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 River Otters Return to Ohio 

After a seven-year reintroduction program by the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) Division of Wildlife that ended in 

1993, North American river otters (Lontra canadensis) have rebounded in Ohio. Until recently, river otters had been extirpated due 

to habitat loss and uncontrolled hunting. During the program, 123 river otters, chosen for genetics considered well suited to Ohio, 

were relocated from Arkansas and Louisiana into waterways across Trumbull, Harrison, Washington, Wayne, and Holmes 

counties.  

Tracking a Growing Population 

River otters are difficult to survey, and watching waterways from bridges is an effective way to get otter counts. ODNR conducted 

bridge surveys in the eastern portions of Ohio from 2000-2015 to monitor how the otter population was growing. By 2016, with 

more otter sighting reports coming in, the surveys expanded to include all of the state.   

The otter population reached an estimated 2,100 in 2002, when the species was removed from Ohioôs endangered species list. By 

2006, the population exceeded 6,000, and otters continued to expand their range. By 2019, those initial river otters helped expand 

the population into 83 of 88 Ohio counties, from the original five. A report from ODNR in 2020 shows that they had expanded 

again to 84 counties! 

Otters at Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

As river otters expanded their territories, more places became home to them, including Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge (ONWR). 

Otters have been observed along refuge hiking trails for about 10 years, often by our ñotter whisperer,ò Jeff Vogelpohl, who earned 

his nickname for his uncanny ability to locate and photograph these elusive animals. Even so, he wasnôt able to capture photos 

until 2018. When volunteer photographer Tony Everhardt began visiting regularly in late 2019, otters still went unseen until the 

spring of 2021, underscoring just how difficult they are to find, even as populations continued to grow.  

 

River otters take over 

abandoned beaver or 

muskrat dens or use 

crevices in downed logs. 

Otters line their dens 

with grasses, leaves, 

small branches, or moss. 

 
Otters eat 15ï20% of their 

body weight daily (about  

2ï3 pounds), feeding on 

fish and other aquatic prey. 

Sensitive whiskers and 

strong senses of smell and 

hearing help them  

detect food. 

SHELTER 

DIET 

MOVEMENT 

Otters can run up to 15 miles 

per hour and swim up to 6 

miles per hour. They can dive 

and hold their breath for up to 

eight minutes! When fishing or 

traveling, otters often ñporpoiseò 

-  surfacing briefly before diving 

again to gain speed. Can you 

keep up? 

The Secret Life of Otters 

Winters at ONWR can be harsh, but river otters are well equipped for cold conditions. Their fur has two layers: hollow, waterproof 

guard hairs about one to one-and-a-half inches long, and an extremely dense underlayer with up to 300,000 hairs per square inch. 

Air trapped between these layers creates the bubble trails often seen when otters swim. After leaving the water, otters must dry and 

maintain their fur, leading to the slides and rolls seen on snow, rocks, or leaves, (sometimes simply because otters like to play)! 

Next time you visit the refuge, watch for otter slides in the snow or mud along the trails and canals. 
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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. 

 

ñI have been photographing since 2010, and wildlife 

photography has become a central part of my life. Having 

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge so close to home has 

been a blessing in many ways. Beyond its natural beauty 

and remarkable biodiversity, the refuge offers a strong 

sense of community- meeting fellow photographers, 

sharing knowledge and experiences, and the anticipation 

of what each visit will offer-up. 

 

Ottawa Refuge never disappoints. The diversity of species 

found within the refuge is exceptional, and every trip holds 

the promise of something new. In 2025, I was introduced 

to a species that I had never photographed before - the North 

American river otter.  

Observing these playful and charismatic animals has been a 

memorable experience. The quiet anticipation of waiting for an otter to 

surface, followed by the delight of witnessing its curious behavior, has 

made each encounter unforgettable. 

 

Because of these moments, Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge continues 

to be my first choice for wildlife photography - a place that consistently 

inspires, challenges and rewards my passion for the natural world.ò 

 

                                               ðDena Kraft, Cover Photo Photographer  
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Letter from the President 

Dear Friends and Supporters, 

 

This past year presented both unexpected challenges and meaningful opportunities. Despite funding 

constraints and an extended shutdown, our organization remained resilient. Thanks to the steadfast 

commitment of our supporters, donors, volunteers, visitors, partners, and staff, Ottawa NWR, the place we all 

love, not only endured but continued to thrive. 

 

Together, we made tangible progress in advancing our mission. We supported 10 interns, awarded 

scholarships to two high school students, funded two wetland technician positions, raised more than $60,000 

through the Innovation Fund, and contributed 12,000 volunteer hours. These accomplishments reflect the 

strength of our community and a shared dedication to conservation, education, and stewardship. As we look 

ahead to 2026, I am confident in our collective ability to build on this momentum. 

