
     The Space Coast Birding and Wildlife Festival 

(SCBWF), founded by Laurilee Thompson, celebrates 

itsô 27th year at the end of January when birders and 

nature enthusiasts flock from all over the state and 

country to learn about a variety of nature and wildlife-

related topics from interesting expert speakers and to 

participate in field trips through-

out the region by foot, vehicles 

and boats. See page 8 for details. 

SCBWF field trips include several 

from both the Merritt Island and Lake Woodruff NWRs. 

Refuge field trips offered include the following: 

¶ Beginning Birding at Merritt Island NWR 

¶ Flora and Fauna of Merritt Island NWR 

¶ Sunset Kayak Trip at Merritt Island NWR 

¶ Merritt Island NWR - Shiloh Marsh 

¶ Merritt Island NWR Hot Spots 

¶ Learn Wildlife Photography at   

      Black Point Wildlife Drive 

¶ Lake Woodruff NWR 

¶ Horseshoe Crabs Titusville Causeway - More 

      Than Just Shorebirds 

     Several Refuge field trips are offered more than 

once to accommodate demand. This is a wonder-

ful opportunity to get out on the Refuges with ex-

pert guides (and spotting scopes). You must regis-

ter at https://scbwa.net/ for these and other field 

trips offered through the week, and to hear the 

speakers. It is free to walk through the exhibit halls 

to visit the nature, travel and optics exhibitors. 
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The Brevard Watercolor Society has two walls of 

paintings on display in the Merritt Island NWR Visitor 

Center through March. Come on in and check out the 

beautiful artwork which is also for sale. 

Brevard Watercolor Society Nature  
Paintings On Display Through March 

Artwork by Therese Ferguson 

Refuge Field Trips are a Popular Attraction  
at Space Coast Birding and Wildlife Festival 

https://scbwa.net/


     Happy New Year from the 

Merritt Island Wildlife Associa-

tion (MIWA)! I hope you were 

able to rest, relax and enjoy 

time with your friends and family 

during the holiday season, and 

maybe included visits to your 

Refuges to enjoy our fabulous 

Florida winter weather and all 

the beautiful wildlife that call 

Merritt Island and Lake Woodruff home. 

     This past year was challenging, both for MIWA and 

the Fish and Wildlife Service who manages Merritt Is-

land and Lake Woodruff National Wildlife Refuges 

(NWRs). Despite federal staffing and funding cuts, 

eight months operating out of a trailer, and then a 

month and a half Government shutdown, MIWA was 

still able to execute programs and support the Merritt 

Island NWR Complex. 

     We really stepped up our game at Lake Woodruff 

NWR this year, offering a variety of conservation, edu-

cation and outreach which brought us many new 

friends and supporters and introduced many in the 

Volusia County area to the wonder of Woodruff! Keep 

an eye out for more opportunities to explore Lake 

Woodruff NWR in 2026. 

     In October 2025 we mixed things up a bit and held 

our annual membership meeting via Zoom where MI-

WA members renewed the board appointments for 

Thad Altman, Becky Bolt, Steve Dunn, and Charlie 

Venuto, and elected Anna Henderson as a new board 

member. We thanked Jim Stahl for his years of ser-

vice on the MIWA board as he rotated off to pursue 

other activities. We followed up that meeting with our 

Fall into Conservation Fundraiser on November 1st. Dr 

Gordon Patterson (FL Tech) was the keynote speaker 

and provided a fascinating talk about the history of 

mosquito management in Florida. If you missed it, 

check out his book, The Mosquito Wars. 

     Your Refuges are still understaffed and underfund-

ed. One easy and free way to support your Refuges is 

to email, call, and write your Congressional represent-

atives and share with them why the National Wildlife 

Refuges are so important to you and ask them to re-

store the funding necessary to protect our wild spaces. 

I wish you well in 2026 and I look forward to seeing 

you on the Refuge! 

