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Conservation Connections   BY  TIM GESTWICKI,  NCWF CEO 
An old commercial tagline for car advertisements was, “This is not your father’s Oldsmobile.” The ad aimed 

to tout the car brand and the devotion of previous generations, while suggesting a sense of newness and 
a fresh attitude, with an eye toward a new generation of car buyers. Retooled with new features and a sleeker 
design, the carmaker needed to reach a new target market while retaining its steadfast loyal owners. The 
advertising initially brought in a new audience but alienated the tried-and-true loyal previous generations. 
 In the end, Oldsmobile stopped production in 2004 following a prolonged decline in sales. 

Does anyone remember “New Coke”? The backlash and rebuke from diehard Coca-Cola enthusiasts  
were swift and clear: No, thank you, we don’t like this. Please go back to regular Coca-Cola. That was the united 
refrain from consumers, to which the company, after an epically failed ad campaign, succumbed and quickly 
scrapped the new kid in town.  

What do these marketing examples have to do with NCWF?  We certainly are not the exact same organization 
that sportsmen formed in 1945 following the end of World War Two. The same principles and objectives remain, 
but how conservation is implemented has evolved significantly. We don’t need to attempt any Oldsmobile or 
New Coke maneuvers. It is clearly all about wildlife and habitat, plain and simple. 

In reviewing old historical documents, yellowed pages of meeting minutes, and decades-old NCWF 
journals (who remembers the good ol’ Friend O’ Wildlife?), it’s clear that the organization has never strayed 
from the tenets of conservation prescribed eight decades ago. Some of the vernaculars have changed. Soil 
conservation was a major issue, as it is today, but primarily related to sedimentation and runoff. But science-
based wildlife management remains consistently top of mind.  

Accomplishing work, then and now, relied upon connections. Federation 
forefathers knew this. Back then, it was linking hundreds of small hunting and 
fishing clubs across the state into a single federation to provide a cohesive voice 
for wildlife. Today, as you will read in this Journal, our power remains in our ability 
to connect. We’ve created a vast network of partners, volunteers, elected officials, 
and businesses who share our wildlife and habitat objectives. 

In the natural world, wildlife depends fully on connections, as well. Many of 
those connections are fraying. Dams block migration routes for spawning fish. 

Roads carve once-unbroken landscapes into isolated fragments. Native species are displaced by invasive 
species, disrupting ecosystem connections. 

This year, the value and faith in these connections have been evident in the work NCWF, partners, and our 
broader conservation community have achieved. We have been connected through restoring urban wildlife 
habitat, advocating for reform of our coastal marine fisheries, standing up for endangered species and their 
protection, and addressing the aftermath of a hurricane that ravaged our state and its resources. The list goes 
on. And through all of this, one crucial thing has grounded and guided our work: Wildlife. Wildlife reminds us 
of these connections, to the land and to each other. These connections are ultimately what hold us together. 
And they are what can save us, and the wildlife that lives here with us. 

The work is far from over, and the urgency is unmistakable. But we hear the call clearly: It is woven into the 
current of our rivers, carried in the beating wings of a dove, echoed in the rustle of longleaf pine needles, and 
voiced by all who stand determined to keep North Carolina’s heritage and legacy of wildlife intact. 

I know our founders are pleased with the road we have traveled, as I’ve had the opportunity over the years 
to speak with many of them. We always pay homage to our roots and origins and uphold the key tenets of 
wildlife and habitat conservation front and center. We do that through our connections, at every scale. For  
us, it’s never out with the old and in with the new. It’s always: What works best for wildlife? Who shares our 
values on this issue? Where can we work together for habitat? The challenges are great. Our commitment  
to connecting with others to work for wildlife is only greater. NC 
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NCWF’s 2025 successes set the stage for an impactful 2026 
 
CONSERVATION REQUIRES CAREFUL THOUGHT, long-term commitment, and  
a comprehensive understanding of both the living and non-living 
components of ecosystems. To protect, conserve, and restore wildlife  
in North Carolina and beyond, we must approach it as one would a 
community relationship—constantly learning, caring for its well-being, 
shielding it from harm, and defending it in times of need. 
 
Protecting and conserving wildlife also demands unwavering vigilance 
in the policy arena. As we restore habitat with our hands, we must also 
defend it with our voices, ensuring the laws that have protected wildlife 
and wild places for generations remain intact. NCWF will continue to 
stand guard because safeguarding wildlife means safeguarding the 
future we all share. 
 