 

Within the pages of this Annual Report, you will discover what 

makes this place truly specialða place of peace, a place of 

belonging, and a place for discovery. Protected lands flourish only 

when people feel a meaningful connection to them. We are deeply 

grateful to the staff of ONWR, whose tireless efforts ensure the 

refuge remains a sanctuary for wildlife and a safe, welcoming space 

for all. 

 

On behalf of the Board of Directors, I extend sincere appreciation to 

the Friends staff - Aimee, Julia, and Sharon - whose leadership, 

advocacy, and public engagement continue to advance the mission 

of the organization. Their dedication to conservation initiatives, 

community outreach, and the operation of the Rookery Nature Store 

is exemplary. We are equally thankful to our generous donors, 

members, businesses, visitors, and volunteers, whose ongoing 

support forms the foundation of our success. Your feedback helps 

us strengthen our programs and broaden access to the refuge. 

 

I am also proud to serve alongside an accomplished and dedicated 

Board of Directors, including new 

members who bring valuable 

perspectives and expertise. 

Together, we are committed to 

building on the strong foundation laid 

in prior years and ensuring the long-

term sustainability of the Friends of 

ONWR. 

 

I would like to close with a quote that 

continues to guide me. ñWe donôt 

inherit the earth from our 

ancestors; we borrow it from our 

children.ò ðDavid Brower  

 

We invite you to join us in honoring this responsibility through 

membership, volunteer service, or financial support of our programs 

and projects. Your involvement is essential to fulfilling our mission 

and vision. 

 

 

Tajinder Singh, President 

Pete Schwager, Vice President 

Tara Bostater, Secretary 

Ron Overmyer, Treasurer 

Jim Krieger 

Justin Woldt 

Jacob Price 

Joey Warner 

Sara Sherick 

Michael OôToole 

Carol Fingerhut 

 

2025 BOARD MEMBERS 

FRIENDS STAFF 

Aimee Arent, Executive Director 

Julia Hinca, Nature Store Manager 

Sharon Pesci, Visitor Experience Asst. 

Tajinder Singh 

Friends Board President 

River Otter explores a rocky dike | Tajinder Singh 
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  From the Managerõs Desk 
As the Refuge Manager, one of the things about my job that I enjoy the most are the 

people. Every day, I feel blessed to be able to come to work to serve the American 

people alongside some wonderful individuals. I get to do work that will help steward 

public lands, manage healthy ecosystems, and allow me to meet incredible people. I 

am supported by dedicated and passionate conservation professionals who work 

tirelessly to deliver the mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. As conservation 

stewards, we work to conserve, protect, and restore this great nationôs natural heritage. 

Our legacy is the acres of land conserved, restored, and protected; the healthy 

ecosystems we manage; and the thousands of visitors who come from all around the 

world to enjoy and create lasting memories of this magnificent resource. The team of 

staff, volunteers, partners, and stakeholders that I work with inspire me daily. In the 

words of Mattie Stepanek, ñUnity is strengthéwhen there is teamwork and 

collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved.ò In 2025 we were able to find 

unity and strength as a team to effectively deliver our conservation mission.  

 

This year saw a number of refuge staff leave the agency. Karl Fleming, Deputy 

Refuge Manager, retired at the end of May. Karl was a critical team member who 

supervised the maintenance program and ensured that the day-to-day refuge 

operations were in line with national and regional priorities. We also saw the departure 

of Courtney Lopez, Wildlife Refuge Specialist; Joshua Booker, Regional Zone 

Biologist; and Brandon Giesler, Maintenance Mechanic. Courtney was essential to our Great Lakes Restoration Initiative 

(GLRI) efforts. She was the team lead for many of our GLRI projects, helping to restore fish and wildlife habitats and create 

ecologically functional landscapes. Josh is a talented biologist who was stationed at the refuge and supported sites across our 

region through conservation planning, data analysis, and ecological and adaptive management applications. Brandon is a 

phenomenal equipment operator and skilled maintenance professional. I am proud to have had the privilege to work with 

these individuals. They made impactful contributions to the conservation legacy of the refuge that will continue to give back to 

fish and wildlife conservation for decades.  

 

This report allows us to reflect on the past 12 months and to 

celebrate our accomplishments. The year was not without 

challenges, but in the face of those challenges, we found 

success and a renewed sense of purpose and perspective.   

 

Noteworthy Highlights and Accomplishments 

¶ Hosted Regional Director, Will Meeks, and 

Assistant Regional Director, Sarena Selbo in May. 

¶ Worked to expand hunting and fishing across the 

refuge complex, adding thousands of acres of increased 

opportunities for Ohio hunters and anglers.  

¶ Managed water on 4,872 acres of wetlands through various water 

management manipulations including drawdowns and pumping, 

improving habitats for migratory birds.  