Winter 2026 Å Page 2 

Special thanks to the following for their 

generous donations in support of the  

Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge 

for the 1st Quarter of 2026: 

  Manatee ($5,000)   Robert Hutchison  

                                    Laurilee Thompson  

  Otter ($1,000) Maggie Laska 

  Sea Turtle ($500)   Nancy and Scott Bray 

                  Cheryl Ford, Paul and Jackie Leader 

 Beverly Merrilees  

  Bobcat ($250)       Paula Dayton 

                       David Hartgrove, Anna Henderson 

   Rebecca McGinnis  

  Gopher Tortoise ($100)  Elizabeth Bishop 

Halifax River Audubon Society 

Fred Hemmer, Loretta Jones, Pat Keithan 

Patricia Kingery, Emily Kraus, Dean Matteson 

Christine Shireman, Joan Tague 

George Thomas, Larry White 

MIWA Presidentôs Message 

Nancy Bray 

Call (321) 861-0669 for reservations 

Space is limited ǒ Reservations required 

Refuge Visitor Center Hours 
1987 Scrub Jay Way, Titusville 

 8:30 am - 4:00 pm ǒ Tuesday through Saturday 

Black Point Wildlife Drive Bus Tours 
Thursdays/Fridays/Saturdays 

10:00 am - 12:00 pm 
Meet at the Refuge Visitor Center 

Tickets are $10, or $5 with a federal lands pass, or 

$5 (50% discount) for MIWA members 



Winter 2026 Å Page 3 

 

Tuesday-Saturday Å 9:00 am - 4:00 pm 

A Little Help From Our Friends 

by Kim King-Wrenn 

These days refuges are working together 

more than ever. Merritt Island NWR has 

been fortunate to have help with several 

road maintenance projects this fall. We 

would like to give our thanks to St. Marks 

NWR for sending us Jon P, Lower Suwan-

nee NWR for sending us Jason C, and Pel-

ican Island NWR for sending us Billy K. 

These great guys, along with our very own 

Cole N., spruced up the Black Point Wild-

life Drive, trimming the brush and filling 

the potholes. Nice work guys! Photo courtesy of USFWS 

 
MIWAôs Conservation Committee has kept busy 
conducting interviews on conservation topics of 
interest in Brevard County (see links below), and 
sending in public comment on Cape Canaveral 
Spaceport launch site and facility development pro-
jects to ensure that Refuge wildlife and the health 
of the Indian River Lagoon remain priorities that 
deserve protection. 

Charlie Venuto on November 20, 2025: 
Merritt Island Wildlife Refuge Association supports the 
environment and the community. | WFIT 

Laurilee Thompson on December 18, 2025: 
Merritt Island Wildlife Association Conducts Horseshoe 
Crab Count | WFIT 

Rochelle Hood on January 15, 2026: 
https://www.wfit.org/     use      upper right 

Girl Scout Builds Wash Station for Sendler Outpost 

      Emmy Stephenson, an 8th grader in Girl Scout Troop 906, 

completed a Silver Award project that addressed the lack of a 

dishwashing station at the Sendler Education Outpost, a popu-

lar campsite for Scouts at the Merritt Island NWR. MIWA provid-

ed funding for materials upon request. Emmy built a wood dish-

washing station with a "wash, rinse, sanitize" set up to help pre-

vent the spread of germs and maintain good hygiene. The dish-

washing station will help Scouts who camp there by providing an easier way to 

clean and dry their dishes. Emmy led a team that helped with sanding, sketching 

the project design and painting. A space theme was painted onto the wash station 

to promote space education in order to inspire campers to continue learning about 

space. Emmy is proud to share her enthusiasm with others. Thank you Emmy! 