In this Annual Report, NCWF shares how, where, and why it worked for 
wildlife and habitat conservation.

Looking Forward in a

ELK  /  ROMULUS STANEK  /  NCWF PHOTO CONTEST
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SUPPORTING THE STATE WILDLIFE ACTION PLAN  
NCWF submitted a letter supporting the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission’s 
(NCWRC) revised draft of the State Wildlife Action Plan, which was prepared for the federal  
10-year review. The updated plan brought together input from partners, stakeholders, and  
the public. Ultimately, the plan serves as a roadmap for proactive restoration and long-term 
protection of the state’s natural resources. 
 
MARINE FISHERIES 
In North Carolina, large-scale inshore shrimp bottom trawling has long been one of the most 
destructive fishing practices with historic impacts on the Atlantic Coast. Dragging heavy nets, doors, 
and chains across seagrass meadows, oyster beds, and other habitats devastates our fish nursery 
areas. For every pound of shrimp harvested, more than four pounds of bycatch—juvenile 
finfish and other species—are killed and wasted, directly contributing to collapsing fisheries. 
    In 2025, a major milestone was reached with House Bill 442, which the Senate amended to 
remove trawling from inshore waters and waters within one-half mile of the coast. This aligned 
North Carolina with Virginia and South Carolina and ended the state’s isolation as the only 
coastal state allowing large-scale bottom trawling in juvenile fish nursery areas. 

Opposition to the legislation was immediate, led by commercial interests 
attempting to sow confusion and delay reform. While the House adjourned 
without taking up HB442, the need to protect juvenile fish and rebuild fisheries 
remains urgent. 
 
SUPPORT FOR HELLBENDER ENDANGERED SPECIES LISTING 
NCWF supported the listing of the eastern hellbender as an endangered species 
under the ESA. Once found throughout Appalachian and Mid-Atlantic rivers, the 
hellbender had disappeared from more than 40 percent of its historical range, 
and only a handful of remaining populations were stable. Recent damage from 
Hurricane Helene highlighted the vulnerability of population strongholds. 
 
POLLINATOR PROTECTION AND CONSERVATION:  
FROSTED ELFING AND MONARCH BUTTERFLY 
Pollinator species across the Southeast continue to face mounting pressures from 
habitat loss, fragmented landscapes, and changing environmental conditions. 
Two species of particular concern, the frosted elfin and the monarch butterfly, 
highlight the urgency of coordinated conservation efforts grounded in science 
and long-term planning. 

The frosted elfin, once distributed widely across the eastern United States, 
has experienced steep population declines, leaving significant gaps in knowledge 
about its current status and habitat requirements. NCWF supported WRC, N.C. 
State University, and partners across multiple southeastern states in a regional 
initiative to survey remaining habitat, assess known populations, and evaluate 
genetic diversity. These efforts would inform management strategies, including 
prescribed fire, habitat restoration, and, where necessary, future captive breed -
ing and reintroduction programs. 

    The monarch butterfly faces similar challenges on an even larger scale. Monarch populations 
have declined sharply across both eastern and western migratory routes due to habitat loss, 
climate-driven disruptions, and widespread pesticide use. NCWF and other affiliates of the 
National Wildlife Federation supported the proposal to list the monarch as a threatened 
species under the ESA. Conservation priorities include protecting roadside habitats critical  
to migration, restoring milkweed and nectar-rich plant communities, and collaborating with 
federal agencies to mitigate pesticide impacts. 
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WILDLIFE POLICY A N N U A L  R E P O R T

HOGNOSE SNAKE HABITAT 
NCWF urged the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (FWS) to expeditiously list the 
southern hognose snake (Heterodon 
simus) under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA). Southern hognose popula -
tions face increasing pressures from 
habitat destruction and degradation, 
road mortality, invasive species, and 
climate change; populations have 
declined rapidly across the species’ 
range, mirroring the loss of the species’ 
longleaf pine forest habitat. 