¶ Restored 45.27 acres of wetlands along the Portage River at the 

Marinewood Unit.  

¶ Restored native trees and shrubs on 114 acres for riparian 

reforestation at three sites along the Portage River.   

¶ Conducted prescribed fire on 110 acres to enhance pollinator and 

wildlife habitats. 

¶ Established 2.68 acres of wetland conservation easements on two 

parcels, benefitting over 78 acres of wetland restoration and 

enhancement projects.   

 
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 this year is a result of our unity of effort, clarity of purpose, and a shared 
vision. I am deeply grateful to everyone who supports the refuge to ensure today is better than yesterday and that tomorrow is 
better than today.   

 

Jason P. Lewis 

Refuge Manager 

 

 

 

REFUGE STAFF 

Jason Lewis, Refuge Manager 

Ron Huffman, Refuge Biologist 

Jeff Finn, Private Lands Biologist 

Rebecca Lewis, Visitor Services Specialist 

Chuck Shier, Maintenance Mechanic 

Owen Segaard, Maintenance Worker  

Rodney Fowler, Laborer  

Dominique Thomas, Federal Wildlife Officer  
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Refuge staff and contractors pose for a photo in the  

Visitor Center lobby. | USFWS 
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  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.  

Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Complex 2025 
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 Friends Priorities 
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Congratulations to our Blue Goose Scholarship winners, Lily 

Ogrodowski of Notre Dame Academy and DayôVeonna Smith of 

The Aerospace and Natural Science Academy of Toledo. 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. Lily plans to pursue a degree in 

Environmental Studies, and DayôVeonna plans to pursue a 

degree in Ecology, Evolution, and Conservation. We can't wait 

to see where their journeys lead and how their futures will 

protect our natural resources. 

Impact Areas 

§ LAND ACQUISITION AND RESTORATION 

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

 Blue Goose Scholarship 

Scholarship winners Lily Ogrodowski and DayôVeonna Smith pose with 

Refuge System Mascot, Puddles the Blue Goose | FONWR 

ñGirls Just Want to Have FUNding for Wildlife Refuges!ò 

Friends Staff Photo (l-r): Alex Marshall, Friends Intern; Sharon 

Pesci, Visitor Experience Assistant; Julia Hinca, Nature Store 

Manager; and Aimee Arent, Executive Director | FONWR 
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 We Are Ottawa NWR! 

 

ñHello! My name is Jeff Schill. I am 10 years clean and sober. Being in 

nature is one of the ways I get to heal my soul. Ottawa NWR has played 

such a huge role in my sobriety journey. Long walks, enjoying 

sunsets, and the diversity and abundance of wildlife are soothing. I am a 

birder of sorts, but wow, I have been blessed with sitting quietly with the 

refugeôs otters. The peace and quiet from mostly being alone is 

unmatched. I love how I can go out on the property with a mental plan, 

and it totally turns to more than I would have expected. I honestly can't 

recall a bad experience. (Okay, maybe bugs in summer, but even then I 

adapt and cover!) Another amazing thing that happens is I have the 

opportunity to work at Lighthouse Sober Living in Port Clinton, a menôs 

home for people in early recovery. I bring them out and introduce them to 

nature. They get to experience the Wildlife Drive and the hiking trails in 

awe. I haven't had a single person I've brought here say anything 

other than ñWow, this is amazing.ò That goes for my fianc®, too. We 

have been on many evening walks to see the sunset. She comes 

sometimes because I am chasing a shorebird or cuckoo. She truly loves a look into my love of wildlife. I will always be a full 

supporter of the refuge and do my best to be a good steward and show others how to enjoy and respect nature and 

wildlife. Thank you for always being my little slice of Heaven on earth.ò   

                                      ð Jeff Schill | Port Clinton, OH 

Jeff Schill hikes with his camera near the woods. 

What does Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge mean to you? 

ñIôm the primary caregiver for an aging, 

disabled parent and my life is quite chaotic 

and stressful. The solitude and beauty of the 

refuge has been a lifesaver.ò  

 ðJenny Murray | Ann Arbor, MI 

ñI can no longer hike so felt like I no longer had a 

connection to nature. I missed it horribly. Finding the 

refuge with the drive and the shuttle has reconnected 

me with the outdoors.ò  

  ðLisa Rutledge, Taylor, MI 

ñItôs given me a space to breathe.ò  
 ðJan Bohmler | Oregon, OH 

ñWonderful times with great birding in the 

company of fine friends.ò  

  ðDan Best | Chardon, OH 

ñItôs where I go to get my mind and heart right.ò 

ðBob Mockensturm | Monclova, OH  

ñIt's provided me with an escape from much of the turmoil 

that I encounter almost daily.ò   

 ðPhil Althouse | Lorain, OH 

ñMy mom, my dog Sadie, and myself all love the 

lake, so having close access to it has been life 

changing. We love being close to water and nature.ò 

  ðHolly Leemaster | Fremont, OH 
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  Mentoring Future Leaders 

Meet the Future of Conservation! 
Making sure that the next generation cares about conservation as much as we 

do is a priority for our group. Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

provides life-changing career opportunities by offering hands-on internships 

with living stipends, helping ensure that financial limitations are not a barrier to 

entering the conservation field. 

