


We exist becauseé 

Fresh water is a finite resource. We are working to protect it. The 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Complex is located along the 

southern shore of Lake Erie, the 11th largest lake in the world. The 

Great Lakes contain about 20% of the world's fresh water but they are 

in jeopardy. The wetlands of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge play a 

critical role in the Lake Erie ecosystem, acting as the kidneys of the 

landscape; working to protect NW Ohio's drinking water, work, and 

leisure. They also provide important nesting and stopover habitat for 

birds, fish and wildlife. Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

works to support Ohio's only national wildlife refuge complex through 

fundraising and volunteerism so that we can be the change that our 

wildlife and community deserve. 

 

In retirement, the saying goes to keep busy so you donôt get bored 

and just sit around. For me, I was sure boredom would never be a 

word I would ever use at any time in my life. I retired in 2015 from 

the Columbus Zoo, and on my first day of retirement I took my 

kayak out for a three hour adventure. A few years later, I moved 

closer to the place I visited over the last 30 years - Ottawa National 

Wildlife Refuge. Now that I am just down the road from the refuge, 

I can enjoy even more time here. I spend a lot of time looking for 

ducks in fall, winter and spring. I can watch mallards puddling 

around when I canôt find other species.   

When I am out looking for ducks and other wildlife, I usually have my camera with 

me. I have always been into photography. I received my first 35mm in the mid 

1980ôs. I have upgraded cameras and lenses through the years. I am always 

trying to capture my next great duck photo. I can find natural beauty in many 

ways with wildlife and their environment.   

ONWR and all of its satellite properties fit right into a few of my hobbies. The 

diverse marshes and waterways perfectly complement the hiking trails, kayak 

launches, and Wildlife Drive that wind through the protected natural 

environments.  

I know trumpeter swan 1A2 has a lot of fans. Over the past few years, I have 
been trying to document more when and where he and his mate are being seen.  
Iôm excited for his time to shine on the cover of the annual report as he celebrates 
his 20th birthday! 

ðLori Monska, Cover Photo Photographer & Refuge Volunteer 
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Letter from the President 

 

Hello, I am Pete Schwager, the outgoing President of Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge. As you may 

know, Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge has served the Northwest Ohio community and Ottawa National 

Wildlife Refuge for more than a quarter of a century.  

 

In our ever changing political landscape, one thing remains constant: our need to help protect our planet. 

As you read through this annual report, you will see the role the refuge plays in keeping the Lake Erie ecosystem 

working. The Friends Group was founded to help the refuge continue this vital mission.  

 

The Friends Group helps meet this purpose through:  

¶ Facilitating various educational opportunities for children in area schools to get them excited about the great 

outdoors 

¶ Classes and tours of the refuge for adults that want to expand their knowledge of birding, invasive species, 

Great Lakes ecosystems, and understanding the importance of wetlands 

¶ Recruiting volunteers who provided over 9,000 hours of support in 2024 to refuge staff  

¶ Providing living stipends to interns who help the refuge while expanding 

their skills 

 

All of this is to help protect the refuge, and more importantly, protect our 

planet for future generations to enjoy. 

 

We all benefit from the refuge, and none of our work could be possible without 

our Board, Friends staff, members, volunteers, donors, refuge staff, 

community partners, and our visitors all working together for Ottawa Refuge. 

On behalf of the Board of Directors, I want to thank everyone that has helped 

us over the past year. Enjoy the refuge, it is here for you! 

Pete Schwager, President 

Tajinder Singh, Vice President 

Kendra Foust, Secretary 

Ron Overmyer, Treasurer 

Mary Willoughby 

Jim Krieger 

Michael House 

Justin Woldt 

Jacob Price 

Joey Warner 

Tara Bostater  

Sara Sherick 

 

2024 BOARD MEMBERS 

FRIENDS STAFF 

Aimee Arent, Executive Director 

Julia Hinca, Nature Store Manager 

Sharon Pesci, Seasonal Store Clerk 

Pete Schwager 

2024 Friends Board President 
It is my honor to serve as the incoming Board President of the Friends of 

Ottawa NWR. I am grateful to my fellow board members and our 

Executive Director for their trust and support. Our shared passion for 

protecting and celebrating the incredible wildlife and habitats of Ottawa 

National Wildlife Refuge inspires me as we look forward to an exciting 

year. Your support has made all the difference in the past years, and I 

continue to be optimistic that your love and generosity will allow Ottawa 

National Wildlife Refuge to thrive for many years to come.  

Together, weôve achieved so much, from supporting vital conservation 

projects to enhancing visitor experiences with the Puddles Shuttle and 

all-terrain wheelchair. In the coming 

year, I look forward to working with the 

incredible staff, volunteers, members, 

donors, USFWS leadership, and 

especially all of our visitors to deepen 

our impact, engage our community, and 

ensure that this refuge remains a 

thriving sanctuary for wildlife and people 

alike. 