SOUTHERN HOGNOSE SNAKE  /  PIERSON HILL  /  USFWS
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WILDLIFE SURVEYS IN THE  
CRAGGY MOUNTAINS 
Many bat species face steep population 
declines from habitat loss, disease, and 
other pressures. At the same time, migratory 
songbirds like the cerulean warbler have 
suffered dramatic population drops due to 
the loss of mature deciduous forests. The 
Pisgah and Nantahala national forests, 
including the 16,000-acre Craggy Mountains 

area, provide some of the best remaining habitat for these species, making conservation and 
monitoring efforts critical. 
    To inform science-based management, NCWF partnered with the National Parks Conserva -
tion Association, WRC, and other conservation organizations to conduct coordinated surveys 
of bats and cerulean warblers. Acoustic recording units and SonoBat software captured bat 
activity in old-growth and maturing second-growth forests, while bioacoustic recorders and 
LiDAR technology documented avian diversity. These surveys help fill critical knowledge gaps 
about population health, habitat use, and long-term recovery trends, particularly following 
recent storm impacts. 
 
PROTECTING HORSESHOE CRABS 
NCWF joined the Horseshoe Crab Recovery Coalition to urge continued protection of female 
horseshoe crabs. Despite decades of monitoring, horseshoe crab and red knot populations 
remain well below recovery targets, and recent spawning and migration seasons highlight  
the fragility of the species’ status on the landscape. 
 
CLARIFYING DEFINITIONS FOR WILDLIFE CAPTIVITY LICENSES 
NCWF submitted recommendations, which were accepted, regarding definitions for wildlife 
captivity licenses. Existing definitions of “native” and “non-native” were unclear and could have 
led to the misclassification of species, particularly those expanding naturally into the state due 
to climate change or other environmental factors.  
     
CHARLOTTE’S POLICY REFORM ADDRESSES GARDENING FOR WILDLIFE 
This fall, NCWF Charlotte Wildlife Stewards Chapter led a coalition aimed at adding a height 
exemption for plant growth by those gardening for wildlife. Currently, a landowner can receive 
a code violation for plants exceeding 12 inches in height, which contradicts the benefits native 
plants provide to local wildlife, such as birds and pollinators. After months of staff and volunteers 
speaking at public forums, sending hundreds of emails, and making countless phone calls, 
Charlotte’s mayor announced her commitment to push for changes.  

WETLANDS PROTECTIONS 
NCWF joined formal comments 
urging the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) and the 
Army Corps of Engineers (ACE) to 
protect the nation’s remaining 
wetlands and streams under the 
Clean Water Act, given proposed 
rules which would redefine water 
bodies in ways that would gut 
wildlife habitat protections.

AMERICAN BULLFROGS  /  ALEXANDRA KNUDSON  /  NCWF PHOTO CONTEST

SWAMP MILKWEED  /  HERREID  /  ISTOCK.COM
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ADDRESSING THE IMPACT OF FEDERAL BUDGET CUTS ON WILDLIFE CONSERVATION 
Proposed budget and staffing cuts threatened the essential work of federal agencies, putting 
ecosystems, local economies, and public safety at risk. NCWF joined its national partners in 
underscoring a simple message: Preserving these agencies’ capacity is essential to maintaining 
the services that millions of Americans and countless species rely on every day. 
 
WILDLIFE CROSSINGS – INFRASTRUCTURE POLICY AND WILDLIFE CONSERVATION 
The bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act marked historic progress by integrating 
transportation development with natural resource conservation. Through initiatives such as the 
Wildlife Crossings Pilot Program, investments in resilient infrastructure, and expanded support 
for habitat connectivity, Congress set a new standard for designing transportation systems 
that are safer, smarter, and more sustainable. NCWF joined in submitting recommendations 
urging Congress to strengthen these gains in the next federal transportation bill. 

HANDS-ON IN THE FIELD
RESTORING ELK  
A generous grant from the Glass Foundation supported significant elk conservation initiatives. 
In partnership with the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians Office of Fisheries and Wildlife 
Management (EBCI), new and enhanced fencing was established across the Qualla boundary 
to protect tribal gardens and crops from browsing elk and reduce human-wildlife conflict. 
NCWF provided NCWRC 10 needed elk radio tracking collars and tranquilizer/anesthesia kits.  
 
COMMUNITY WILDLIFE CHAPTER HABITAT RESTORATION IMPACTS 
NCWF’s volunteer programs continued to make a substantial impact, with 12,848 people 
actively engaged in conservation efforts across the state. NCWF volunteers removed 73,280 
pounds of litter and debris, planting 68,320 native plants, and removed invasive vegetation 
from 18.25 acres of habitat. Community members also registered 4,597 Pollinator Pitstops  
on NCWF’s Butterfly Highway to date, and registered 17,198 Certified Wildlife Habitats to date.  
    Pollinator habitat also saw a boost: a 5-acre plot at Kituwah Mound on the Cherokee 
reservation was planted with native wildflowers and grasses provided by NCWF through  
a grant from the Glass Foundation. Additional spring 2026 seeding on six Mt. Noble plots, 
supported by tribal construction crews, is expected to bolster habitat further.  
 