Our interns donôt just observe - they contribute. From habitat restoration and 

wildlife monitoring to public programs and visitor engagement, interns gain real-

world experience that builds confidence, skills, and a sense of belonging in 

conservation work. 
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ñBecause of my internships, I am now employed 

full-time in the conservation field! With 

everything the field of conservation has 

been facing, this feels like a massive 

accomplishment. My experiences 

at ONWR helped me gain 

valuable hands-on experiences 

that I leaned on to land a full-

time, permanent position. Due 

to the internship program, I am 

now living my life-long dream 

of being a biologist! 

Additionally, because of my 

internship I am now a confident 

leader. My internship experiences 

equipped me with more than hands-on 

experience. I also gained a lot of interpersonal 

skills, such as public speaking, conflict 

resolution, and creative problem solving. The 

internship program also provided me with 

amazing mentors who guided me with advice 

and even served as references to help me land 

my full-time job. Lastly, I gained friends I know I 

can lean on for the rest of my years and 

memories that will always warm my heart. 

Spending three internships at ONWR is not an 

opportunity I take lightly. Because of this 

program, I am a more well-rounded biologist, a 

more passionate conservationist, a more 

attentive leader, and overall a better human.ò  

ð Alex Marshall, Visitor Services Intern 

 

"Iôm here all the time, and I still discover 

something new every day.ò  

ð Phoebe Jackson, Biology Intern 

10 interns | 2 technicians  

7,138 hours of work ~ the equivalent  

of approximately 3.5 full time 

employees! 

ñWithin my summer at the Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge, 

I learned that I can do more than I thought I could. From 

learning the different types of birds to obtaining a chainsaw 

certification, time on the refuge really allows you to find 

peace and personal growth. Before this internship, I was 

unaware of the amount of people that support the refuge 

through the Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge 

(thank you!). Because of this internship, I further realized 

that I want to better the environment for future generations 

to enjoy wildlife and nature with my education in 

Environmental Science at The Ohio State University.ò 

  ð Shannon Benner, Operations Intern 
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ñMy favorite experiences were being able to help lead 

paddling programs and working on the trail next to the 

Ranger Station. I've always been told that wetlands are very 

important for many animals, especially birds, but to actually 

see it is incredible, and I encourage everyone and anyone 

to take at least one shuttle or tram tour. I hope to work as a 

park ranger specializing in education or visitor services for 

Cuyahoga Valley National Park because it is the place I 

truly discovered my love for the outdoors.ò   

      ð Danny Sharp, Visitor Services Intern 

ñMy favorite part of my 

internship at Ottawa 

National Wildlife Refuge was 

participating in beach clean 

ups. It felt rewarding to visit the 

various beaches Ottawa helps 

maintain. I was especially 

impressed by the dedication of 

volunteers who consistently 

showed up and gave their best 

effort. These clean ups made 

me feel like I was giving back 

to the community in a 

meaningful way. I also enjoyed 

collecting beach glass during 

the clean ups and turning it into 

beach glass art, which was a 

fun way to remember my time 

at the refuge.ò   

ð Ava Ersig, Visitor Services 

Intern 

ñThis internship helped me see 

myself as a valuable asset and 

contributing member of a dedicated 

conservation team. Before this 

experience, I did not fully realize the 

depth of collaboration required to 

operate a national wildlife refuge or 

the genuine care and commitment 

staff bring to protecting wildlife while 

helping the public learn from and 

connect with these special places. 

Working alongside such passionate professionals showed 

me how every role supports the refugeôs mission. Because 

of this internship, I am now determined to pursue a career 

with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, where I can 

continue contributing to conservation efforts and be part of 

something larger than myself. I am grateful for the 

experiences gained and friendships made throughout this 

internship. Thank you, Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge!ò   

         ð Karrie Smith, Operations Intern 

ñMy favorite part about the internship 

is seeing all the beauty of the refuge. 