https://www.wfit.org/podcast/coastal-connection/2025-11-20/merritt-island-wildlife-refuge-association-supports-the-environment-and-the-community
https://www.wfit.org/podcast/coastal-connection/2025-11-20/merritt-island-wildlife-refuge-association-supports-the-environment-and-the-community
https://www.wfit.org/podcast/coastal-connection/2025-12-18/merritt-island-wildlife-association-conducts-horseshoe-crab-count
https://www.wfit.org/podcast/coastal-connection/2025-12-18/merritt-island-wildlife-association-conducts-horseshoe-crab-count
https://www.wfit.org/
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by Tim Kozusko 

     Land managers in Florida often explain habitat res-

toration in terms of the three R's: Restore hydroperiod, 

Remove invasives, and Reintroduce fire. The im-

portance of the three R's can be illustrated by the loss 

of the dusky seaside sparrow, an extinct subspecies 

that once inhabited the salt 

marshes of the Merritt Island 

NWR. 

     The dusky had an extremely limited range, found 

between Banana Creek and the Haulover on north 

Merritt Island, and along the St. Johns River near Salt 

Lake in Titusville. Like many sparrows, the dusky pre-

ferred low, open vegetation. They avoided shrubs and 

trees from which avian predators could ambush them 

or be concealed when flying low, scouting for prey. 

This habitat description fits historic salt marsh at Mer-

ritt Island NWR, particularly along Black Point Wildlife 

Drive. Sadly, almost none of this salt marsh remains in 

its historical condition. 

     The dusky's diet consisted of insects, spiders, and 

the seeds of grasses and sedges. Between 1946 and 

1951 Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, better known as 

DDT, was sprayed over the salt marshes of Merritt Is-

land to control mosquitoes. DDT wiped out insect pop-

ulations indiscriminately. By 1951 scientists realized 

mosquitoes were evolving a resistance to DDT, but 

other insecticides came into use. A significant portion 

of the dusky's food source had been greatly reduced 

and by the late 1950s the population of duskys was 

only about 30% of what it had been (P. Sykes, 1979). 

Hydroperiod 

     Extant seaside sparrows are often called goldilocks 

birds due to their specific hydroperiod requirements, 

and there is no reason to believe the dusky was any 

different. Duskys built nests about six inches off the 

ground in high marsh. By 1962 the salt marshes had 

been impounded to fight mosquitoes by flooding the 

muddy substrate needed for egg laying. Impoundment 

dikes also allowed easy access by nest predators, in-

creasing densities of snakes, rodents, raccoons, and 

fire ants (Jack Salmela, pers. com., 2011). 

Invasives 

     Once the hydroperiod of the impoundments was 

altered, colonizing plant species moved in, changing 

the habitat structure and further alienating the dusky 

(Paul Sykes, pers. com., 2013). Changes in plant spe-

cies composition resulting from hydroperiod changes 

made the area more attractive to red-winged black-

birds, which competed with duskys for nesting habitat. 

Now, even red-winged blackbirds are not as common 

as they once were. 

Fire 

     The white mangrove, native but invasive in im-

poundments, was once controlled by cold. However, 

freezes are rare these days. Mangroves were also 

controlled by frequent fire, but rising lagoon levels 

make it too wet to burn for most of the year. The best 

remaining examples of what the Black Point salt 

marshes once looked like are in T-10-K and T-10-L. If 

you visit Black Point Wildlife Drive and park at the 

Cruickshank Trail, the overlook to the east of the park- 

(continued on next page) 

The Three Rôs of Habitat Restoration 

Photo by Paul Sykes 

The dusky seaside sparrow,  

May 29, 1971 in T-24-C 

impoundment, Merritt Island 

NWR. 

