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“Ding” Darling Wildlife Society, the non-profit Friends of the Refuge 
organization, supports the J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge 

Complex through the generation of independent funds to undertake student 
education, internships, research projects, informational literature, advocacy, 
land acquisition and facility enhancements. Efforts may extend beyond the 
Complex’s borders and involve partnerships with like-minded conservation 

organizations.

“Ding” Darling 
Wildlife Society 

Annual Report 2017/2018
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Land Acquisition
John McCabe

One of the pleasures of writing an annual report 
is looking back at the past year and taking 
time to celebrate the successes that together 
we’ve accomplished. The “Ding” Darling Wildlife 
Society (DDWS) continues to support the J.N. 
“Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge in the 
important work it does to conserve, preserve, 
and educate, much of which could not be done 
without the support of our loyal family of donors, 
friends, volunteers, and staff.  To all of you, 
sincere thanks! 

This past summer proved particularly challenging 
with the persistent outbreak of Red Tide and 
the toxic algal blooms that polluted our Refuge 
watershed and the waters surrounding Sanibel 
and Captiva Islands.  As you know, this was 
devastating to our wildlife with staggering fish 
kills and other negative impacts. What those of 
us saw this summer was unlike anything I have 
ever witnessed in the twenty years I have lived on 
Sanibel.  It’s virtually impossible to find anything 
positive from what happened, but one definite 
impact from the tragedy was that it mobilized 
the entire population to finally recognize that 
something needs to be done to remedy the 
situation and demand that those in authority 
take steps to avoid a recurrence and implement 
solutions to permanently improve local water 
quality.

With that said, during the past year, DDWS 
increased its efforts to advocate on issues that 
threaten the long-term health and viability of 
the Refuge including federal funding and local 
water quality.  Our board continued to build 
relationships with federal, state, and local elected 
officials to ensure they know how important 
clean water and land preservation are to the 
Refuge.   We also encouraged and made it easy 
for readers of our e-newsletter to contact their 
state and federal representatives requesting 
supportive action.   It is crucial to impart an 
understanding of the connection between the 
health of our waters and lands to the survival of 
wildlife and, now more than ever, the connection
 

to our own well-being and welfare.

On a more positive note, DDWS benefitted from 
ongoing philanthropic support that made it 
possible for nearly 8,000 students to have field 
trips to the Refuge. When the kids arrived, our 
full-time teacher, whose salary is also funded 
by philanthropic dollars. greeted them with fun 
educational lesson plans that taught them about 
wildlife.  Philanthropy also made it possible to 
fund our internship program, which brings up 
to eight interns from across the country to the 
Refuge to learn about and be active participants 
in biology, education, non-profit work, and 
visitor services programs.  Our interns and 
volunteers play an even more vital role in the 
day-to-day operations of the Refuge as cutbacks 
in Federal Refuge funding continue. Wildlife and 
water quality research programs were also made 
possible with Society support.  

However, with so many accomplishments to 
feel good about, we can’t fall into the trap of 
complacency.  In fact, just the opposite.  We have 
a major new challenge as we enter the upcoming 
year.  While sustaining all the programs that 
you’ve heard about, DDWS will place a major 
new focus on a campaign to acquire a 68-acre 
parcel of land adjacent to the Refuge. This crucial 
parcel will, connect important wildlife corridors 
and positively impact our water quality.  We are 
currently working with funding efforts through 
the Lee County Conservation 20/20 program, but 
private philanthropic support will be essential.   
You will be hearing much more about this 
initiative as we move into 2019.

It is through the combined support of individuals, 
families, businesses, and foundations that DDWS 
is able to help the J.N. “Ding” Darling National 
Wildlife Refuge continue to be a thriving habitat 
for so many species of birds and other wildlife 
as well as motivate its nearly 1 million annual 
visitors and students to help protect and preserve 
our island gem and other public lands when they 
return home. Thank you again for your generous 
involvement and support, and for your love of 
this Refuge!