SEED STUDY AT DANIEL STOWE CONSERVANCY 
In partnership with Belmont’s Daniel Stowe Conservancy, NCWF’s Butterfly Highway program 
launched a new efficacy study to understand better how its native seed mixes perform under 
different conditions. The project will ultimately establish 18 seed plots. 

A N N U A L  R E P O R T
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 NCWF’s Community Wildlife Chapter network is ever-
expanding, with four new chapters in 2025. 

SWANNANOA VALLEY WILD! serves Swannanoa, Black 
Mountain, and Montreat. A primary chapter project is 
restoring Fox Creek Park, a beloved green space damaged 
by Hurricane Helene and overrun with invasive species like 
kudzu and multiflora rose. 

HIGH COUNTRY WILD covers Ashe and Watauga counties, 
with plans to expand into Alleghany County. Home to rare 
and vital habitats such as spruce-fir forests, mountain 
bogs, and high-elevation rock outcrops, the chapter 
focuses on the conservation of hellbender, bog turtle, 
northern flying squirrel, and spruce-fir moss spider. 

 

FALL LINE OUTDOORS CHAPTER serving Cumberland, Lee, 
and Harnett counties. Grounded in respect for the state’s 
wildlife and habitats, Fall Line Outdoors brings together 
hunters, anglers, and conservation-minded residents who 
recognize that time spent afield fosters both skill and 
stewardship. 

REWILD AVL CHAPTER will soon be up and running in 
Asheville to focus on restoring and promoting wildlife 
habitat, serving as a voice for wildlife as the city rebuilds, 
and connecting local residents with the outdoors to foster 
community engagement. 

UWHARRIE WILDLIFE STEWARDS is another blossoming 
chapter covering Stanly and Montgomery counties. 
Featured landscapes in the region include Uwharrie 
National Forest and Morrow Mountain State Park. 

 
CHIMNEY SWIFT CONSERVATION 
With funding from the Women’s Impact Network 
of New Hanover County and Duke Energy, NCWF, 
Cape Fear Audubon, and community site part -
ners across Wilmington, built three custom 
chimney swift towers to replace lost nesting 
habitat for the birds, which rely on hollow  
trees and open chimneys. 
 
COMMUNITY WILDLIFE CHAPTERS  
NCWF Wildlife Chapters continued offering 
wildlife and nature outings that immerse 
participants in the outdoors and highlight 

the importance of protecting natural habitats. In 2025, NCWF Community Wildlife Chapters 
hosted 444 events, including 229 educational wildlife programs and 21 wildlife webinars. 
Many of the virtual webinar presentations remain available for ongoing learning on the NCWF 
YouTube channel. These resources empower individuals to become active participants in 
conservation and strengthen their connection to the natural world. 
 
YOUTH AND FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 
In 2025, NCWF engaged 3,332 youth with wildlife and the outdoors. Youth participation included 
Kids in Nature Days, ecoEXPLORE activities with community libraries, day trips, nature walks, 
scavenger hunts, and programs highlighting wildlife’s role in healthy ecosystems. Additionally, 
NCWF’s Great Outdoors University provided meaningful opportunities for outdoor learning.  
In 2025, the program hosted 75 day trips serving 2,294 participants, including 1,972 youth 
and 322 adults. These experiences foster curiosity, build ecological knowledge, and inspire 
participants to become lifelong stewards of the environment. 
 
RED WOLF CENTER AND LIVE CAMS 
The red wolf is the world’s most endangered canid and is found only in North Carolina.  
NCWF operates the Red Wolf Center in Columbia, which welcomed 590 visitors and offered 266 
programs in 2025. These programs continue to play a vital role in educating the public about 
the red wolf’s plight and the ongoing efforts to restore this species to the wild. The Red Wolf 
Center was on track to set a new visitation record, but the government shutdown forced its 
closure, preventing it from reaching that milestone. The Red Wolf Live Cams once again drew 
significant attention, collectively receiving 517,296 views. Additionally, the Heron Live Cam 
and the Osprey Live Cam on Lake Norman received 1,211 views and 260,329 views, respectively.  
 