T-10-J/K in 1958 just after impoundment, and in 

2021. Note the lack of trees and open water in the 

1958 image.                 Image source: www.labins.org 

http://www.labins.org/


https://gophertortoisedayfl.com 
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By Julia Martin 

     Naturalist and author John Serrao, who has 

worked with Floridaôs snakes for more than a dec-

ade, led an engaging program for a packed room at 

Lake Woodruff NWR on No-

vember 23rd of snake-

curious attendees. John be-

gan the program by defining 

what a snake is and how 

they've adapted over time to 

survive in Florida's vast ar-

ray of habitats. From the 

elusive and beautiful East-

ern Indigo snake to the de-

ceptively harmless Scarlet 

King snake, John shared 

personal anecdotes of many 

snake interactions that con-

nected participants to the 

slithering reptiles, emphasizing that public outreach 

and education are crucial for peaceful coexistence.  

     With at least 45 native species and 4 non-natives, 

Florida is home to a plethora of snakes that can be 

difficult to recognize or tell apart from one another. 

John shared numerous ways to identify several Flori-

da snakes, including in their juvenile and adult life 

stages. He provided free copies of his newly re-

leased Snakes of Volusia County guidebook for pro-

gram participants to utilize as a resource to identify 

snakes in the wild or in their own backyards.  

     John provided guests with an up close opportuni-

ty to interact with an ambassador Black Racer snake 

captured in Stetson campus Volusia Sandhill, a res-

toration project revitalizing the historical longleaf 

sandhill environment. The program was designed to 

help attendees see snakes in a new lightðvaluing 

their role in nature and recognizing the need to pre-

serve the expansive habitats vital to their future. 

-ing area provides a vista of T-10-K. 

     Grassy marshes support many species 

of wading birds, snakes, small mammals, 

and invertebrates. And even though the 

dusky seaside sparrow is lost to us, mainte-

nance of grassy marshes provides habitat 

for many species that do not do as well in 

dense mangrove.s 

     So where does this leave us? As land 

managers restore conservation lands you 

are likely to see the three R's in action. Re-

moval of invasive species and reintroduc-

tion of fire can seem extreme at first, but 

they are requirements for successful resto-

ration and management. 

     Restore, Remove, Reintroduce. Three 

essential verbs for habitat restoration in east

-central Florida. 

The Three Rôs 
(continued from previous page) 

Photo by Tim Kozusko 

A prescribed fire burns in impoundment T-10-K on the 

Merritt Island NWR on Feb. 11, 2020.  

Photo by Joel Sartore, used by permission 

ñOrangeò, the last known dusky seaside sparrow, died  

June 16, 1987 in captivity. 

Floridaôs Snakes: Corals & Coachwhips,  
Indigos & Scarlets, Pit Vipers & Pythons 

https://gophertortoisedayfl.com
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     The Merritt Island Wildlife Association (MIWA), 

a nonprofit  ñfriendsò organization formed in 1994, 

continues to the support the Merritt Island National 

Wildlife Complex in a variety of ways, thanks to 

your support, as listed below: 

¶ Funding indoor exhibits for the new Community 

Conservation and Education Center (CCEC) 

¶ Funding the outdoor playscape for the CCEC 

¶ Funding facility improvements (e.g. Sendler Ed-

ucation Outpost renovation/upgrades) 

¶ Funding an accessible kayak launch  

¶ Securing grants to fund Refuge projects and 

public education 

¶ Managing Natureôs Treasures Gift Shop, using 

money raised from retail sales to benefit the 

Refuge 

¶ Funding two summer Interns to support the Sea 

Turtle Walks (for biology and public education) 

¶ Funding a spring education Intern (partially paid 

for by Winter Solstice Luminaria Walk sales) 

¶ Providing Internet for the bunkhouse and Visitor 

Center 

¶ Facilitating the use of a credit card method of 

payment for guests to buy daily and annual 

MINWR passes 

¶ Supporting Lake Woodruff NWR programs 

¶ Providing supplies for Scouting programs 

¶ Funding Eagle Scout projects such as new park 

benches for the Scrub Ridge Trail 

¶ Funding Girl Scout projects such as a new 

wash basin at Sendler Education Outpost 

¶ Providing Winter Solstice Luminaria Walk sup-

plies (candles, luminaria bags) 