Sincerely,

Mike Baldwin, Board President

Dear Friends,



Government funding does not cover all that is 
necessary to manage a refuge the size of the 
J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge 
Complex.  As a result, wildlife refuges depend 
on “Friends” groups such as the “Ding” Darling 
Wildlife Society (DDWS) to fill in the gaps, 
providing financial and volunteer support. In 
2017-2018, total philanthropic support and 
other income sources to the “Ding” Darling 
Wildlife Society was $2,274,708.

A total of 64% of expenditures went directly to 
helping the Refuge Complex and community in 
the areas of conservation, wildlife protection, 
research, education, and land acquisition.  
Refuge support includes items such as displays, 
exhibits, solar panels, student busing, land 
acquisition, equipment, interpretive 
signage, walkways, scholarships, 
construction projects, internships, and 
research. 

Revenue

Expenditures

J.N. “Ding” Darling National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex

J.N. “Ding” Darling NWR
Complex

The J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife 
Refuge is managed as part of the J.N. “Ding” 
Darling National Wildlife Refuge Complex. 
A National Wildlife Refuge Complex is an 
administrative grouping of two or more 
refuges, wildlife management areas, or 
other refuge conservation areas managed 
from a central office. The J.N. “Ding” 
Darling National Wildlife Refuge Complex 
also includes the Caloosahatchee National 
Wildlife Refuge, Matlacha Pass National 
Wildlife Refuge, Pine Island National Wildlife 
Refuge, and Island Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge. These lands are primarily mangrove 
islands, many of which are nesting and 
roosting areas for wading birds and other 
water birds. The entire complex includes 
approximately 8,000 acres. 

2017-2018 Revenue & Expenditures
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Research
Research is important to 

understanding vital connections 
between plants, animals, and their 

environments so we can develop 
management strategies to better 

protect them here at J.N. “Ding” Darling 
National Wildlife Refuge. Research 

projects currently supported by the 
DDWS include Mangrove Cuckoo, 
Reddish Egret, and water quality.

This summer DDWS began the 
discussion to expand research 

efforts. As water quality grew in 
importance this summer, the 
water impact on the Reddish 

Egret was suggested as a 
project to explore.  

Water Quality
Water quality has been a hot topic of 
discussion around the J.N. “Ding” Darling 
National Wildlife Refuge Complex these 
past few months. Polluted water from 
Lake Okeechobee, full of nutrients from 
many different runoff sources, made for 
an unfortunate and devastating “perfect 
storm” all around Southwest Florida. These 
nutrients fed the already present red tide 
algal bloom, which was responsible for 
the demise of thousands of mammals, 
fish, and birds. 

This had a large impact on the Refuge as 
well. Some days the shores of Wildlife Drive 
were covered with dead mullet and other 
species of fish. Through philanthropic 
support, the Society has purchased water 
quality monitoring equipment that allows 
the Refuge to document changes in our 
waters. This year, we also debuted new 
advocacy software on our website that 
allows our supporters to send out pre-
written letters to their elected officials 
about issues surrounding the Refuge.
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Education
The DDWS paid for the busing of more than 8,000 school 
children to visit the Refuge, most of whom came from 
underserved communities and never had the opportunity 
to get out into nature. We believe immersive environmental 
education is key in getting children to connect with nature 
and inspiring them to become the next generation of 
conservation stewards. 

The DDWS also supports the salary of our Conservation 
Educator, Sara Hallas, who fills a position that was previously 
cut from federal funding. Loyal DDWS donors saw the vital 
need for this position and stepped in to supply the Refuge 
with funds to hire Sara full-time.

Additionally, the nearly one million annual visitors are 
impacted by educational interpretation supported by the 
DDWS.
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Volunteers
With nearly 8,000 acres to manage 
in the Refuge Complex and nearly 1 
million annual visitors from around the 
world, volunteers are vital to helping the 
Refuge staff achieve their conservation 
work. The DDWS supports the volunteer 
program expenses for more than 300 
volunteers.