It's so much bigger than most people 

think. I also enjoyed meeting and 

working with the incredible people 

who keep the refuge running.ò  

      ð Dee Wilbur,  

       Hunt Coordinator Intern 

ñMy favorite part of this summer,  

and my entire time at ONWR, has  

been getting to be involved in such a wide  

variety of projects and tasks. It's helped  

me create a well-rounded resume. I've  

also enjoyed knowing I'm making a  

tangible, positive difference. I want  

people to know that Ottawa is more than  

a plot of land. This land has a rich history  

and a bright future. It's also a place where people can  

find community, fulfillment, education, and purpose. No  

matter what you're seeking, Ottawa has something for you to 

discover and space for everyone who wants to enjoy it.ò   

  ð Willow Barnes, Operations Intern 

ñBecause of this internship, I now want to use my 

art skills in a way that will help with conservation: 

educating people on Ottawa NWR, communicating 

why what we do is important, and spreading 

awareness on how you can get involved and 

contribute. It has been so fun designing posters, 

signs, and a t-shirt for the Friends group, and 

being able to use my digital art and photography 

skills in this internship. Working some of the social 

media accounts has also been a fun way to share 

things about the refuge and connect with more 

people. I love being able to do something that I 

know is helping with wildlife conservation, even if it 

is in a different way than working out in the field. 

This is still an important job to 

make sure people are educated 

on why it's so important to 

protect places like this and all 

the wildlife within them. I am so 

glad to have gotten this 

opportunity and want to 

continue helping the refuge.ò 

ð Mia Pesci, Visitor Services           

Intern 
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 Connection & Conservation 

 

We are so thankful to everyone who joined us for events on the refuge in 2025. Learning, 

exploring, and spending time outdoors felt especially meaningful this year! 

Reflections of 2025: A Year of Connection & Conservation 

¶ Signature Wildlife Tours Continued  

We sustained a full slate of popular programs including eagle tours, otter hikes, tram 

tours, shuttles, paddles, and bus and van tours connecting hundreds of visitors with the 

refugeôs wildlife through over 250 guided tours and events!  

¶ West Sister Island Cruise 

Our annual West Sister Island cruise welcomed 178 participants and raised $16,000 in 

direct support of conservation and education. 

¶ Youth Waterfowl Hunt Workshop Expanded with Grant Support  

With funding from the FWS Retirees Association, we delivered a hands-on Youth 

Waterfowl Hunt Workshop to 100 participants that paired conservation skills with 

mentorship and outdoor access. 

¶ Community Engagement Extended Beyond the Refuge Gates  

Virtual programs, live streaming wildlife cameras, and our presence at events in our 

community allowed supporters to connect with refuge conservation efforts regardless of 

location, expanding our reach and diversifying how people engage with the refuge. 

¶ Community Support Turned Directly into Conservation Careers  

Our very first Target Circle campaign raised $6,996, and our virtual Fuel the  

Journey campaign raised $5,162. These successful campaigns funded our 

two fall conservation internships, turning community engagement into 

tangible, on-the-ground impact. Thank you for your support! 

Keep up to date with the schedule of events and ways you can get  

involved on our website. We hope to see you soon! 
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Scan the code for  

upcoming events! 

 
Species 

 
Total # eggs 
2025 

 
Total #  
fledglings 

Purple Martin 433 401 

Tree Swallow 100 84 

House Wren 12 12 

American Kestrel 3 0 

 Citizen Science 

Monarch Watch Project. This project tracks monarchs as they migrate south by using sticker tags 

placed on the wings. Anyone is welcome to participate, and the required training can be found in a 

few short videos on their website. 92 monarchs were tagged by refuge staff and volunteers this 

year. Park Ranger Basia Gawin led monarch tagging walks at our Marinewood and Fox Units this 

past year to offer this unique opportunity to as many people as possible.  

 

Nest Box Monitoring House Wren Chicks | Mike and Dawn Zook 
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The refuge documented one 

American kestrel nesting 

attempt in 2025, which was 

unsuccessful after a deceased 

female and three eggs were 

discovered in the nest, with 

avian influenza suspected as 

the likely cause.  

Top: Volunteer Charlie Pike holds an Eastern fox snake! Middle: FWS Ecological 

Services biologist Keith Lott leads a birding hike. Bottom: Puddles the Blue Goose 

checks out our Birding Info booth during spring migration. | FONWR 
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 Creating Community Together 

 

From moments alone to shared discoveries with others, 

community grows here. 

 

Hi! My name is Sharon Pesci, and I have been working as 

the Friends of Ottawa NWR Visitor Experience Assistant 

for one year. I started as a volunteer, and then I was hired to 

work in The Rookery Nature Store, but this new role is more 

focused on YOU: how YOU experience the refuge and how 

the Friends of ONWR can enhance that experience. 

I love to connect with our members and visitors to hear what is 

new and share our experiences. Some people prefer the 

peace of visiting alone and others come with friends and 

family. I love to watch strangers commiserate over missing a 

lifer, but share stories about the beauty of the trees and the 

eagle that soared overhead. And when visitors come in with a great desire to see an owl, someone speaks up with directions 

and landmarks to aid their search. I love to see friends meeting up for a shuttle ride and pointing out what they see to new 

riders who leave with a great desire to experience more. I love to hear how you walk with your loved ones, the exact location 

you were married on the refuge, the searches for elusive species, and how your eyes light up when the memories come 

flooding back. I love the groups we meet who accidentally found us and are so happy to make plans to return or those who 

come every few months for a weekend with friends. I love to see families participate in special events and share their 

love of nature and birding with their young kids and grandkids who are eager to 

explore and learn. I imagine they will all see the great things they can do to help our 

wildlife as they get older, just like my daughter, Mia, has done. 