¶ Providing large format laminated MINWR maps 

for outreach events 

¶ Supporting community outreach events 

¶ Promoting MINWR Complex events 

¶ Supporting Lunch-n-Learn Education and the 

Welcome Back Luncheon for Volunteers 

¶ Providing snacks and supplies for the Junior 

Duck Stamp award ceremony 

¶ Providing Bullywug Bash prizes 

¶ Providing supplies and/or snacks for Volunteers 

and multiple Refuge events/programs 

How MIWA Supports The 
Merritt Island NWR Complex 

by Lori Weller 

     The Merritt Island Wildlife Associ-

ation (MIWA) proudly represented the 

Merritt Island NWR Complex at the 

annual Florida Bat Festival in 

Gainesville on October 25th, and 

this yearôs event was a soaring success! 

     More than 5000 visitors attended the festival hosted 

by the Lubee Bat Conservancy, a non-profit dedicated 

to saving bats and their habitats through conservation, 

education, and community engagement. With an 

astonishing 1,421 different species (and counting), 

bats make up 20% of all known mammals. They live 

on nearly every corner of the globe and occupy several 

food niches. The 

diversity of bat 

species is amaz-

ing.  

     MIWAôs booth 

drew in curious 

attendees eager 

to learn more 

about the refuge 

complex, and 

many discovered 

its wonders for the very first time. Adding a fun twist to 

the day, MIWA held a raffle for a six-foot stuffed alliga-

tor which sparked plenty of excitement among visitors. 

The lucky winner walked away with a huge smile and a 

lifetime memory of the event. 

     The festival proved to be an outstanding fundraising 

success, with proceeds supporting MIWAôs ongoing 

conservation and outreach initiatives. Beyond fundrais-

ing, the event helped MIWA forge new connec-

tions with local artisans, nature-based non-profits, and 

potential volunteers eager to join upcoming service 

projects. 

     MIWA extends heartfelt thanks to the Lubee Bat 

Conservancy for hosting such an inspiring event and 

looks forward to returning next year to continue 

spreading the message of conservation and steward-

ship.                              

MIWA Shines at the 
Florida Bat Festival  

Photo by  Lori Weller 

ƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƭǳōŜŜΦƻǊƎκ 

Top Photo: Malayan Flying Fox 

Lubee Bat Conservancy 

https://www.lubee.org/
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by Julia Martin 

MIWA members, Stetson students, 

and guests came together at the 

Rinker Environmental Learning 

Center (RELC) at Stetson Univer-

sity on October 11th to learn about 

the Florida Black Bear. Florida 

Fish and Wildlife Conservation 

Commission (FWC) Bear Biologist 

Lori Lindsay led the program by introducing partici-

pants to the state's only bear species, their distribution 

in Florida, and their importance to local ecosystems. 

As Florida's infrastructure continues to expand, human

-bear encounters are becoming increasingly common, 

and many residents are unsure of how to react if they 

come across one in their neighborhood.  

     Lori provided multiple strategies to keep people 

and bears safe, including preventive measures such 

as removing outdoor food sources, adding dumpster 

locks, and using bear whistles or bear spray. Lori also 

urged guests to report any residential bear sightings to 

the FWC for proper advisement, data collection, and 

possible bear relocation.    

     Participants interacted with wildlife artifacts, such 

as bear teeth and a bear pelt, for a hands-on learning 

experience. The program gave an opportunity to learn 

more about Florida black bear biology and how per-

sonal responsibility is essential for safe coexistence 

between bears and humans. Special 

thanks to Stetson University, Gillespie Mu-

seum, and FWC for their partnership to 

make this program possible.  

Bear Aware: Living With Floridaôs Wild Neighbor 

On The Road to Restoration of Lagoon Clams 
by Nick Mauck and Natalie Al-Shihabi 

     MIWA members and guests went on a road trip to 

St. Augustine on September 13th to learn about the 

role of clams in the Indian River Lagoon (IRL) restora-

tion. The IRL has become a treasured resource for 

local residents along the East Coast of Florida. 