NEW NCWF COMMUNITY WILDLIFE CHAPTERS

GREAT BLUE HERON  /  DOUG PARRISH  /  NCWF PHOTO CONTEST
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HUNTING AND FISHING PAY IT FORWARD 
NCWF recognizes hunting and fishing as essential tools for recruiting 
new participants, supporting wildlife management, and promoting 
conservation. These outdoor pursuits encourage public involvement 
in habitat stewardship and wildlife population management while 
simultaneously providing funding for conservation. Programming in 
2025 emphasized the connection between hunting and conservation, 
teaching participants how hunting supports wildlife management and 
sustainable practices. The events were inclusive, attracting participants 
of all ages, genders, and backgrounds, many of whom were invited to 
return for mentored hunts to reinforce ethical hunting skills. 

  
● In 2025, NCWF Community Wildlife Chapters continued 

providing hands-on learning opportunities for beginning 
hunters. NCWF Gaston PAWS Chapter partnered with the 
WRC’s Learn to Hunt program to offer experiential education 
in turkey, squirrel, and deer hunting. On March 29, the Learn 
to Hunt Turkey Program introduced 32 participants to 
ethical, conservation-minded hunting practices through a 
combination of seminars and skill-based stations covering 
wildlife biology, hunter safety, scouting, calling, shooting,  
and game processing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

● NCWF’s new Fall Line Outdoors Chapter (FLOC) led four hunting 
education events, covering deer hunting, deer processing, and 
outdoor skills. The chapter also participated in National Hunt -
ing and Fishing Day and attended the Golden Goose Waterfowl 
Tournament to table and kick off the event, providing hundreds 
of participants with hands-on education and strengthening 
community engagement in hunting and conservation. FLOC 
reached 100 people with its deer processing workshops in 2025 
and helped certify 12 new WRC Hunter Education instructors.

RED WOLF RECOVERY UPDATE 
NCWF continues to partner with USFWS and 
other conservation organizations to support 
the Red Wolf Recovery Program. In the spring of 
2025, at least 20 pups were born across multiple 
wild red wolf family groups. Monitoring suggests 
that 10 to 12 of these pups remain on the land -
scape, a hopeful sign for the species’ future. 
     In a milestone for the Recovery Program,  
the wild pair 2412F and 2500M produced six 
pups, three of which were cross-fostered with 
SAFE Program pups to improve genetic diver -
sity. All three cross-fostered pups were con -
firmed thriving as of early August 2025. And  
for the first time, USFWS inserted abdominal 
transmitters in five-week-old pups to track 
their movements before they are old enough 
for collars. This innovative tool, developed in 
partnership with Chowan Animal Hospital, 
helps biologists monitor pup survival during 
the critical early weeks. Meanwhile, at the  
Red Wolf Center in Columbia, 2292F and 2445M 
remain together as part of the SAFE Breeding 
and Transfer Plan. Although they did not 
produce pups this season, they will remain 
together at the Center, with the goal of 
contributing to the species’ recovery.

NCWF EARNS FOUR 
STARS THROUGH  
CHARITY NAVIGATOR 
AND CANDID 
NCWF has earned the 
highest ratings on both 
Charity Navigator and 

Candid, recognizing our commitment to transparency, account -
ability, and effective use of resources. These prestigious ratings  
reflect our dedication to delivering impact ful, mission-driven  
results for wildlife and habitats in North Carolina. 

EASTERN WILD TURKEY  /  GARY JONES        EASTERN GRAY SQUIRREL  /  BARB CASE        WHITE-TAILED DEER  /  LARRY HALE 
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LAKE NORMAN FISHERY PROJECT 
The Patriot Pier project at Ramsey Creek Park on Lake Norman 
celebrates a successful collaboration between conservation 
leaders, community partners, and veterans’ advocates. Led 

by NCWF and NCWF’s Lake Norman 
Wildlife community chapter, the project 
was completed in the spring of 2025. It 
enhanced both public access and aquatic 
habitat at a pier originally built to honor 
military veterans. Thanks to a Duke Energy 
Catawba-Wateree Habitat Enhancement 
Program grant, a permanent rock reef 

was installed to improve fish habitat in an area previously 
dominated by hard clay, increasing biodiversity and fishing 
opportunities. The pier was also expanded into a T-shape, 
allowing more anglers to fish comfortably at the same time. 
Lancaster Custom Dock and Lift donated construction services 
and materials for the project worth some $60,000. The project 
demonstrates how private companies can meaningfully 
support conservation and community well-being.  
 