I am thankful to work for the Friends of ONWR who tirelessly work to support 

ONWR to create and maintain a healthier ecosystem for our native wildlife. I can 

see each day how my work matters to the members, visitors, Friends staff, and refuge 

staff. 

I consider myself very lucky to be able to bird with my teenage daughter whose 

birding knowledge allows me to have a greater understanding and appreciation 

of the beauty we hold at ONWR. We share our job space together and work toward a 

common goal of supporting the refuge to thrive and protect our native species. 

I am still learning about birds and wetlands and conservation, and I am glad we are on 

this journey together to protect habitat, educate youth, and keep that glimmer of 

excitement and peace in my soul when I stop to 

see the beauty of an eagle soaring overhead as 

it sets out on a new adventure. 

I still don't know all the road names, and I give 

directions with gestures and landmarks, but this 

place is a beauty like no other, and I am 

thankful to be part of it. You never know what 

you might find, and I am here for it all, even if it 

is nothing more than a few minutes of peace. 

You can find me at the checkout in The 

Rookery, organizing vendors for special events, 

assisting with an event in the Visitor Center, or 

trying to sneak away on a shuttle ride.  

So what else do I need to know? What else 

do you want to see? How can we help you? 

Share your stories. Bring a friend. Get 

outdoors. Live your dreams. 

Sharon Pesci 

Visitor Experience Assistant 

sharon@friendsofottawanwr.org 
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Above: Mia and Sharon Pesci showcase a 

holiday fundraiser board | FONWR. Below: 

Sharon and Friends work a booth at the 

Oak Harbor Apple Festival | Kati Barricklow 

Members of the Oak Harbor Development Group cut the ribbon on the new 

wildlife mural in downtown Oak Harbor, sponsored by Friends of Ottawa 

NWR, Friends of Magee Marsh, and other local groups. | Mary Warren 



 

мп 

  Refuge Financials 

2025 Expenditure Breakdown 

Maintenance, 36% 

Fuel, 7% 

Fixed  

Expenses, 28% 

Supplies, 27% 

Miscellaneous, 2% 
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  Honoring Karl Fleming 

This year marks the retirement of Karl Fleming, following a career of nearly four 

decades in public service and conservation. Karl began working on public lands as 

an SCA volunteer in 1987 and later served 35 years as a federal employee, 

primarily with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

During his career, Karl worked in multiple states on wetland and prairie restoration, 

private lands conservation, and habitat management projects. His assignments 

included positions in New York, South Dakota, North Dakota, Utah, and Ohio. For 

his final five years, Karl served as Assistant Manager at Ottawa National Wildlife 

Refuge, supporting refuge operations. 

We appreciate Karlôs years of service and the many conservation efforts he 

supported throughout his career, and we wish him all the best in his 

well-earned retirement!  
Refuge Manager Jason Lewis presents Karl Fleming  

(pictured right) with an achievement plaque. | USFWS 
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Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge was governed under a continuing 

resolution for much of 2025 and budget allocations were delayed.  

The Friends of Ottawa NWR were an important 

contributor to the refugeôs operational 

sustainability, including cost sharing to fund 

preventative maintenance projects, youth 

hiring, and supporting public recreational 

programs. This annual report highlights many of 

the shared priorities that the refuge and Friends 

collectively supported in 2025.  

 

Overall, the FY25 budget allocations were 

similar to last year with some slight 

differences. We were able to perform the 

most essential maintenance and 

management priorities, but some larger 

preventative measures were postponed. The 

biggest challenge continues to be reduced 

staffing levels. Special project funding from 

sources like the Great Lakes Restoration 

Initiative, Great American Outdoors Act, and 

other agency funding sources were critical to 

mission delivery and ensuring operational 

sustainability in 2025. 

The largest utility expenditure is electricity. Most of our water control pump structures are electric operated, and 

typically 60% of our total electricity usage is spent on water management. As you may know, we have a solar array at 

the Visitor Center. The Visitor Center solar array supplies approximately two thirds of our electricity needs during peak 

summer. Fuel costs were high again this year, although they were offset by special project funding for habitat 

restoration that did not directly impact the base budget.  
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  Friends Financials  
2025 FRIENDS REVENUE 

$671,151 

2025 FRIENDS EXPENSES 

Operations, 10% 

Nature Store, 15% 

Wages, 21% Refuge Support, 52% 

2025 FRIENDS ASSETS 

$1,370,807 

$493,341 

2025 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 2025, support of 

Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge through all revenue 

streams totaled $671,151. 