Stretching 156 miles in total, from Ponce de Leon Inlet 

to Jupiter Inlet, the IRL is one of the most critical eco-

systems in Central/South Florida.  

     The IRL is a coastal estuary, which provides a 

unique opportunity for marine life to grow, reproduce, 

and thrive in. Within North America the IRL is consid-

ered to be one of the most biologically diverse ecosys-

tems and is home to over 4,300 species of plants and 

animals. Communities along the IRL have a deep his-

tory in clamming, from Indigenous people harvesting 

clams for food in pre-colonization to the early 1980s-

90s when clamming became so popular that the clam 

population crashed.  

     After the crash, there was an increase in nutrient 

pollution, decrease in water visibility, and a loss in 

economic opportunities. This is when the University of 

Floridaôs Whitney Lab in Saint Augustine and a local 

clam farmer in New Smyrna Beach began to research 

this population and figure out how to restore it to its 

former glory. Dr. Todd Osborne, Associate Professor 

of Biogeochemistry, and head of the Osborne Lab at 

the University of Florida Whitney Laboratory for Marine 

Bioscience, led our group on a behind the scenes look 

at science in action. Dr. Osborne highlighted research 

conducted at the lab that is at the forefront of advanc-

es contributing to the successful use of clams to re-

store the Indian River Lagoon.  

     To start the project, Dr. Osborne collected viable 

brood stock from the IRL, a difficult process due to the 

few living clams left within the IRL. The brood stock is 

spawned in the lab and the resulting larvae are reared 

on site. Whitney Lab uses a land-based nursery sys-

tem called a ñclam racewayò to culture and grow juve-

nile clams. Once they grow to 4 mm in size the clams 

are moved into large mesh bags and planted in the 

IRL. The clams will continue to grow inside these bags 

in natural lagoon conditions until they reach 13 mm in 

size and are ready to be released. From 2019-2025 

there have been over 23 million seed clams planted in 

the IRL.  

     Following the lab tour, the group visited a working 

clam aquaculture farm. Mike Sullivan, owner of Com-

manderôs Shellfish Camp, started his own clam aqua-

culture operation to keep harvesting alive by breeding 

ósuper clamsô that are more resilient to the ever chang-

ing lagoon. Mike utilizes similar ñclam racewaysò and 

grows his own algae to produce more resilient clams 

which are released back into the IRL. The research 

and conservation actions led by Dr. Osborne and Mike 

have played a direct role in improving the health of the 

Indian River Lagoon and strengthening the long-term 

viability of its clam populations.  

    Photo by Jay 
Exum (for FWC) 
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Playalinda Brewing Co. Maypop IPA Supports MIWA 
     Guests filled the Playalinda Brewing Company patio in     

Titusville October 23rd to celebrate the release of Insects and 

IPAôs Maypop IPA, a craft brew adorned with a custom label 

featuring insects found in Florida. This Hazy IPA is infused 

with Maypop (Passiflora incarnata) to bring the flavor of native 

plants to the intrigue of insect diversity. MIWAôs logo is featured 

on each can along with a QR code to the websiteða first for us! 

     University of Central Flor-

ida (UCF) Bug Closet Assis-

tant Curator Robin Marquez, 

Collection of Arthropods, pro-

vided microscope views of 

specimens for guests to enjoy 

an entomology close encoun-

ter. Ethan Wright, a Ph.D. stu-

dent in the Social Insect Be-

havior lab at UCF, shared de-

tails about his research into 

insect parasites of ant nests 

while guests interacted with 

live beetles.  

     Each single pour and four-

pack of Insects and IPAôs 

Maypop IPA fuels a donation 

to MIWA, blending craft brew-

ing with conservation and rein-

forcing the essential role in-

sects play in sustaining Flori-

daôs biodiversity. 

