great deal with very little money. Dedicated volunteers
can make a big difference with their hands and hearts. 

Even as a fledgling operation however, you do need
some money. Some of the start up costs will include
incorporation and non-profit filing fees, logo design,
brochure development, newsletter, printing and mail-
ing expenses. 

You’ll need money for projects big and small, and to
plan activities to reward your volunteers. An emergen-
cy or “rainy day” fund is helpful for unexpected or
unplanned needs.

■Do not be afraid to ask for
money.

■Face the need for fund rais-
ing head-on and develop a
plan for it.

■For some people, money
equals having respect for
your group.

■Set sound financial priori-
ties.

■A small amount of start-up
money is necessary.

■Create a broad base of
members and contributors.

●Board members

●Basic membership and spe-
cial member contributions

●Programs and events (fees,
donations, raffles)

●“Family/Neighbor” support

●Private donors (from mem-
bership, local community)

●Corporations (businesses,
banks)

●Foundations

●Government

●Special fund raising drives
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FundingTools to build the
organization

Funding sources



■ Determine how much you need and develop a
budget for each funding need.

● Have specific goals and deadlines – develop a clarity of
need.

■ Determine the sources that you plan to go after
and develop a plan and set strategy.

● Seek in-kind donations for goods and services (e.g.,
computers, grant writing, lawyers, accountants, facilita-
tors).
● Be realistic in your plans (e.g., setting timelines for rais-
ing funds, assigning responsibilities).
● Consider making use of grant writers and fund-raisers.

■ Ask for funds
● Board members shouldn’t be afraid to ask for money
and need to see fundraising as part of their job.
● Get the right people to do the asking. Remember – peo-
ple give to people.
● Ensure that you are doing the right prospecting or ask-
ing 
● Get training if you need it.
● Establish a communication link with donors.

■ Be aware of the strings that may be attached to
any donation. 

● Refuse donations that have strings that your organiza-
tion can’t live with because you’ll find other sources of
funds.

■ Be sure to say “Please” and “Thank you.”
● Provide a donor recognition.  Use a personal touch
strategy.
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Ways to begin raising money
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Ask once a year or more often for special needs.
~

Express your thanks within 24 hours.
~

Establish a hierarchy of thank-you’s to correspond
to the levels of donation.

~
Every visitor to the refuge is a potential prospect.

~
Do not phone.

~
Make sure that you have peers asking peers.

~
Keep learning about asking.

~
Know your donors.

“

”

Words of Wisdom From Other Friends Groups
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Fundraising Checklist

Set up a budget. As a fledgling group, you will need start up money
for things like incorporation and non-profit filing fees, printing costs
for a newsletter and brochure and mailing expenses.

Fundraising is “Friend-raising.” It depends on developing good rela-
tionships. Be sure to have peers asking peers.

Early on your budget will be small, based on membership dues and
small donations, but as you build your relationships, your treasury
will grow.

A great deal can be accomplish on a small budget.

Ask and you will receive. Get the right people to do the asking.

Always say “Please,” and “Thank You.”

Set priorities. Develop a fundraising plan. Know how much you need
and determine a strategy to get it.

Always be willing to learn more about fundraising.
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Communication is the critical aspect of making it all
work. Clear and effective communication is the back-
bone that supports all of your organization’s other
activities. Good communication means everyone under-
stands their roles and responsibilities, and the work of
the organization will be clear to members, refuge staff
and the public. Poor communication will result in con-
fusion and mistrust.

To be effective, your group needs to find ways to reach
out to the public so they understand your group’s mis-
sion and objectives and become aware of refuge issues.
Ultimately, you want your outreach efforts to result in
an increased membership and support of the refuge.

The original Friends of
Monomoy NWR were a group of
retirees whose focus was to car-
ry out work projects on the
refuge. The group wasn’t ready
for the controversy that erupted
when the US Fish and Wildlife
Service made the decision to
reduce the gull population. 

In hindsight, Dean Steeger, a
Friends of Monomoy Board
member, wishes his group had
planned ahead, well before the
issue hit, even though outreach
wasn’t the group’s original focus.

Steeger believes one obligation
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Monomoy NWR consists of two small barrier islands of 2,740 acres with
official wilderness status, off the “elbow” of Cape Cod. The islands host
more than half a million birds, some rare and threatened species. Over
time, gull populations began to overwhelm smaller species. In 1994, the
Fish and Wildlife Service, in a management decision, designated 175 acres
as a gull-free zone. In 1996, the FWS implemented their management plan
by poisoning several thousand gulls on Monomoy. Unfortunately, hundreds
of these gulls died on the Cape Cod mainland, which upset the residents
and created a firestorm of controversy . . .

