
B a l d  E a g l e   H a l i a e e t u s  l e u c o c e p h a l u s

Because of the popularity of Auburn University’s Southeastern 
Raptor Center program and the limited seating in the Visitor 
Center auditorium, we are hosting the annual raptor program at 
the Princess Theater.  Shuttle service will be available for festival 
goers to come and go.  Please see the insert for details….
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RAPTORS AT THE PRINCESS!

ll of us at Wheeler are excited 
to see the Whooping Cranes 
back as these extremely rare 

birds have generated so much 
i n t e r e s t i n o u r r e f u g e a n d , 
consequently, our surrounding towns.  
C o m m u n i t i e s r a r e l y h a v e 
opportunities like this that literally 
landed in our laps.  All these cranes 
have had such a positive impact on 
the area that it leaves me almost 
speechless (almost!).  
     We are fortunate to have Amber 
Wilson of the International Crane 
Foundation working full time with us 
through the winter.   Amber  hit the 
ground running by organizing 
numerous events and meetings 
showcasing our refuge and its cranes.  
Representatives from numerous 
Audubon Societies, the Botanical 

Garden, Birmingham Zoo, Land 
Trust, teachers and many others, 
have been collaborating with us by 
offering assistance with our public 
outreach programs promoting 
Wheeler and its significance for 
these wintering birds.  
     Locally, having Mr. Clint Shelton 
spearhead the cleanup of the riparian 
area on the west boundary of the 
refuge along Country Club Road SE 
was huge! That effort, in turn, 
encouraged others in town to clean 
up their areas.  It is easy to get 
disillusioned after constantly being 
bombarded with garbage (literally 
and figuratively) and to get sucked 
into a morass of negativity.  
 
See President’s Corner, Page 2.....

Saturday & Sunday 
January 13 & 14, Visitor Center


6th Annual Festival of the Cranes 
A Two Day Event! 
Join us as we celebrate the majesty of 
the Sandhill and Whooping Cranes!  
Please see the brochure insert in this 
newsletter for details. 

 
 
 
Saturday, February 10 
9 AM, Beaverdam Peninsula 

Clean & Learn Wildlife ID 
Join us for a morning of wildlife 
observing and litter patrol on the 
Beaverdam Peninsula.  Refuge staff will 
b e o n - s i t e t o 
identify waterfowl 
a n d a n y o t h e r 
wildlife that might 
be out enjoying 
the refuge! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

From The President’s Corner.. Mary Rat l i f f
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Sandhill and Whooping Cranes, Grus sp. 
Photo Courtesy George Lee 

Great Blue Heron & 
Mallard 

Photo Courtesy 
George Lee 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Visitor Center  
256.350.6639

Saturday, March 3 
11 AM & 1 PM, Visitor Center

Wings to Soar 
Several species of birds of prey 
including owls, hawks, a show-stealing 
black vulture, and the great American 
Bald Eagle, will be available for the 
audience to get an up close view of 
these magnificent birds.


 
Please note that our website has 

changed to 
friendsofwheelerrefuge.com 
Previously the address ended 

in .org, but unfortunately our 
address was hacked and ransom was 
asked. Instead we changed from .org to 
.com.


e love winter at Wheeler!  The skies are full of sandhill 
cranes, ducks, pelicans, geese and, of course, our star 
visitors, Whooping Cranes.  As I write this we have already 

counted ten whooping cranes on the refuge and it’s not even the 
peak of migration.  With thousands of ducks and geese in Crabtree 
Slough, Dinsmore Slough and White Springs Dike and hundreds of 
American white pelicans and snow geese on Flint Creek and 
Limestone Bay the 2017-18 season promises to be another record 
breaker. 

We are spinning up for our 6th annual Festival of the Cranes on 
January 13-14.  The festival keeps getting bigger and better and we 
have hosted more visitors every year.  The popularity of the festival 
has strained the capacity of our facilities so in addition to a full 
schedule at the Visitor Center, Auburn University’s Southeastern 
Raptor Center will be offering their popular raptor presentations at 
the historic Princess Theater in downtown Decatur. We will have 
shuttle service available between both venues.  As always the event 
is free! Check elsewhere in this newsletter for full schedule and 
details.