Each year the Merritt Island NWR Visitor Center welcomes nearly 

100,000 guests. Over time, the exhibits have begun to show the 

wear and tear of all that attention. In recent years the Kids' Corner 

has been really showing its age. In early December 2025 a team of 

experts from Wilderness Graphics spent a week sprucing up the old 

exhibits. They dusted, painted and refur-

bished the diorama with the eagles' nest 

and gopher tortoise burrow. They upgraded 

the audio and video in the wetlands exhibit. 

Most exciting are the new exhibits in the 

Kids' Corner! The new exhibit focuses on 

getting kids to use their senses when ex-

ploring nature. It encourages them to look, 

listen, touch and smell! Be sure to stop by 

the Visitor Center and check out the exhibits 

on your next visit to the Refuge.  

Visitor Center Exhibits Get a Sprucing Up!  

Above: Ronnie Chabot,  
Playalinda Brewing Co.  
co-owner 

Below: UCF Bug Closet 
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Nature Center Soundscape at Lake Woodruff NWR 
by Susie Wilcox  

     Volunteer Steve Brechbuhl dedicated more than 

100 hours capturing video and audio to reflect the spir-

it of Refuge wildlife through sound. Using his excep-

tional photography and videography skills, Steve gath-

ered more than 60 hours of high-quality footage which 

he generously donated to Lake Woodruff NWR for use 

in the Nature Centerôs educational displays and pro-

grams. 

     What makes this project truly special is the way 

Steve approached it. Each section of footage was 

carefully organized in chronological order, allowing the 

viewer to experience the Refuge as it naturally unfolds 

throughout the day and across the seasons. The result 

is a seamless immersion into the sounds of the wild 

with mammals rustling through sawgrass, birds calling 

overhead, insects buzzing in the air, and the occasion-

al reptile announcing its presence. From the constant 

hum of crickets at dusk to the un-

mistakable bellow of a bull gator 

echoing across the water, Steve 

managed to capture the essence of Lake Woodruff 

NWR as few ever have. 

     Jack Windle and Susie Wilcox 

put their talents to work by sorting, 

refining, and editing the files. After 

careful review, and many hours of 

creative shaping, they transformed 

Steveôs raw footage into a stunning 16.5 minute 

soundscape. This acoustic creation serves as both an 

artistic experience and an educational tool. 

     Next time youôre near Lake Woodruff NWR on a 

weekend, we invite you to stop by the Nature Center, 

settle in for a moment, and let this soundscape carry 

you on a journey through natural spaces. Itôs a beauti-

ful way to step even closer into the heart of nature. 

by Susie Wilcox  

     Just as the mangroves extend their branches into 

the estuary each fall, we extended our reachð

connecting with new communities through 

three fall outreach events. A team of 

MIWA volunteers (Dawn, Susie, Nick, 

Jack, and Natalie) supported the 

Kennedy Space Centerôs inaugural 

Science, Technology, Engineering, 

Arts, and Mathematics (STEAM) Hal-

loween, Autumn in the Oaks in DeLe-

on Springs, and the Marine Science 

Centerôs Wildlife Festival in Ponce Inlet. 

     Jack, Natalie, Dawn and Susie helped 

bring each event to life by sharing their stories and 

Refuge experiences. Nick created tactile sand tables 

for making animal tracks, digging, or simply enjoying 

the feel of the sandðactivities 

that quickly became a favorite 

among kids and their parents. 

     Jack and Susie handed out 

candy at STEAM Halloween 

while sharing insights about the 

protected natural spaces that 

surround the Kennedy Space 

Center.  The event was focused 

on fostering a passion for sci-

ence, technology, engineering, 

arts, and math through hands-on 

activities. 

     Autumn in the Oaks, a DeLeon Springs festival 

dedicated to showcasing local businesses, non-

profits, and other community organizations, 

provided a wonderful opportunity to 

meet residents and introduce them to 

upcoming programs at Lake Wood-

ruff NWR. Dawnôs warm and wel-

coming spirit drew in potential volun-

teers and beautifully highlighted the 

tranquility of Lake Woodruff NWR. 