About $302,113 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 $180,373 from 

grants and cooperative agreements for projects such as the Career 

Pathways Program and the restoration agreement through the 

Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program.  

Fundraising,  

1% 

Restricted  

for Refuge 

Projects, 

17% 

Land Acquisition 

Fund, 22% 

Office  

Equipment, 1% 

Nature Store  

Inventory, 4% 

Unrestricted  

Operating Fund, 15% 
Short-Term  

Investment (CDs), 18% 

Short-

Term 

Savings, 

2% 

Endowment, 

21% 

Summary of Friends Accomplishments in 2025 

§ Funded 10 internships that assisted refuge staff with a 

combined total of 4,018 hours of work and provided career 

development training opportunities for interns. 

§ Continued expanding the Friends Career Pathways Program 

by providing advanced opportunities to outstanding interns 

and supporting two Level 3 participants who contributed 3,120 

hours of work in community engagement, intern recruitment, 

and invasive species management. 

§ Awarded two $2,500 Blue Goose Scholarships to high school 

seniors pursuing degrees in conservation & related fields. 

§ Funded field trip transportation grants for local schools, 

bringing 40 students to the refuge for hands-on environmental 

education experiences. 

§ Sponsored educational events including the Turkey Calling 

Workshop and Youth Waterfowl Hunt Workshop. 

§ Led 163 refuge tours on the electric shuttle, expanding access 

for visitors of all ages and abilities. 

§ Maintained three livestreaming wildlife cameras, connecting 

thousands of people to the refuge from anywhere. 

§ Worked with the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program to 

restore over 300 acres of habitat across 10 private-lands 

projects in Ottawa, Sandusky, and Erie counties. 

§ Funded the Kontz wetland delineation and sheet pile 

installation, providing permanent infrastructure needed to 

protect restored wetlands. 

§ Provided for trails and grounds maintenance, including gravel 

for the Wildlife Drive and hiking trails, electrical installation for 

the shuttle shed, and mowing at West Harbor Landing. 

§ Stepped in to cover essential operational costs, from restroom 

supplies to critical equipment repairs, allowing refuge staff to 

remain focused on conservation work rather than 

administrative constraints. 

Restricted  

Donations,  

6% 

Unrestricted  

Donations, 18% 

Memberships, 

 8% 

Nature Store, 23% 

Grants, 33% 

Interest  

Income, 1% 

Investment, 9% 

Fundraising  

Events, 2% 
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Real Estate, 1% 
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 Visitor Services Highlights 
Great Lakes Restoration Initiative Focus Area V 2025 

Beginning in the summer of 2023, Great Lakes Restoration 

Initiative (GLRI) Focus Area V funding has been used to fund a 

park ranger, and later, an intern position at the refuge. The 

objectives of Focus Area V, called ñFoundations for Future 

Restoration Actions,ò are to: ñeducate the next generations 

about the Great Lakes ecosystem [é] and conduct targeted 

science to inform and assess Great Lakes restoration.ò This 

position supports the Visitor Services program both on and off 

site through programming and events.  

This year, participation in paddling programs doubled compared 

to last year, 181 volunteers devoted 365 hours of time to 

remove 2,215lbs of trash during beach cleanups (pictured right), 

23 dogs became certified B.A.R.K. Rangers, and events such 

as Swan Fest, Lorax Day, and the Holiday Open House made 

the refuge come alive with visitors. Below are some other highlights from 

the year. 

Environmental Education 

The environmental education program brought over 

1,000 students to the refuge on 19 field trips, in 

addition to funding 27 classroom visits. This, in 

combination with other youth programming, saw 

2,733 participants throughout the year. As always, 

the 5
th
 grade tour (based out of Magee) was a highlight, as well as our 

biggest field trip with 151 participants on a single day, which was 

possible with the support of partners, volunteers, and other staff.  

Protecting Our Coastline Through Partnership and Participation  

An ongoing partnership with Old Woman Creek National Estuarine 

Research Reserve (OWC) resulted in many exciting developments. 

OWC provided Marine Debris Monitoring and Assessment Project 

(MDMAP) protocol training, and this National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration community science project was implemented at the beach 

adjoining the Port Clinton Lakefront Preserve. We now have a full yearôs 

worth of data and will be continuing 

this effort. We also collaborated on 

the issue of shotgun debris by 

designing and implementing 

collection bins that can be found at the Metzger Marsh kiosk and the OWC beach. 

Some of the collected debris even ended up in an art piece by local artist Deb 

Solecki and was on display at the Port Clinton Arts Garage. 