We have been seeing lots of beautiful photographs posted on 
Facebook by refuge visitors.  The combination of brightly feathered 
waterfowl and brilliantly colored fall leaves provides many 
opportunities for stunning photography.  Limestone Bay, Beaverdam 
Peninsula and the observation building are popular spots for 
photographers.  


Speaking of photography, Wheeler volunteer George Lee, who 
produces still and video photography for the refuge, has had one of 
his photos featured on the US Fish & Wildlife Service Facebook 
page.  Check out his stunning photo at: https://www.facebook.com/
U S F W S R e f u g e s / p h o t o s / a .
148041788547327.23867.139511366067036/1952856931399128/?
type=3&theater


You can check out more of his photos at: https://www.flickr.com/
photos/57489148@N07/


See you at the Festival of the Cranes on January 13-14!

From Page 1, The President’s 
Corner… 

We are all surrounded by it and that 
is one of the main reasons I choose to 
stay involved with environmental 
issues because it is always, always a 
good goal to preserve and maintain 
anything that adds to the betterment 
of our mental and physical health.  
When you have such outstanding 
resources so readily available, there 
is no excuse for people to not take 
some time to rejuvenate themselves 
with a short walk and marvel at all 
the beauty that surrounds us.  It is the 
best thing we have going on!  We all 
hope that you and your family have a 
wonderful holiday season together 
and that we see you out here soon! 

It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year!  
by Tom Ress, WWRA Board Member

W

Cinnamon Teal, Anas cyanoptera  
Photo courtesy George Lee 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Refuge Access  
by Ricky Ingram, WNWR Project Manager

hat does access to a 
national wildlife refuge 
mean to you?   Many 

citizens believe that for public lands 
bought with taxpayer dollars, access 
should mean 24/7 ability to go and 
do most any legal activity they 
desire.   However, on most public 
property there are restrictions.  You 
cannot just walk into the White 
House to see the President or even a 
Governor’s office, decide to board a 
naval ship, or even just drive or walk 
onto a military base.  Should 
National Wildlife Refuges be 
different?  Congress passed the 
N a t i o n a l W i l d l i f e R e f u g e 
Improvement Act that clearly 
prescribed the primary charge of 
refuges as “Wildlife First.”  While a 
few might like to lock refuges up and 
leave them solely to wildlife, 
Congress was clear and went a step 
further by identifying six priority 
public uses, referred to as the “Big 
Six”, that should be facilitated when 
and where possible (hunting, fishing, 
wildl ife observation, wildl ife 
p h o t o g r a p h y, e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
education and interpretation).   
   The intent was not that every 
refuge would allow unfettered access 
for every priority public use, but to 
provide a reasonableness test for 
each use on every refuge which was 
outlined further in Appropriate Use 
and Compatibility Policies.  Through 
our daily lives, we have all found that 
what is reasonable to one person may 
not be as reasonable to another.  
Hunters might like to be able to hunt 
every legal game species on every 
acre for the entire season, while a 
bird watcher might prefer no hunting 
or any other access that might disturb 
their bird watching.  Also, one refuge 
might allow access for almost 
unlimited fishing but a nearby refuge 
may prohibit fishing access in order 
to protec t the habi ta t of an 
endangered plant or animal.  
     The Wheeler NWR Complex has 
a good mixture of diverse access 
rules.  The three cave refuges (Fern, 

Key, and Sauta) are open to public 
access.  However, the caves 
themselves are all gated and entry is 

prohibited except for very strictly 
monitored survey and monitoring 
activities administered via special use 
permits issued by the refuge 
manager.  The primary reasons for 
this are to protect the endangered and 
at risk bats that rely on these caves at 
various times throughout the year for 
rearing young, hibernating, and 
roosting.  Also, there is a significant 
disease threat to bats called White 
Nose Syndrome.  Anyone entering 
one of these bat caves has to follow 
very strict protocols to minimize any 
chance of spreading this disease from 
clothing or equipment from one cave 
to another.  
    Mountain Longleaf NWR is 
located on lands of the former Fort 
McClellan in Anniston, AL.  About 
one-third of the refuge is currently 
open to the public, but the remainder 
is closed to public access because of 
the ongoing MEC (Munitions of 
Explosive Concern) cleanup that is 
occurring on the former training 
ranges throughout the rest of the 
refuge.  Cleanup of these lands is 
progressing and much of the refuge 
will eventually be open to the public. 
Watercress Darter NWR, located in 
Bessemer, AL, is one of only five 
known locations of the endangered 
Watercress darter.  The refuge is open 
to the public, however, fishing in the 
refuge ponds is prohibited in order to 
minimize disturbance to the darters. 