The Story of . . .                                                                     Friends of Monomoy NWR

of Friends groups is to be a
voice of support for their refuge.
To do this, he said, all groups
should form relationships with
people in their area who are the
decision makers and establish
contacts in the offices of local
and State political representa-
tives. Groups also should estab-
lish a relationship with the
media, raising interest in the
refuge in general before any
issues arise. 

His advice, “The key is in the for-
mation of your board. Get one or
two people on the board who are

willing to do outreach, who are
articulate. Your political success
will depend on those one or two
people.” 

He sees his role at Monomoy as
that of an individual who is a
member of the community and a
Friend who can be a counter-
point between the opposition
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service in situations where the
FWS must tread lightly. The
voice of Friends carry weight in
the community, because they’re
the public, too -–they’re not the
Federal Government.

Communicating A great resource book
for outreach:
Getting the Word Out in the
Fight to Save the Earth by
Richard Beamish

The Johns Hopkins University
Press – ISBN 0-8018-4895-4



Good outreach begins with clear inter-
nal communications between board mem-
bers and with the membership. Everyone
should be aware of and informed about
what the group is doing, when events are
taking place, and plans for the future. In
other words, no surprises. Identify who will
be the spokesperson (or people) for your
group. It should be someone who can artic-
ulate clearly and concisely. Make sure that
person has all the facts, and support that
person.

Communication also must be clear
between Friends and the refuge manager
and staff. Here again it needs to be two way
communication with no surprises. Build
the relationship through good, consistent
communication.

■Reach out to other groups and organi-
zations. Re-inventing the wheel is too
time consuming.

■Start educating the public by speak-
ing at organizations (not just environ-
mental organizations) and to the broad-
cast media.

■Contact and enlist the users of the
refuge.

■ Involve politicians at the local, state,
and national levels.

■Use your name. Make it visible. Get it
out in front of people.

Advice from Friends
of Monomoy
Remember your job as Friends: 

● To promote the National Wildlife
Refuge System and its sound
management.

● To serve as a litmus test to FWS.
As members of the general public,
they can see how their manage-
ment decisions will “play” with the
public by asking you first.

● Most members of the FWS are sci-
entists. Friends can help them
explain and interpret technical
information to the general public.

Ways to reach the media: 
● Respond to newspaper articles

with letters to the editor.

● Go to local and cable TV stations.
Get a Public Service Announce-
ment (PSA) made. Stations are
obligated to run PSA’s for free.

● Use the Internet, get a web site,
publish your address in your
brochure and anything you send
out.

● Be professional in your image. Cre-
ate a great logo, edit carefully.

● Call editors (not reporters) with sto-
ry ideas, or even just to give your
opinion on an issue. They usually
ask questions and listen.
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Tools for outreach



Do your homework so that you know what you are
talking about.

Develop and maintain credibility.

If you don’t know, say so! Offer to find out, then do
it.

Keep the channels of communication open between
the group and the refuge and within the group.

Be factual and honest.

Desire to work together.

Maintain a sense of trust - off the record “trust”
means you don’t repeat something you promised
not to.

Communicate frequently.

Share information before it becomes public.

Attend to good manners and show respect.

Share photographs (visual communication).

Internal
communication

Develop a way to communicate.
Possibly use a newsletter and
phone tree.

Communicate with all members
regularly.

Meet regularly and often, possi-
bly on a monthly basis.

Let everyone know what it is
that you are doing.

Ensure open communication
between the friends group and
the refuge staff.

Share your technical knowl-
edge.

Learn what kind of communica-
tion works best between mem-
bers.Do not assume everyone
knows.

No surprises!!!

Summarize meetings so every-
one understands what was dis-
cussed.

Make sure there are no breaks
in the lines of communication.

Do not keep quiet when you
disagree or do not understand.

Do not burn any bridges.
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Other Suggestions



Two outreach tools you will find useful are the
newsletter and the membership brochure. These will
help inform your members about the activities of your
group and get your message to potential new members,
legislators and people in the general community.

Even in the beginning when your  budget is limited,
take the time and spend as much as you can afford to
produce a good product. Appearance counts. Graphics,
eye catching headlines and distinct, easy to read type
are all important ingredients to an effective newslet-
ter or brochure.