WILDLIFE HABITAT STEWARDS TRAINING 
NCWF built community conservation leadership through its 
new Wildlife Habitat Stewards Training program. In 2025,  
126 people participated in five Wildlife Habitat Stewards 
Trainings. Stewards learned how to expand community 
capacity to support habitat restoration, wildlife-friendly  
land management, and local conservation initiatives. 
  
LONGLEAF PINE RESTORATION PROJECT 
NCWF’s longleaf pine restoration project on the Upper Chowan 
West Tract represented a significant investment in improving 
habitat quality within Chowan Swamp Game Land. The 70-acre 
site, situated within an N.C. Heritage Program buffer provided 
an opportunity for WRC to replace a former loblolly pine planta -
tion with longleaf pine, a species better suited to the area’s 
sandy soils and ecological history. This conversion supports  
a wider range of wildlife, including game species, pollinators, 
and early-successional specialists, while enhancing conditions 
for prescribed burning and long-term habitat maintenance. 
     While many habitat improvement efforts occur in more 
fragmented landscapes where development pressures limit 
restoration potential, projects like this one, supported by 
Apex Clean Energy, are located in protected game lands and 
contribute to the recovery of fire-dependent native species  
in more resilient environments. The loblolly pine harvest 
completed in 2025 and subsequent site preparation laid the 
groundwork for planting 32,000 longleaf pine seedlings in 
December, establishing a foundation for future monitoring 
and adaptive management. 
 
 
  

HABITAT IMPROVEMENT A N N U A L  R E P O R T

ATLANTIC WHITE CEDAR PROJECT 
Atlantic white cedar is a conifer native to the coastal 
plain from Maine to Florida and west to Mississippi, 
thriving in freshwater swamps such as pocosins, bogs, 
and stream margins. Extensive logging in the 1800s and 
1900s, coupled with wetland drainage and reduced fire, 
has prevented these forests from recovering in North 
Carolina. Their decline threatens wildlife uniquely 
dependent on them, including the Hessel’s hairstreak 
butterfly and yellow-throated warbler, while also 
diminishing important ecosystem services like water 
filtration and carbon sequestration.  

To restore this globally threatened habitat, NCWF 
partnered with Pocosin Lakes National Wildlife Refuge 
to plant tens of thousands of Atlantic white cedar 
seedlings. In 2024, funding supported the planting of 
more than 14,000 seedlings across the Millennium 
Forest and Pungo Unit, followed by an additional 30,600 
planted later that year with support from Apex Clean 
Energy. On November 22, volunteers—including former 
refuge managers—hand-planted 350 seedlings grown 
by Mellow Marsh Farm, celebrating a shared commit -
ment to long-term conservation. Looking ahead, 
restor ation efforts face challenges from heavy deer 
browsing, which threatens the survival of young cedar. 
To address this, seedlings grown by the N.C.  Forest 
Service was treated with the deer repellent Trico Pro, 
and NCWF and FWS will monitor treated and untreated 
seedlings to evaluate effectiveness. The results will 
help guide future large-scale tree-planting projects 
across eastern North Carolina.
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Getting Back Home: Shirley Ray’s Enduring Legacy for Wildlife in North Carolina

SHIRLEY ANNE RAY LIVED A LIFE deeply tied to the landscapes 
and wildlife of North Carolina. From her childhood home of 
Boone to the Great Smoky Mountain forests she explored as 
an adult, Shirley’s love for her home state was inseparable 
from her admiration for its wildlife, especially the elk and 
black bears that first captured her imagination in youth. 
Allen Wyke, Shirley’s cousin, recalls how Shirley’s life guided 
those around her to experiences that mattered. “I wasn’t 
familiar with all the paths she had touched at first,” he remem -
bers. “I wasn’t familiar with all the paths she had touched at 
first,” he remembers. “I sometimes find a piece of paper at her 
house with names written on it. I look them up, and suddenly, 
it’s this beautiful bread crumb trail like she’s leading me back 
to the places that mattered to her, and meeting people and 
discovering experiences she cared about.” 
Much of that influence came through her hands-on love of 
animals. Shirley led elk tours as a volunteer for the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park Service, sharing her fascination and 
knowledge with countless visitors over the years. For Allen 
and his girlfriend, recently participating in a guided elk tour 
with North Carolina Wildlife Federation’s Shaw Society felt like 
a full-circle moment, a living continuation of Shirley’s passion. 
Her enthusiasm wasn’t just about observation. Though she 
traveled widely later in life, her passion was rooted in the 
mountains of North Carolina she knew intimately, and in  
the species she had long championed and admired. 
Shirley’s contributions to conservation extended beyond her 
volunteer work. Shirley supported NCWF as a donor for years, 
and in 2024, she included the organization as a beneficiary of 
her estate, ensuring her commitment to wildlife would continue. 
Her connection to these places reflected a broader ethos that 
guided her life—a journey of “getting back home” and protect -
ing the places she loved. “Shirley was always looking out for 