Thank you for your continued dedication 

and support. Letôs make this coming 

year a year to remember for the 

incredible species that call the 

refuge home. 

Tajinder Singh 

Incoming Friends Board President 

A Note From Tajinder Singh, Incoming Board President 



  From the Managerõs Desk 
Celebrating Another Year of Conservation Success 

 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge had another phenomenal year in 2024. I am humbled by and proud of all the 

successful conservation delivery, outreach and education programs, and community engagement that staff and 

partners accomplished. Refuge staff, volunteers, and our partners showed resilience, dedication, and passion for our 

shared mission. In the wonderful words of Henry Ford, ñComing together is a beginning; keeping together is a process; 

working together is success.ò   

As I reflect on 2024 successes and highlights, there is much to 

celebrate and much ñworking togetherò to recognize.  

§ The refuge added 112.4 acres with two land donations. 

The Nature Conservancy donated 48.2 acres and Ducks 

Unlimited donated 64.2 acres.  

§ 792 acres of coastal wetland and upland areas restored 

and 187.5 acres of pollinator/monarch habitat restored. 

§ 606 acres of non-native invasive plants treated. 

§ 170 volunteers contributed 9,430 total volunteer hours 

supporting mission critical services. This is equivalent to 

nearly 5 full time employees.   

The year was also highlighted by a very unexpected but amazing 

award for me. In October 2024 I was honored to be presented 

with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Serviceôs National Land Legacy 

Award for more than a decade of land conservation and 

protection. Since arriving at Ottawa, I have worked tirelessly with 

passionate, supportive, and dedicated staff and partners to conserve  

2,166 acres.   

My conservation legacy over the last decade has been the result of 

good timing and the brilliant people I have been blessed to share this 

journey. Although I received the award, it was truly a unity of effort. I 

could not have conserved this land without the support and 

dedication of so many others.  

Franklin D. Roosevelt once said, ñThe only limit to our realization of 

tomorrow will be our doubts of today.ò There is no doubt that our 

collective conservation success is a result of our unity of effort, a 

clarity of purpose and a shared 

vision of tomorrow.   

 

I am deeply grateful to everyone 

who supports the refuge to 

ensure today is better than 

yesterday and tomorrow is 

better than today. I fear history 

will judge us unkindly for what 

we take and what we fail to give 

back. I hope you all will 

continue to support the refuge 

to help us honor our 

responsibility to be good public 

servants and stewards of this 

wonderful natural resource for 

future generations. 

 

Jason P. Lewis 

Refuge Manager 

 

 

 

REFUGE STAFF 

Jason Lewis, Refuge Manager 

Karl Fleming, Assistant Refuge Manager 

Ron Huffman, Refuge Biologist 

Jeff Finn, Private Lands Biologist 

Courtney Lopez, Wildlife Refuge Specialist 

Rebecca Lewis, Visitor Services Specialist 

Basia Gawin, Visitor Services Specialist  

Chuck Shier, Maintenance Mechanic 

Brandon Giesler, Maintenance Worker 

Dominique Thomas, Federal Wildlife Officer 

(starting in September) 

Alex Baginski, Maintenance Mechanic  

(through December) 

Keith (Troy) Atkinson, Maintenance Worker 

(through August) 

Keith Findlay, Maintenance Worker  

(through July) 

Alex Cherpes, Biological Technician  

(through July) 
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USFWS Realty Officer Danielle Kepford (left) and Acting 

Refuge Supervisor Bridget Olson present Jason with the 

Land Legacy Award | Aimee Arent 



  Your National Wildlife Refuge 

The Ottawa National Wildlife 

Refuge Complex consists of three 

National Wildlife Refuges:  

Ottawa NWR:  
Located between Toledo and Port 

Clinton, this 8,488 acre refuge is 

managed for waterfowl, 

shorebirds, neo-tropical migrant 

songbirds, and a variety of plant 

and animal species. The three 

story Visitor Center and hiking 

trails are located here. A number 

of satellite properties are also part 

of this refuge. 

Cedar Point NWR:  
Cedar Point NWRôs 2,675 acres 

comprise the largest contiguous 

marsh on Lake Erie (US). Aside 

from a designated fishing and 

kayaking area, access is by 

guided tour or permit only. 

West Sister Island NWR:  
This 82 acre island is situated in Lake Erie, about 9 miles from shore. It is the largest great blue heron and great egret 

rookery in the U.S. Great Lakes. Access is by permit only. 

Part of a Larger System 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge is part of a 

much larger National Wildlife Refuge System. 