Strive to be interesting and readable. Assume an
intelligent audience, but don’t assume they know the
background and details of your story. Explain things
clearly and completely.

Avoid dense text. Tell the story with pictures. Observe
the one-third/two-thirds rule: Devote two-thirds of the
publication to graphics, headlines and white space and
one-third to text.

Who gets your Newsletter?

•Members.

•Town/City Council.

•Conservation Commission.

•State and federal elected officials.

•Local library.

•Chamber of Commerce.

•Local conservation groups and other refuge stakeholders.

•Media contacts.

Once you have your nonprofit ruling, your group may
be eligible to use bulk mail. Check with your post-office
about their requirements. The rules are somewhat com-
plicated, but worth checking into, as the savings are
considerable.

■Collect newsletters and
brochures you like. Use them
as models in your own
design.

■Look for a printer with rea-
sonable prices. Initially, when
you have limited funds, see if
your refuge will allow you to
use their copy machine.

■Do a production schedule
a year in advance for a
newsletter. Establish dead-
lines for preparation, printing
and mailing.

■ Information should be con-
cise, readable and to the
point.

■Avoid technical jargon, lan-
guage, and acronyms.

■Use a typeface that is clear
and easy to read.

■Edit. All writing can be
made tighter. Get someone
to proofread.

■Keep your audience in
mind.

■Use lots of white space and
graphics.

■Good reference books:
Elements of Style by Strunk
& White; Chicago Manual
of Style; Getting the Word
Out by Richard Beamish.
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The newsletter and
membership brochure

Newsletter and
Brochure Tools
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Make sure everyone understands - translate technical language into
familiar terms (define acronyms, place names, technical terms, jargon).

~
Tap into existing communication opportunities.

~
Be visible – show momentum.

~
Pick a name that people can remember – keep it simple.

~
Use graphics to capture and express the passion.

~
Be positive.

~
Make it look fun, even if it isn’t!!!

~
Demonstrate awareness, understanding, caring, and action.

~
Edit – be professional with polished products.

~
Dress professionally.

~
Be consistent with your message.

~
Know who is speaking for your membership.

~
Conduct yourself professionally, even in adversarial situations.

~
Be appreciative – say thanks (in many ways)!!

~
Follow through and follow up.

~
Toot your horn – often and loudly.

“

”

Words of Wisdom From Other Friends Groups
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Outreach Checklist

Clear and effective communication is the key to your organization’s
success.

Build public support for your group’s activities by getting the word
out about your group’s activities to the public.

Develop relationships with key editors in the media and political are-
na. Involve politicians at the State and local level. 

Be visible to the public. Find ways to use your name frequently, in
a number of ways. Use all mediums available: newsletter, newspa-
per, cable, internet.

Create and maintain a professional image. Develop an appropriate
logo, edit everything you send out carefully.

Create an outreach plan and form those relationships before you
need them!

Know who your spokespeople are and let them carry your message.
Make sure they have accurate information so they know what they’re
talking about. Be consistent with your message.

Interpret technical language into common language.
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Perhaps one of the most important things your group
needs to remember is to celebrate its successes.  Cele-
brate big successes and little ones. It is the successes
that will draw membership, volunteer participation,
funds, and bring lasting recognition to your group.

Think about what defines overall success for each of
your group’s activities and plan to celebrate small suc-
cesses along the way (especially for bigger, longer term
projects). Holding out for the big, obvious successes
might bring celebration into the picture too late.
Besides, why wait until the end of a project to cele-
brate it? 

The key is to find something to crow about, the sil-
ver lining, even the positive twist in a “failure.” Fail
with flair! Find something to celebrate, even when
everything didn’t go as planned. Reward the attempt,
not just the outcome.

Celebrating success will give everyone in your group
something tangible to feel good about. It is these posi-
tive feelings will help your group grow.

You can recognize your successes in a variety of ways.
Say “Thank You,” send a note, thank people in your
newsletter. You can stage events, hold a dinner, make
use of awards. Have fun with it, be silly. Most impor-
tant, do it in a timely manner. Surprise people!

Use news articles to publicize the group’s major suc-
cesses. Use all the available opportunities, even five
minutes at the board meetings can be built in to
acknowledge your successes. Use pictures and words
to describe your group’s achievements. Give people the
opportunity to see what your group is doing not only
so the public can appreciate your accomplishments,
but so that your members can too, so they can say to
themselves, “Wow! Look at what we did!”