Cahaba River NWR is located along 
the Cahaba River just east of West 
Blocton, AL and offers a wide variety 
of recreational opportunities that 
include all the “Big Six” activities.  
   Wheeler NWR, the largest refuge 
in the Complex at almost 35,000 
acres, offers plenty of access and 
recreational opportunities.  Visitation 
typically exceeds 600,000 visitors 
per year.  Overall, I think Wheeler 
NWR has a very good mix of the six 
priority public uses that Congress 
s p e l l e d o u t i n t h e N W R S 
Improvement Act.   With the growing 
p o p u l a t i o n s i n D e c a t u r a n d 
Huntsville, plus all of the visitors 
who are looking to public lands for 
outdoor recreation, demands are 
increasing annually.   Every use on 
the refuge has to be evaluated to 
make sure that it’s both appropriate 
and compatible per our policies and 
this includes the amount and timing 
of access that can be allowed.  One 
of the primary reasons that Wheeler 
was established as a refuge back in 
1938 as a refuge and breeding ground 
for migratory birds and other wildlife 
and for use as an inviolate sanctuary, 
or for any other management 
purposes for migratory birds, and for 
the protection of threatened and 
endangered species.  These original 
purposes are why some areas of the 
refuge are c losed to access , 
especially during the late fall and 
winter when ducks, geese, and cranes 
are overwintering here in large 
numbers.  
    Managing all of the multiple uses 
and growing public requests for new 
uses on public lands is often a 
challenge and will no doubt become 
more challenging in the future as 
development and populat ions 
increase within the region.  As public 
land managers, we strive to follow 
the laws and mandates provided by 
Congress and use the best available 
science to help guide our decisions 
while maximizing access to the 
majority of public lands such as on 
the Wheeler NWR Complex.  

W



National Wildlife Refuge 
Associations are independent non-

profit organizations whose mission is 
to conserve America’s wildlife 
heritage for future generations 

through strategic programs that 
protect, enhance, and expand the 

National Wildlife Refuge System and 
the landscapes beyond its 
boundaries that secure its  

ecological integrity.   
Won’t you please join us?


Wheeler Wildlife Watch 
Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Association 

P.O. Box 239 

Decatur, Alabama 35603

     Membership Information  

If you have not renewed your membership for 2018, please show your 
support by sending in your tax deductible renewal donation or give a loved 

one or friend the gift of membership.  We really need your support!

Glossy Ibis,   Plegadis falcinellus 
Photo Courtesy George Lee

    Friend of Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge 

Name: _________________________________________________ 

Address: ______________________________________________ 
 

City, State & ZIP:  
_____________________________________ 

Individual:  $20 ______     Family:  $25 _____    
Lifetime:  $250 _______       Benefactor:  $500 ______  

Patron:  $1,000 _______ 

 Please mail your tax deductible membership renewal 
to: 

WWRA 
P.O. Box 239 

Decatur, AL  35603 

Visit our websites! 
           Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge  

              http://www.fws.gov/wheeler/ 
 
Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Association  
 http://www.friendsofwheelerrefuge.com/ 
 
 

facebook.com/Wheeler-National-Wildlife-Refuge-Complex 
 
facebook.com/Wheeler-Wildlife-Refuge-Association-    

               WWRA-1697491543825279

Shop at AmazonSmile and Amazon will make a donation to WWRA!   
It’s the same Amazon.com you know—same products, same prices—and 0.5% of each purchase 
price is donated back to WWRA.   And it doesn’t cost you anything!  On your first visit to 
AmazonSmile   (smile.amazon.com), you will be prompted to select a charitable organization 

from a list of eligible organizations.  Just type in Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Association, search, 
select, and you’re finished!  Now when you shop, go to smile.amazon.com and you will be generating donations to your 
refuge association with every purchase.  Support WWRA every time you buy with AmazonSmile!
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