Known as one of Americaôs greatest 

conservation success stories, the system has 

protected and restored habitats for hundreds 

of species including fish, plants, animals, and 

migratory birds.    

 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge is part of 

Region 3 of the United States Fish and 

Wildlife Service. Also known as the Midwest 

Region, Region 3 encompasses eight states 

and four out of five U.S. Great Lakes.  

 

For more information about the National 

Wildlife Refuge System, the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, and conservation priorities, 

visit www.fws.gov.  



 

 Friends Priorities 
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Impact Areas 

§ LAND ACQUISITION 

Since 2013 the Friends have managed a growing fund for Land Acquisition 

and Restoration called the Joan and Richard Kimple Conservation Fund.  

One of our long-term goals is to establish a $500,000 revolving fund that will 

allow us to aid the refuge with the purchase of land from willing property 

owners and restoration of existing refuge parcels from Toledo to the  

Sandusky Bay. To date, we have purchased and conserved 69 acres.  

We also entered into an agreement with the Partners for Fish and Wildlife 

Program to fund restoration projects on private lands. 

§ YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

Making sure the next generation cares about conservation as much as we do is a priority for our group. Therefore Friends of Ottawa 

NWR provides life-changing career opportunities through living stipends for interns, scholarship opportunities, and field trip grants to 

bring schools and classes to experience all the refuge has to offer. We also created an extension of the Intern Program called the 

Career Pathways Program that provides additional opportunities for outstanding interns. This cooperative agreement with the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service allowed the Friends to develop scopes of work and priorities for Jessica Duez and Trevor Zook, increasing their 

responsibilities and impact while providing overextended refuge staff with much needed long-term assistance.  

§ PUBLIC USE PROJECTS 

Friends of Ottawa NWR is committed to helping the refuge improve access for its six public uses: Wildlife Observation, Environmental 

Education, Interpretation, Photography, Fishing and Hunting. We help to install access points with trails, observation decks, wildlife 

cameras, help to maintain public facilities, and keep the public updated and connected with whatôs happening at the refuge.  

Congratulations to our Blue Goose Scholarship 

winners, Kaylie Simpson (Port Clinton High 

School) and Megan Walters-Aughney (St. 

Ursula Academy)! Our scholarship awardees 

were honored at a celebration on World 

Migratory Bird Day in May. 

 

The Blue Goose Scholarship Program is  

named for the mascot of the National Wildlife 

Refuge System, the blue goose. The blue goose 

was designed by cartoonist and conservationist 

ñDingò Darling. Concerned with pollution and the 

extinction of wildlife, Darling worked these 

themes into his cartoons. He believed that 

people can benefit from nature without 

damaging it. 

 

Thanks to Friends of Ottawa NWR Innovation 

Fund donors, two $2,500 scholarships were 

awarded. Both students had exceptional essays 

demonstrating their dedication to conservation 

as well as outstanding academic achievements, extracurricular activities, and a proven commitment to environmental activism. 

Both seniors plan to pursue degrees in Environmental Science. We can't wait to see where their journeys lead! 

 Blue Goose Scholarship 

(l-r) Friends board members Sara Sherick, Tajinder Singh and Kendra Foust; Kaylie Simpson, 

Puddles the Blue Goose, Megan Walters-Aughney; Friends Executive Director Aimee Arent, 

and Refuge Manager Jason Lewis celebrate during a ceremony on World Migratory Bird Day. 

Refuge and Friends staff pose for a photo during the Total 

Solar Eclipse on April 8. | USFWS 



 Increasing Access to Nature 

 

A New Way to Explore the Refuge: Action Trackchair Now Available!  

 

Experiencing the refuge's trails is something that many people take for granted. 

Over the past six years, Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge has been 

focused on increasing accessibility on the refuge. With your help, we've built 

fishing platforms and observation decks with wheelchairs in mind, established 

an accessible kayak launch into West Harbor, and purchased an electric shuttle 

that runs over 150 tours per year, allowing free access to the refuge for visitors 

of all ages and abilities. 

 

Thanks to a grant from the Toledo Rotary Club Foundation Fund of the 

Greater Toledo Community Foundation, the Friends group worked to 

further increase accessibility to something we should all be able to enjoy 

- a walk in nature. The grant helped to fund an all-terrain wheelchair called the 

Action Trackchair.  

 

Nick Fish was the first person to use the Action Trackchair on the refuge's 

trails. Nick uses a walker and a wheelchair, and a lack of paved trails in our 

area has prevented him from fully experiencing nature. He has enjoyed guided 

tours and volunteering from the electric shuttle, but the Trackchair allows 

access to trails where the shuttle cannot go. He and others can now more 

independently explore the refuge with family and friends.  