others,” says Allen. “She never wanted recognition, but she did  
so much quietly—donating, fundraising, helping kids, help- 
  ing animals,” says Allen. “She made it look effortless, but it 
mattered to everyone and everything around her.” 

Shirley’s legacy, both for wildlife and beyond,  
was grounded in care and generosity.  

She cultivated curiosity in those around her, inspired explora -
tion, and left a trail for others to follow. Through her teaching 
career, her care for her family and her community, and her 
support of wildlife, Shirley Ray’s life stands as a testament to 
the beauty of knowing, loving, and leaving a lasting legacy. It 
reminds us to cherish and protect the places we call home. 
Members in the Charlie Shaw Society are our most dedicated supporters— 
generous members who have made a commitment to the work and 
programs of North Carolina Wildlife Federation through an annual 
contribution of $1,000 or more. Gifts can be made in one lump sum or in 
any number of smaller contributions within a calendar year, and can be 
directed to any Federation program that is of interest to the donor. 

Conservation Lands Team Grows  
Matt Flint joins NCWF’s Conservation 
Lands Team, bringing more than 35 
years of experience in natural resource 
conservation and working lands steward -
ship. Flint joins John Ann Shearer within 
the blossoming Conservation Lands 
Team. Shearer was honored recently 
with the Lifetime Achievement Award 

from the N.C. Prescribed Fire Council 
A graduate of North Carolina State University’s College of 
Forest Resources, Flint worked with the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, Wilmington District, from 1989 to 1996. He then 
spent nearly three decades with the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, serving as a technical leader for conser -
vation best management practices and incentive programs at 
the state, regional, and national levels. He brings deep experi -
ence helping landowners and land managers conserve, restore, 
and enjoy North Carolina’s native ecosystems and wildlife. 
“My goal is managing ecosystems so North Carolina’s wildlife 
and biodiversity can thrive for generations,” says Flint. “As 
part of NCWF’s Conservation Lands Team, I am collaborating 
with landowners and partners to restore native habitats for 
wildlife species most in need of conservation.” 

How the 2026 Tax Changes Affect 
Your Giving for Wildlife 

New tax rules are coming in 2026,  
and they affect nearly every donor. 

The good news? With a little planning,  
your generosity can still go further  
for wildlife across North Carolina. 
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TOTAL LIABILITIES AND NET ASSETS   
December 31, 2025 = $ 9,565,538 

 NCWF EXPENSES 2025 
 
82% WILDLIFE CONSERVATION & EDUCATION 
 
12% MISSION SUPPORT 
 
6% FUNDRAISING FOR WILDLIFE

You’re  
Invited!
You’re  
Invited!

EVENT SCHEDULE

NCWF Wildlife Forum
Wildlife Conservation: Land & Sea  

(Tanglewood/Pinehurst Room)
1:15–4:00 PM | Featuring  

Keynote Speaker

Reception  
(Triangle Ballroom)

5:45–6:45 PM | Open bar  
and hors d’oeuvres

Awards Banquet  
(Blowing Rock / 

Chimney Rock Ballroom)
6:45 PM | Honoring  

Conservation Heroes

After Dinner Social  
(Cape Fear Room, 2nd Floor)