Volunteers help in many ways at “Ding:” 
at the front desk, in the Refuge Nature 
Store, assisting administration and 
maintenance staff, running education 

programs, roving on Wildlife 
Drive, and more.
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Intern Program
Every year, the DDWS helps the Refuge 
combat staff shortages by hiring interns to 
assist Visitor Services, Biology, Education, 
and Society staff. In 2017/2018, DDWS 
supported eight interns, most recently 
hiring, May Jernigan, the very first Visitor 
Services Art Intern (far left middle).

The intern program provides an opportunity 
for students and recent college graduates 
to learn hands-on about the environment 
and Refuge operations, creating young 
conservation stewards of the future. The 
program pays for intern housing at the 
Refuge as well as a weekly stipend and 
other benefits.



New at ‘Ding’
DDWS has been extremely busy 
with exciting projects and hires. The 
#LearningLavs outside the Visitor & 
Education Center are now officially 
completed. This “exhibit” uses educational 
imagery and interpretation to show the 
importance of conservation.

DDWS also welcomed new hires to the 
“Ding” family this year. Sierra Hoisington 
was brought on as a Development Officer 
from a Society Intern, Lynnae Messina 
(right) as Director of Development, and 
Carrie Harmon (far right) as Assistant 
Nature Store Manager. 

Events
The DDWS puts on several fundraising events 
throughout the year to raise funds for the 
Refuge’s conservation and education efforts. 
Our two largest and most successful events are 
the Tarpon Tournament and Go Wild for “Ding,” 
which together raised nearly $270,000 in 2018.

The Tarpon Tournament is a “catch, care, and 
release” tournament that celebrates the first 
tarpon caught on rod and reel in “Ding” Darling’s 
Tarpon Bay. The 2018 Tarpon Tournament raised $120,000, the most 
money ever raised by a Tarpon Tournament since the start in 2011.

Go Wild for “Ding” is our annual fundraiser featuring dinner, live and 
silent auctions, and special entertainment. The 
event’s theme highlights a favorite species that 
relies on the Refuge for habitat, and the 2018 
theme, Go Wild for “Ding” - In the Nest, featured 
Florida’s Green Heron species. 

Additionally, 2017 was the 29th anniversary of 
“Ding” Darling Days, the annual outreach event 
that focuses on conservation education and 
brings thousands of kids and families to the 
Refuge to learn about the environment. 

Lecture & Film 
Series

The “Ding” Darling 
Wildlife Society hosts a 
Friday Lecture Series and 
a Wednesday Biweekly 
Film Series every Winter. 
The 2018 series were the 
most popular since we 
began the Lecture Series 
in 2005 and the Film 
Series in 2012.
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Nature Store
The Refuge Nature Store is essential 
in DDWS fundraising efforts, as 
all profits directly benefit Refuge 
conservation efforts and education. 
The Nature Store carries gifts for 
all ages ranging from books and 
puzzles to pillows and glassware. 
Most items are made in the U.S.A. 
or are fair trade and focus on native 
and migratory wildlife. The store is 
open seven days a week thanks to 
the hard work of three staff and 
hundreds of volunteers. 

Programs and Contests
The DDWS sponsors many programs and contests 
throughout the year to support people of all ages 
interested in wildlife and conservation. These include the 
Theodore Cross High School Photography contest, higher 
education scholarships, the Junior Duck Stamp Program, 
the Editorial Conservation Cartoon Contest, and the Film 
and Lecture Series. 
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Your Philanthropic Dollars at Work

Ken Meyer and his team focus on the 
research of the Mangrove Cuckoo and 

Reddish Egret. 

DDWS prints 100,000 coloring books for 
visitors of all ages every year.

Our Conservation Educator, Sara Hallas, 
receives a salary from donations.

Six individual endowments support the 
areas of environmental education, public 
programming, scholarships, and more.



“Ding” Darling Wildlife Society
239.472.1100 ext. 4
dingdarlingsociety.org

1 Wildlife Drive
P.O. Box 565
Sanibel, FL 3395710