 

For years, Donna Lueke and her sister Pat cherished their walks through 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge until health challenges confined Donna to 

walking just a few yards at a time. Thanks to supporters like you, we 

transformed their story:  

 

"After a few simple lessons with the new all-terrain Trackchair, I mastered the 

joystick and rediscovered our beloved trails. Pat, her pup Doc Marten, and I 

spent 90 magnificent minutes exploring - even having a magical encounter with 

a curious doe who posed for photos before bounding away. You've given me 

back the joy of wandering these paths."ð Donna Lueke 

 

Friends member Stan Whittern was excited to learn about the Trackchair, and 

because of it, he and his wife were able to spend time hiking together once 

again. 

  

"For those of you who have family or friends who cannot get out and hike the 

trails, this machine will be a game changer. It has been several years 

since Glenda has been able to hike the trails so it was an exciting day for her."  

                                                                                                  ð Stan Whittern  

 

The Trackchair may be reserved, for free, for use on any open Main Complex hiking trails for a maximum of 3 hours at a 

time. More information about the chair and reservations can be found on our website. 

 

The Greater Toledo Community Foundation is a public charitable organization created by citizens of 

our community to enrich the quality of life for individuals and families in our area. In existence since 

1973, the Foundation has more than 970 individual current funds with assets of approximately $382 

million. The Foundation provides philanthropic services for individuals, families, businesses and 

corporations to meet their charitable giving needs. For more information on the Foundation, visit the 

organizationôs website at www.toledocf.org or follow them on Facebook or LinkedIn.  

Park Ranger Rebecca Lewis takes a walk with 

Nick Fish | Susan Sears 

Donna Lueke, sister Pat, and dog Doc Marten 

getting ready to explore the trails. 

Glenda and Stan Whittern enjoy a hike on the 

South Woods boardwalk loop. 



 

 Connection & Conservation 

 

We had such a fun year sharing the refuge with you! We are so thankful to everyone 

who joined us for events on the refuge in 2024. Your presence helped make each 

event memorable, and it was a joy to connect with so many passionate individuals 

throughout the year. Whether you explored the refuge on a guided hike or tour, 

participated in hands-on activities, or simply enjoyed learning about our wildlife, we 

truly appreciate you being a part of our community. 

This year, we were blessed to have two major shows of the northern lights. We donôt 

often see the Aurora borealis here in NW Ohio, and we were excited to capture some 

great photos of the lights over the Visitor Center. We also worked with our Photo Club 

members to add some new bus tours to the calendar. Thanks to Tony Everhardt and 

Lori Monska for leading these sunrise trips! Additionally, the new Otter Hikes were 

very popular and over 60 people joined us in October to look for the refugeôs elusive 

river otters. These tours were led by our very own Otter Whisperer, Jeff Vogelpohl, 

who has an uncanny ability to find and photograph the otters (look for him below!)  
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Virtual Programs 

We hosted 10 virtual programs with  

467 participants and 1,274 recording views!  

Thank you to our presenters. 

Shuttle Tours 

Friends guided over 165 tours! Thanks to all of our 

volunteer drivers (Lori, Bob, Wanda, Ray, Amy, Mike, 

Rick, and Kati) for sharing your time and knowledge. 

West Sister Island Sunset Cruises 

440 people joined us on our West  

Sister Island Fundraiser Cruises and  

helped raise over $25,000 to support our work. 

Trevorôs Big Day 

Trevor Zook had his first ever Big Day. He spotted 126 

bird species and raised over $3,200 for habitat 

conservation on May 12.  

Conservation Club Grant 

A $12,433 ODNR Conservation Club grant 

allowed us to purchase archery and hunting 

equipment to support the Turkey Calling 

Workshop in the spring and Youth Waterfowl 

Hunt Workshop in the fall. 

Reflections of 2024: A Year of Connection and Conservation  

Scan the code for  

upcoming events! 

Northern lights over the refuge Visitor Center on  

May 10 | Tony Everhardt 



 Community Engagement Fellow 

 

Olivia Bedell joined us in 

the summer as an Urban 

Community Engagement 

Fellow through the 

Hispanic Access 

Foundation (HAF). She is 

working on her masterôs 

degree in Conservation 

Education at Mississippi 

State University. 

ñWhen I applied for this 

fellowship, I was very 

excited. It would be my 

first time working at a 

National Wildlife Refuge and my first federal employment position. I hadnôt worked 

in an outreach position before either, so I was also a little nervous about my ability 

to do well.  

During my time at Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge I have learned many things, 

how to adjust my teaching style to different audiences and how to plan and create 

meaningful lessons about natural resources and how to create meaningful long-

term partnerships. This position also gave me brand new experiences like fishing, 

guiding a tour of the refuge for visitors, and kayaking. Some of these experiences 

were nerve-wracking at first but I am more than glad to have them. I have worked 

with so many people both within and outside of the refuge and I couldnôt be more 

 grateful for all the insight and wisdom Iôve received. My experience has  

  been truly invaluable in a way I cannot eloquently put into words.  

