
Friends of Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges 
Advocacy and Fund-Raising Development Plan 

 
Mission 
 
The mission of the Friends of the Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife 
Refuges is to provide active advocacy and physical support for the successful 
stewardship of the Refuges. 
 
Background 
 
Friends of the Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys National Wildlife Refuges (NWR) 
is a nonprofit organization founded in 2002, by a group of local Alachua, Levy, and 
Dixie County residents.  
 
The two Refuges share the same management team and the same Friends group. 
Cedar Keys NWR is comprised of 13 islands in the Gulf of Mexico. It was founded 
in the 1920s to protect nesting shorebirds who, at the time, were being hunted 
for the millinery industry. Lower Suwannee NWR includes 55,000 acres of land, 25 
miles along the Suwannee River and 30 miles along the Gulf. It was founded in the 
late 1970s on land previously timbered by the commercial lumber industry.  
 
For most of its history, modest membership dues covered the cost of an annual 
meeting, volunteer led activities such as nature walks and talks, and development 
of paddling guides for people to experience the remote Refuges by way of their 
abundant waterways. Workdays provided the Refuge staff with hands-on support 
for trail building and other maintenance.  
 
Recent, significant changes have created opportunities and challenges for Friends 
and the refuges. Government funding cutbacks eliminated the Visitor Services 
program managed by the Refuge staff. The office space where Friends had, before 
the pandemic, greeted Refuge visitors and provided information, was repurposed 
for other programs during the pandemic closure. As a result, Friends took on a 
project to acquire and outfit a mobile outreach trailer so we could provide visitor 
information on, or off, the Refuge.  
 
Almost simultaneously, a 14-acre historical property, directly on the Suwannee 
River and near the Refuge headquarters, was donated to the Lower Suwannee 



NWR. As a former executive retreat of the Cummer Lumber Company, which was 
instrumental in providing land that eventually became the Refuge, the Vista Camp 
has stories to tell about the history of the Refuge and of north central Florida’s 
environmental, commercial, and social history. In the current funding 
environment, the Refuge has little expectation of receiving the funds to preserve 
Vista Camp and repurpose it to the advantage of the community.  
 
Having never before needed to raise money to achieve our objectives, Friends 
took up the challenge. We applied for and received two grants. The first, for 
$50,000, to provide a comprehensive analysis of the conditions and needs of the 
Vista property and buildings. With the second, a $75,000 grant, we completed 
Phase 1 of preserving and repurposing one of the two primary Vista Camp 
buildings.  
 
The US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) owns the Vista Camp. The Friends 
organization is simply helping where possible to steward this asset. At this point, 
the FWS will be taking over all changes and planning related to the buildings and 
dock. The Refuge staff will apply for a multi-million dollar grant to preserve and 
repurpose the historic buildings, the dock, the boat house, and the waterfront.  
 
In the meantime, Friends will take on a major trail-building and interpretive 
project to make the grounds at Vista Camp available for public use as a 
community and Refuge asset. 
  
It is an exciting whirlwind of change, challenge, and opportunity for Friends of 
Lower Suwannee and Cedar Keys NWRs. Friends finds itself evolving from a group 
of nature enthusiasts to stewards of the Refuges, providing visitor services and 
increasing community awareness. Our immediate goal, over the next year or two, 
is to open Vista Camp to the region and engage more of the regional community 
with the beauty and benefits of having these wildlife Refuges in our backyards.  
 
Vista Camp is even more crucial in the aftermath of recent hurricanes which 
destroyed the River Trail boardwalk. 
  



Advocacy and Fund-Raising Development  
 
Friends’ development plan addresses both the Refuge’s grant application needs 
and the Friends’ fund-raising needs. 
 
Advocacy Development Component 
The grant for which the Refuge will apply would come from BP Oil Spill funds 
which must be used to remediate coastal recreational and environmental 
damages. One of the many, many requirements of the application is that the 
Refuge show community support and need for the project.  
 
To develop that support, Friends has identified regional and local groups that 
might want to have Vista Camp restored and repurposed as proposed.  
Spreadsheet of Potential Community Support Providers 
Representatives of these organizations would be invited to Vista Camp for an 
insider tour and a discussion of how the Camp might enhance their mission and 
help meet their needs. They would be asked for letters of support. These would 
necessarily be small groups because the site is not yet developed and the 
buildings are fragile. We believe these discussions will be fruitful in building 
broader and deeper relationships that will have plentiful benefits in addition to 
the letters of support. We have about 18 months to implement this plan. 
 
Benchmarks would include: 

• Setting priorities among the organizations 

• Recruiting Friends’ leaders to host the meetings 

• Arranging the meetings 

• Determining an achievable schedule 

• Making each happen 

• Following up on each 
 
Fund-raising Component 
The fund-raising component of the plan would be directed to raising the funds 
needed for the Trail-Building and Interpretive Project.  
 
Benchmarks would include: 

• Finalize the purpose and naming of the Project 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1DfuIjXvyZu3aSukWpxYeFIpmU4_VwUmSnb-Tc8Xrhdk/edit


• Determine what we need to do to achieve the project goal and what it 
would cost 

• Set the fund-raising goal  

• Identify specific individuals and /or organizational potential donors 

• Develop a gift pyramid and place potential donors on it 

• Using one-on-one and small group activities similar to those proposed for 
the advocacy development component, involve potential donors in the 
plans and give them the opportunity to participate, giving priority attention 
to potential donors at the top of the gift pyramid 

• Ask for gifts 

Potential-Donor Research  

Reviewing the giving by Friends members over the lifetime of our record keeping, 
we know we have: 

• previous $1,000 donors  at least 20 

• previous $500 donors  at least 10 

• previous $250 donors  at least 30 

• previous $100 donors  at least 40   
 
Assuming the needs for the Trail-building and Interpretation Project could be met 
with $20,000, we would establish a gift pyramid to reach that goal. 
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Friends of Lower Suwannee & Cedar Keys NWRs’ development plan addresses 
both components of our mission, active advocacy and physical support. We have 
stretch goals and are ready to move ahead. 

 