     The Marine Science Centerôs Wild-

life Festivalðthis year celebrating Native 

Plants and Gopher Tortoises under the 

theme ñFrom Land to Skyòðwas another great suc-

cess. Natalie and Jack reached hundreds of people, 

from longtime Refuge supporters to those learning 

about the Refuges for the first 

time and emphasized the im-

portance of conserving local wild-

life and habitats. 

     Attending these events and 

witnessing the dedication of the 

volunteers as they shared their 

love for the Merritt Island NWR 

Complex was truly inspiring. We 

are so grateful to have a team 

that comes together with such 

shared passion and purpose. 

Autumn Outreach: Connecting New Communities to Our Refuges 



Text and photos by Paul Leader 

     "Water Turkey" is what locals call the Anhinga. The 

bird gets that nickname because it has a long neck 

and a long fanlike tail. Other common names include 

"snake bird" or "darter". Its scientific name is Anhinga 

anhinga. Juveniles and females have a brown 

neck and chest while males sport a black 

neck and chest. During breeding season 

the membranes surrounding the eyes 

turn a beautiful shade of blue. They 

are large birds, 35 inches in length 

with a wingspan of 45 inches.  

     Anhingas fish for their meals 

while completely submerged and 

occasionally lift their heads straight 

up out of the water like a submarine 

periscope in order to breathe. They 

use their long, sharp bills to spear 

fish. If the fish is small the bird flips it off 

its bill into the air and then catches it and 

swallows it. If the fish is large, the bird hops 

out of the water onto a bank or a tree branch, beats 

its catch to death on the ground or the branch and 

then swallows it. I have never seen an Anhinga spear 

a fish that was too large for it to swallow. 

     Anhingas nest in small colonies in wooded water 

areas that have an adequate supply of food for their 

two to four nestlings. Eggs take approximately 28 days 

to hatch and the young are totally dependent on their 

parents for approximately 30 days. 

Another very interesting fact about the Anhinga is that 

its large wing and tail feathers turn grey when wet and 

white when dry. Watch for Anhingas jumping out of the 

water onto a branch after fishing. You'll see them flap-

ping their wings and see the transformation of grey 

feathers to white. 

     Anhingas are relatively uncommon. Their 

range includes most of the eastern and 

gulf states and most of South America. 

Come visit the Merritt Island NWR 

and enjoy the antics of these grace-

ful birds. Also, be on the lookout for 

all of the other interesting birds and 

critters that make their home at the 

refuge. As an added bonus, if you 

can schedule it, come and watch 

the sunset at the Black Point Wildlife 

Drive (right after stop # 11 on the 

road). It's especially dramatic on a 

cloudy afternoon.  

The Anhinga: Merritt Island NWRôs ñWater Turkeyò 
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MIWA stays busy with community outreach and education events, fundraisers and mem-

bers-only field trips. We need you to help us help the Merritt Island NWR Complex.  

Consider joining our family!    1) Gopher Tortoise Council Annual Meeting, 2) Culverôs for Con-

servation, 3) & 24) Mushroom Walk and Talk, 4) Florida Snakes, 5) Thousand Islands Fest, 6) & 11) 

Bear Aware at Stetson University, 7), 14) & 19) Insects and IPAs at Playalinda Brewing Co. with 

UCF, 8), 15) & 22) Fall Into Conservation Fundraiser, 9) & 20) Natureôs Palette Plant Dye Painting 

workshop, 10) & 17) Village Inn Dine To Donate, 12) Refuge Cleanup with Keep Brevard Beautiful 

and others, 13) Holiday Art with Heart, 16) & 18)  UFôs Whitney Lab in St. Augustine (clams),  

23) Winter Solstice Luminaria Walk  
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