   Thank you to everyone who made this fellowship possible 

   and especially the staff and volunteers at Ottawa National 

     Wildlife  Refuge. My time here has been  

     better than I could have  ever imagined.ò 

Olivia Bedell 

Urban Community  

Engagement Fellow 

Olivia leads an outdoor activity with a summer camp | USFWS 



  Of Rich History & Habitat 
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View the Cedar Point NWR Camera! 

Cedar Point National Wildlife Refuge, located near Oregon, Ohio, celebrated 

its 60th anniversary as a refuge in 2024. Named for the cedar trees that once 

lined the area, Cedar Point NWR sits in the northeastern corner of the Great Black 

Swamp, a historically important area for Native American tribes including the 

Odawa, Kickapoo, Miami, Potawatomi, Wyandot, and Fox. These tribes used the 

area for hunting, fishing, and trapping, drawn by its abundant resources and 

accessibility by water. The first recorded visit was in 1757, when James Smith and 

a group of Caughnawaga and Odawa camped to hunt deer. In 1813, Joseph 

Mominee led families across the frozen lake to escape the Battle of the River 

Raisin. These were the first white settlers in the area. Fur trader Joe Chavalier built 

a cabin on Cedar Point which became a gathering spot as more people made their 

way into the area, fishing, hunting, and trapping the marsh. 

 

 

 

ñThe seasonsô miracles unfold there as they did in the dim past. 

Surrounded by a world of restless change, it is changeless and the 

prayer of its lovers is that it may stay so. Bountifully during the 

years it has provided for its children, especially its dearly beloved, 

the children of the air. Each year, the banquet has been spread anew 

in boundless profusion and faithfully and unerringly, twice each 

year, through the pathless air have they returned to its great warm 

sheltering bosom, even from the end of the world, and that is love.ò 

ð Wilmot Ketcham (1860-1928) Cedar Point in the Light of Other Days  

 

In 1882, the area became a private hunting preserve known as the Cedar Point 

Shooting Club, founded by Cleveland industrialists who purchased 5,000 acres. 

About half of the acreage was sold to the Tank, Reno, and Howard families for a 

sawmill and farms. In the 1960s, the increasing costs of dike maintenance led the 

club to donate the land to the North American Wildlife Foundation, which then sold 

it to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for just $1, despite the propertyôs value of 

$1,000,000. This marked the beginning of Cedar Pointôs transformation into a 

national wildlife refuge. 

Today, Cedar Point National Wildlife Refuge is the largest contiguous marsh in 

Ohioôs Lake Erie marshes. The marsh provides crucial stopover habitat for 

thousands of migratory birds including ducks and warblers, and nesting habitat for 

birds including black terns, Virginia rails, sora, and sandhill cranes. It is also home 

to 6 out of 30 bald eagle nests on the refuge complex. Cedar Point NWR remains a 

vital sanctuary for wildlife and an important part of Ohioôs natural heritage.  

While the area is closed to the public with the exception of seasonal access for 

fishing and kayaking, we invite you to watch our live Cedar Point NWR Wildlife 

Camera on our website: www.friendsofottawanwr.org/live-cameras 

The Cedar Point Club House (pre-1954). The 

architecture of this building influenced the 

design elements of the Refuge Visitor Center, 

which opened in 2007. 

President Dwight Eisenhower meets with 

workers and guides while visiting the Cedar 

Point Hunt Club in the 1950s. Then Secretary of 

the Treasury George Humphrey was a member 

of the club and invited the President to visit.  

Edward Lamb and family members pose in front 

of the Cedar Point NWR sign. The family owned 

Lambôs Woods on Cedar Point until donating 

the parcel to the refuge in the 1970s. 



 The Story of 1A2 

Distribution of  Breeding Trumpeter Swans in 2023 

Celebrating 20 Years at Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

1A2 is a male trumpeter swan banded as a cygnet in 2004 in Rocky Ridge, Ohio. He and his mate call 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge home and are probably the most photogenic swans in the refuge. But... 

why is he banded? 

By 1935, an estimated 70 trumpeter swans existed in the wild in the  

contiguous United States. They had been hunted to near extinction for  

feathers, meat, eggs, and skin (which was used to make powder  

puffs). This led to the establishment of Red Rock Lakes National  

Wildlife Refuge in 1935. Red Rock Lakes is located in Montana's  

Centennial Valley and is part of the Greater Yellowstone ecosystem.  

Nearly half of the known trumpeter swans in 1932 were found in this area.  