Refuge Kayak Fleet: Opening Doors to Nature 

Finally, three paddling events truly stood out this year. In July, we brought 

Introduction to Paddling to the Ottawa County Fair and even got the entire royalty 

court on the water. In September, we hosted the Buckeye Trail Association at Magee 

and Ottawa for a full day of activities, including tram tours, paddles, and hikes. Later 

that month, we partnered with the City of Toledo and ODNR to lead Maumee River 

Island Restoration kayak tours highlighting the completed project, partially funded 

through GLRI. 

 

We look forward to seeing these efforts in support of Focus Area V objectives 

continue to grow in the coming year. 
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Basia Gawin 

USFWS Visitor Services 

Specialist & Environment for 

the Americas Intern 
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Jessica Duez 

2021 Visitor Services Intern 

Growing With The Refuge 

I have thought a lot about change this year. I remember when our staff of nine celebrated 

our annual visitation reaching 90,000. We were working out of our small office with no 

indoor space for school field trips or large group programs. And in 2025, we saw a 

visitation of 412,796 but with a staff of 5. This is possible because of an amazing 

combination of people who are just as important to this refuge as our staff.  

 

Some of the changes over the years have been very obvious. One of my favorite changes 

was the construction of the Visitor Center, which has allowed us to do so much more for 

visitors to the refuge. It certainly met our needs when it opened in 2007, but we are now 

looking at changes we can make to meet today's needs. Some things need to be replaced, 

some repaired, and some continue to be exactly what we need, for instance, the best 

restrooms in the county. Having a Visitor Center has led to more visits from families. Every 

weekend, we have visitors from around the country, from grandparents with grandkids, from 

people who live in the local community and from people just passing by. 

 

There has been another change in our visitors: we have seen an increase in birders among our 

visitors, but with the increasing number of photographers at the refuge, we get to see through their eyes what they are finding 

on the refuge and how they are enjoying it, and we appreciate their willingness to share this with all of us. The presence of 

some wildlife populations has changed, and it is the willingness of these photographers to share their photos that have 

publicized the viewing opportunities. Signs of beaver activity were first seen on the refuge in 2003, but now we regularly see 

photos of them. Then river otter sightings became more common. Sandhill cranes started nesting here around 2010, and white 

pelicans are common summer visitors. All of these are very exciting additions and help 

to add to our number of visitors.  

 

Facilitating access to the refuge and these sightings is the increase in the number of 

days the Wildlife Drive is open each year. When the Wildlife Drive first opened it was 

one day each year, eventually it grew to one weekend a month, and then every 

weekend in the summer. Winter weather and waterfowl migration limit openings the 

rest of the year, but the number of days it is open is a wonderful addition, and we see 

over 25,000 cars travel the route each year. We have added some trails, wildlife 

viewing areas, a number of properties, and some new partners over the years. Every 

one of these changes has been an exciting opportunity to provide habitat for 

wildlife and for people. Opening a new area provides new opportunities for our 

regular visitors and the chance to welcome some new people who have yet to be 

introduced to the magical place that is the Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge.  

 

Something that hasn't changed is an amazing group of volunteers who do so much to 

keep the refuge running. Refuge volunteers were some of the first people I met when I 

moved to Ohio, and those same volunteers are still some of my favorite people. The 

faces may have changed, and that is one of the hard changes as our volunteers 

become part of our refuge family. When they move on, it is a loss felt by us all. But new 

volunteers are always welcomed into the family, and we appreciate them all for as long 

as they choose to share their time with us. This year we had 212 volunteers 

contribute 11,940 hours, or the equivalent of 5.75 staff. Volunteers do everything 

from our monthly bird census and frog surveys, to monitoring water levels, to mowing 

parking lots and dikes, to maintaining trails, and of course, staffing the Visitor Center. 

We could not do everything that needs to be done without volunteers.  

 

One exciting change I have really enjoyed was the growth of the Friends of Ottawa NWR. From the first informational 

meeting hosted by a group of volunteers to explore the creation of a non-profit to support the refuge to the amazing group that 

they are today. It has been a change that allows for the refuge to provide resources that we could not otherwise provide. How we 

are able to accommodate such a massive increase in visitors with half the staff is because of the Friends. They provide funding 

for interns and contract employees to assist the staff in daily operations. Volunteers are able to provide tours on the bus or 

shuttle because the Friends purchased that equipment for the refuge. And they also provide funding for purchasing equipment 

and property and restoration of habitat. From that first group of volunteers who hoped that one day they could purchase property 

and help with funding additional staff to what they are today is a change that I am very happy to have witnessed.  

 

I know that we have not made all the changes that everyone would like to see, but we are always changing and adapting. I look 

forward to more changes in 2026.  

volunteer hours 
6,214 

visits 

11,940 

60,467 

414,860 

Wildlife Drive Explorers 

 program participants 
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Rebecca Lewis 

Visitor Services Specialist 

Palm warbler | Roxanne Collins 