There will be others besides the people in your group
that need thanks and celebration too. Remember the
refuge staff, the community, your legislators and city
officials. Thank you cards to donors are a nice surprise
and always appreciated. 
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Celebrate your
successes

Don’t forget to do it.
~

Don’t take people for
granted.

~
It's okay to celebrate the

partial successes. You do
not have to be all done or
100% successful.

~
Be sure to publicize it.

The whole group is recog-
nized too.

~
Be sure the celebrations

fit the successes.
~

Celebrate all year long,
not just once a year.

~
Celebrate immediately.

Do not wait too long or you
lose the opportunities.

~
Saying “thanks” goes a

long way. Say it often.
~

Negative feedback cannot
be retracted and giving
negative feedback can spell
disaster for the group and
the individual.

“

”

Words of Wisdom
From Other

Friends Groups
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Celebrate Success Checklist

Define what success means to your group. Celebrate often. Don’t
wait until a project is over. Celebrate the small successes too.

Celebrating gives your group something tangible to feel good about.
Positive feelings help the group to grow.

Take advantage of any opportunity to celebrate success and acknowl-
edge a job well done: your newsletter, at board meetings, in newspaper
articles and letters to the editor, in a thank you note . . .

Be sensitive to the differences of people in your group. Don’t throw
the spotlight on someone who would be made uncomfortable. Find
another way to thank them.

“Thank You.” Two simple words that need to be used often.

Post evidence of accomplishments with lists of the names of partic-
ipants on a plaque near completed projects on the refuge.

Consider anyone who needs to be thanked, not just members of your
group, but also Refuge staff, members of the community, politicians,
etc. . . .

Celebrate with food. Throw a party.
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The focus of this handbook has been to help you get
started in the first year. Establishing your Friends
group is just the beginning. We expect that you will
have a busy year and many accomplishments over the
next several months. Once you have established your
group, you’ll be asking what’s next? You will also be
working to build a stable organization that will have a
long future.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is dedicat-
ed to helping your group successfully meet its new chal-
lenges. Over the next couple of years, we will offer a
number of programs to new and well-established
groups.* These will include:

•Workshops on getting started, fundraising and out-
reach.

•A Friends/NWRA joint membership program.

•Local networking programs for Friends groups in
small geographic areas to meet and work together on
local interests. 

•An expanded Friends section in the NWRA quar-
terly newsletter. 

•An expanded Friends section in Refuge Net, our web
site on the Internet.  We plan to make handbook mate-
rials available on this web site and will provide a
Friends bulletin board for easy communications.

•Opportunity to become involved in regional and
national policy and media initiatives.

•An annual National Refuge Friends Conference in
Washington, D.C.

Assistance is also available from a variety of other
sources, such as other Friends groups, the US Fish and
Wildlife Service, the National Center for Nonprofit
Boards and local and national conservation organiza-
tions.  We have listed ways to contact these and other
resources in the next few pages.  

If you have any additional questions or need help, be
sure to contact us either by telephone at (202) 333-
9075 or Email at NWRA@refugenet.org.

(*All programs are dependent upon funding.)
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Where do you go from here?
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✔ RefugeNET is the National Wildlife
Refuge Association’s web site on the
Internet. This site contains a wealth of
information about the refuge system, a
directory of Friends groups, and action
alerts. It’s a great place to begin net-
working!  http://www.refugenet.org

✔ National Center for Nonprofit Boards
is a good resource for all questions you
might have about nonprofit organiza-
tions, including forming your board.
http://www.ncnb.org

✔ The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
home page is a good place to learn
about refuges all over the country.
http://www.fws.gov

Call (202) 333-9075 to ask for:

✔ A Friends Directory listing all Friends
groups across the nation.

✔ Information on workshops, regional
and subregional networking meetings
sponsored by the National Wildlife
Refuge Association.

✔ Referrals or direct assistance on fil-
ing for non-profit status.

✔ Names of experienced Friends
groups who are willing to lend their
expertise to new groups.

✔ The Refuge Support Group mini-
grant program, conducted in coopera-
tion with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice, the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation and the National Audubon
Society.

✔ Action Alerts on issues affecting the
National Wildlife Refuge System, avail-
able through the NWRA Friends List-
serve. To sign up for the Listserve,
email owner-nwrafriends@lists.toad.net

Internet resources Resources from the
National Wildlife Refuge
Association 
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