The area's system of hot springs provides year-round open waters where  

trumpeters, as well as other wildlife, find food and cover even in the  

coldest weather. Over the years, the Red Rock Lakes Refuge  

flock served as an important source of breeding birds for  

reintroduction efforts in other parts of the country,  

primarily on other national wildlife refuges in the  

Midwest including Cedar Point NWR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Starting in the late 1960s, trumpeters have been  

surveyed every five years in the continental United  

States. The most recent count (2015) tallied 63,016  

birds in the country, documenting a remarkable comeback.  

In a 2023 survey by the Ohio DNR, researchers documented 

545 trumpeter swans in D2, which covers NW Ohio. 

 

1A2 and former mate 74M (who died two years ago at age 19)  

have contributed to NW Ohioôs increase in breeding pairs and  

cygnets. In 2022, 1A2 accepted a new, unbanded mate to continue his legacy. 

Trumpeter swans may live up to 25 years. We hope that with our habitat conservation  

efforts at Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge, 1A2 will have a long, healthy life in our  

marshes as part of an incredible conservation success story. 

Learn more on  

our website! 



  Refuge Financials 

Ottawa NWR received approximately  

$957,436 in Congressional budget allocations 

in fiscal year 2024. This was approximately a 

4.5% decrease in the budget compared to 

fiscal year 2023. 

 

Overall, the FY24 budget allocations were 

similar to last year with only a slight decline. 

We were able to perform the most essential 

maintenance and management priorities, but 

some larger projects were postponed. The 

biggest challenges continue to be declining 

staffing levels. Special project funding for 

habitat restoration from sources like the Great 

Lakes Restoration Initiative, Great American 

Outdoors Act, and other agency funding 

sources were critical to ensuring operational 

sustainability in 2024. The Friends of Ottawa 

NWR were also extremely important to our 

operational sustainability. The Friends 

provided funding to support numerous 

projects and operational priorities outlined on 

the next page. 

 

The largest utility expenditure is electricity. 

Most of our water control pump structures are 

electrically operated and 60% of our total 

electricity usage was spent on water 

management. As you may know, we have a 

solar array located at the Visitor Center. The 

Visitor Center solar array supplies 2/3 of our 

electricity need during peak summer 

periods. Fuel costs were high again this year, 

although they were offset by special project 

funding that didnôt impact our base budget. 

The station only had to spend about  

12% of our discretionary funds on fuel.  

 

The largest expenditure for our appropriated 

funds is salary, which utilized 76% of the 

allocated funding provided to the refuge. This 

salary is based on 5 full time employees. 

Since 2020, the refuge has seen 

approximately a 38% staffing decline, with a 

decrease of 3 full time employees. 

The Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Complex had an  

operating budget of $228,795, a decrease of about 30% since 2019. 

Here is the breakdown of the expenditures for 2024: 

¶ Maintenance: $79,019, including repairs to properties, 

structures, vehicles, and equipment  

¶ Supplies: $52,879, including office and field supplies, visitor/

volunteer services supplies for all programs  

¶ Fixed Expenses: $58,919, including utilities, phones, water, 

propane, trash removal, etc.  

¶ Fuel: $26,437 to fuel vehicles and equipment for all programs  

¶ Miscellaneous Expenses: $11,541 for training, travel, etc. 

Maintenance, 34% 

Fuel, 12% 

Fixed  

Expenses, 26% 

Supplies, 23% 

Miscellaneous, 5% 
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A least bittern perched in invasive phragmites along the 

Veler Rd. section of the Wildlife Drive by Lori Monska 



  Friends Financials  
2024 FRIENDS REVENUE 

$646,441 

2024 FRIENDS EXPENSES 

Operations, 11% 

Nature Store, 16% 

Wages, 22% Refuge Support, 48% 

2024 FRIENDS ASSETS 

$1,272,418 

$463,481 

2024 Revenue & Expenditures 

Government funding does not cover all that is necessary to manage 

a refuge. As a result, wildlife refuges depend on ñFriendsò groups like 

Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge (FONWR) to fill in the 

gaps, providing financial and volunteer support. In 2024, support of 

Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge through all revenue 

streams totaled $646,441. 

About $267,919 of FONWR expenditures went directly to helping 

the Refuge Complex and community in the areas of 

conservation, wildlife protection, research, law enforcement, 

and education. Refuge support includes items such as visitor 

access and maintenance projects, intern stipends, and field trip 

transportation. This year refuge support included $161,500 from 

grants and cooperative agreements for projects such as the Career 

Pathways Program and the restoration agreement through the 

Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program.  
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3% 

Restricted  

for Refuge 

Projects, 

12% 
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Fund, 26% 

Office  

Equipment, 1% 

Nature Store  

Inventory, 3% 
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Operating Fund, 16% 
Short-Term  

Investment (CDs), 20% 

Short-

Term 

Savings, 

3% 

Endowment, 

19% 

Summary of Friends Accomplishments in 2024 

§ Funded 6 internships that assisted refuge staff with a 
combined total of 3,225.5 hours of work and provided career 
development training opportunities for interns.  

§ Continued expanding the Friends Career Pathways Program 
to provide additional opportunities to outstanding interns and 
selected 2 Level 3 participants who contributed 3,120 hours of 
work for community engagement, intern recruitment, and 
invasive species projects. 

§ Awarded our first Blue Goose Scholarships for $2,500 each to 
assist 2 high school seniors planning to pursue conservation 
degrees. 

§ Funded field trip transportation grants to local schools, 
bringing 111 students to the refuge for environmental 
education programs. 

§ Sponsored educational events including the Turkey Calling 
Workshop, Youth Waterfowl Hunt Workshop, and Earth Heart 
Farms Fall Field Days. 

§ Led over 165 refuge tours on the electric shuttle that the 
Friends purchased in 2022.  

§ Worked with the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program to 
restore 265 acres of emergent wetland and 65 acres of upland 
pollinator habitat on 12 parcels of private land. 

§ Installed and maintained wildlife cameras in an active barn 
owl nest and at Cedar Point National Wildlife Refuge.  

§ Supported the Glass City Bird Crew Collision Monitoring 
Project in Downtown Toledo through community engagement. 

§ Purchased gravel for roadwork at Fox and Marinewood Units 
to improve visitor access. 

§ Provided funding for facilities maintenance through a cleaning 
contract for the Visitor Center and outdoor restrooms and 
building a garage to house the shuttle. 

§ Provided funding for trails & grounds maintenance including 
signs for the Wildlife Drive and Tree Trail, pump installation at 
the Marinewood Unit, and mowing at West Harbor Landing. 
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Events, 6% 

Restricted  
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11% 
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Interest  
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Barn owls are a threatened species in Ohio, and are very rare at Ottawa National 

Wildlife Refuge. When a barn owl was seen on the refuge for the first time in 2023, 

we were hopeful that the barn owl nest box would be used for the first time for its 

intended purpose. As the summer progressed, were excited to find that this was the 

very first time that the barn owl box was used since its installation more than 25 

years earlier! The pair successfully raised 6 young that year. 

  

In February 2024, Friends of Ottawa NWR worked with contractors and volunteer 

Greg Sanderson to install two cameras in the nest box. We were hopeful for the 

barn owlsô return and boy, did they deliver. 

 

On Earth Day, we made the cameras live to the world and we were able to watch 

the owl activity together throughout the day and night. A pair of barn owls laid 8 

eggs and amazingly hatched all 8 owlets. Since barn owls lay an egg every 2-3 

days, each chick hatched 2-3 days apart. The size difference between the oldest and 

youngest chick (14 days apart) was incredible to see.  

 

Having the cameras meant that these owls had eyes on them at all times, and 

viewers were quick to note when "mom" went missing shortly after she started 

leaving the nest to help hunt and feed the growing family. About a week later, 

another adult female owl entered the box, killed the youngest owlet and injured the 

wing of another owlet, and began intercepting food drops from ódadô. As this 

continued on for several days, we became worried that the owlets wouldnôt have 

enough food to survive. We consulted with biologists and a local wildlife 

rehabilitation center, Natureôs Nursery, and it was recommended by these 

professionals to provide a supplemental food drop with as minimal interaction as 

possible each day until the owlets fledged. We certainly did not have a line item in 

the budget for mice, but thanks to the generosity of nearly 100 Friends, we raised 

$5,600 in a couple of days - more than needed to cover these unexpected expenses. 

The excess funds covered camera maintenance fees and were used to host box 

building workshops to create additional nesting habitat in our area.  

 

The owlet with the injured wing was determined to be unable to fly or perch 

comfortably to be considered for placement as an ambassador animal and was 

humanely euthanized. Six owlets successfully fledged and all (including the intruding 

female owl) were banded so that we can learn more about how far the birds travel 

from the refuge.  

 

This experience has been a fascinating glimpse into the world of barn owls, and it will 

be interesting to see what next year brings. 

 

Thank you to all of our supporters for 

helping the owls, Amplex Internet for 

sponsoring our camera, Tucker 

Electrical Service for donating their 

time to run power for the camera, 

volunteer Greg Sanderson for 

coordinating camera setup, 

volunteers Mike Zook and Lori 

Monska for coordinating vet visits, 

and Dr. Blake Mathys for banding. 

Above: A closeup of a barn owl chick taken 

during banding | Lori Monska. Below: 

Screenshots from the camera showing 

sleeping owlets. Bottom: Asst. Refuge 

Manager Karl Fleming and Volunteer Greg 

Sanderson build a nest box | Julia Hinca 

Dr. Blake Mathys inspects the wing feathers of the 

female barn owl during banding | Tony Everhardt 

 Barn Owl Nest Camera 
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 Fostering the Next Generation 

One of our Friends members is a 4
th
 grade teacher in Indiana. Her class 

loved watching the owl nest camera together during the nesting season. 

About half of her students are English language learners who wrote us 

notes and drew pictures about what they learned while watching the barn 

owls.  

ñMy kids were incredibly excited by this experience and many of them 
have already looked up Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge and the owls 
online to watch over the summer as they grow! Thanks again to you 
and Ottawa for providing such an incredible experience!ò   

       --Mrs. Delgado 

Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI) funding has allowed Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge to expand environmental 

education programs. Objectives of the program are to educate the next generations about the Great Lakes ecosystem, 

teach people the skills needed to enter the conservation workforce, and conduct targeted science to inform and assess 

Great Lakes restoration efforts.  

GLRI-funded Park Ranger Basia Gawin has worked with refuge staff, Visitor Services interns, and Hispanic Access 

Foundation interns to facilitate environmental education programming. Education programming really grew this year with 22 

field trips, 30 school visits, and participation in local summer camps and other events for a cumulative 2,848 students 

impacted over the year. Most programs through the refuge align with Ohio Science Standards and Next 

Generation Science Standards for third through fifth grade students, but staff also represent the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service at career events and panels and bring students of all ages to the refuge on field trips 

that are supported by Friends transportation grants. 

For more information about field trips and environmental education programs offered, please call the 

Visitor Center at 419-898-0014.  

 Environmental Education 

Drawings and notes from students reflecting what they learned about barn owls as a result of watching the live camera in Mrs. Delgadoôs class. 



 Visitor Services Highlights 

 

Since starting at Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

about a year and a half ago, I have been supporting 

the Visitor Services program both on and off site 

through environmental education, programming, and 

representing the refuge at various events.  

This was the inaugural year of paddling 

programs on the refuge, over 100 

volunteers removed 1,400 lbs of trash 

from beaches and waterways in 

monthly cleanups, and our float won 

second place in the Oak Harbor Apple 

Festival Parade (shown left). 

Unforgettably, the refuge was in the 

path of totality for the solar eclipse. I 

could have filled the whole annual 

report with awesome experiences from 

this past year, but a few are 

highlighted here.  

 

Solar Eclipse: April 8, 2024 

ONWR was in the path of totality for the April 2024 eclipse. I spent a few 

months preparing by creating a plan for the staff as well as creating 

interpretive materials for the event. Thankfully, the weather worked out, 

and we hosted over 650 visitors at the Visitor Center and 11,600 visitors 

across the Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge complex. The staff and visitors 

especially enjoyed playing with shadows and the disco ball as the eclipse 

started. Totality was INCREDIBLE and unlike anything I had experienced 

before! The experience and collective awe are things I will never forget. 

Thanks again to Dr. Timothy Winship for joining us and sharing his 

knowledge and solar telescope. 

Basia Gawin 

Visitor Services Specialist 

Top: Visitors enjoy the sky during the solar 

eclipse on April 8, 2024 | Aimee Arent. Above: 

Photographer Dave Tidrickôs setup and 

resulting photo from the solar eclipse. Below: 

Staff and visitors play with shadows at various 

stages of the eclipse using pinhole projectors 

(hole punched index cards), dowel rods, and a 

white sheet | USFWS 

Our parade float won 2nd place in 

the Apple Festival parade! | USFWS 



Jessica Duez 

2021 Visitor Services Intern 

Paddling Programs 

With the support of the Innovation Fund and a Cabelaôs Outdoor Fund Grant, 

Friends of Ottawa NWR generously funded a set of kayaks, trailer, and associated 

equipment to be used for programming on the water this year and for years to 

come. Over 100 visitors learned about the 

Great Lakes, benefits of wetlands, and current 

work being conducted on the refuge through  

an immersive experience on the water.  

 

B.A.R.K. Ranger 

During programs, pets and their human 

companions take a hike with a park ranger to 

learn about the B.A.R.K. Ranger principles 

and proper ñpetiquetteò on public lands. 

Afterwards, participants become official 

B.A.R.K. Rangers and receive a certificate 

and bandana. The program grew from 4 

dogs last year to 53 dogs this year, with families driving in from out of state to 

participate and partnerships with local animal rescues! 

volunteer hours 
6,337 

visits 

9,288 

62,659 

405,644 

Wildlife Drive Explorers 

 program participants 
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Above: B.A.R.K Ranger Echo on the 

Visitor Center lawn. Below: Beach 

cleanup volunteers | USFWS 

A paddling program at the Partnership Pond was hosted in collaboration with the H2Ohio Wildlife Communications Specialists | USFWS  