9:00 PM | Open bar and  
hors d’oeuvres

TICKET PRICING
Early Bird Price: $75  
(Register by April 1)
Regular Price: $100

honoring  
CONSERVATION  

HEROES 

Reserve Your 
Seats Online

http://weblink.donorperfect.com/ 
governorsawards

Governor’s Conservation
Achievement Awards Banquet

and NCWF Wildlife Forum

Saturday, May 2nd, 2026
Embassy Suites

201 Harrison Oaks Boulevard
Cary, North Carolina

GREAT BLUE HERON PHOTO BY RYAN IMPERIO



MARCH 

April 1: It’s April Fools! Palamedes swallowtails  
are flying. White-eyed vireos are returning. 
March 15: Eastern cottontails are bearing  
their spring litters. 
March 16: Woodcock are nesting. 
March 18: Hardwood trees have begun to  
develop leaves in the Piedmont. 
March 19: Bachman’s sparrows have  
begun singing. 
March 20: Spring arrives with the vernal equinox 
at 10:46 a.m. EDT (14:46 UTC). Trout lilies, blood -
root, and several other early spring wildflowers 
are already in bloom. 
March 21: Oconee bells are in bloom. 
March 22: First luna moth and eastern tiger 
swallowtail broods are emerging. Chimney swifts 
and common nighthawks are returning. 
March 24: Fox pups are being born. 
March 25: Yellow-throated warblers and other 
early spring migrant songbirds are arriving. 
March 26: Blue toadflax is in bloom. 
March 28: Shorebird migration peaks along the 
coast. Pea Island, Ocracoke, Lake Mattamuskeet, 
and Portsmouth Island provide good shorebird 
viewing. 
March 29: Brown-headed nuthatches are nesting. 
March 30: Bluets and several violet species are  
in bloom. Southern cricket frogs are calling in  
the Coastal Plain. 
March 31: Whip-poor-wills and chuck-will’s-
widows have begun calling. 
APRIL 

April 1: Palamedes swallowtails are flying.  
White-eyed vireos are returning. 
April 2: Ruby-throated hummingbirds are 
returning. 
April 3: Dwarf iris is in bloom. Mercury is at its 
greatest western elongation from the Sun. This  
is the best time to view the Swift Planet. Look  
for it low in the eastern sky just before sunrise. 
April 5: Eastern bluebirds begin laying eggs. 
April 6: Beaver kits are being born. 
April 7: Fowler’s toads begin calling. 
April 9: Spicebush swallowtails are flying.  
Green-and-gold is in bloom. 
April 10: Green frogs and northern cricket  
frogs begin calling. 
April 11: Eastern redbud is in bloom. 
April 12: Lupines are in bloom in the Coastal  
Plain and Sandhills. 
April 13: Orchard orioles are returning. 
April 14: Our state frog—the Pine Barrens 
treefrog—has begun calling. This uncommon  
frog breeds in bayheads and seeps in portions  
of our Sandhills and Coastal Plain. 

North Carolina Wildlife Federation 
1024 Washington Street 
Raleigh, NC 27605

April 26: Clapper rails are nesting. Bowfin are 
spawning. 
April 27: American bullfrogs have begun calling 
over much of the state. Foam flower, Solomon’s 
seal, and false Solomon’s seal are in bloom. 
April 28: Peak bloom for our state flower—
flowering dogwood—over much of the state. 
Many sunfish species are spawning. 
April 29: Showy orchid and lady's-slippers  
are in bloom. 
April 30: Yellow-bellied sliders begin nesting. 
Raccoon kits are being born. 
April 23-26: Carolina Bird Club’s annual Spring 
Meeting will be held in Columbia, SC. Visit 
www.carolinabirdclub.org for more information. 
MAY 

May 3: Ruffed grouse are nesting. Fire pink is in 
bloom. Striped bass spawning runs peak on the 
Roanoke River. 
May 4: Atamasco lilies are blooming. Wood duck 
eggs are hatching. 
May 5-6: Eta Aquarids meteor shower peak.  
Best viewing will be from a dark location after 
midnight. Carolina allspice is in bloom. 
May 7: Trilliums are in bloom along the Blue  
Ridge Parkway. Piping plovers have begun  
nesting on our barrier islands. 
May 8: Bog turtles are mating. Lyre-leaf sage  
is in bloom. 
May 9: International Migratory Bird Day. Several 
spring bird counts will be held around the state 
this weekend. Contact your local Audubon Chapter 
or bird club to see if there is one near you. 
May 10: Peak bloom for several honeysuckle 
species. Rail nests are hatching. 
May 11: First broods of American robins have 
begun fledging. 
May 12: Ratsnakes are mating. 
 

April 15: Yucca giant-skippers are flying in the 
Sandhills. This rare butterfly’s larvae feed on 
yucca. The adults have one of the shortest flight 
periods of all our butterflies. 
April 16: Red-tailed hawks are nesting. Hard- 
wood trees have begun to acquire leaves in the 
Mountains. Sandhills bluestar is in bloom. 
April 17-19: The 6th North Carolina Congress  
of Herpetology—a joint meeting of the North 
Carolina Herpetological Society (NCHS) and the 
North Carolina chapter of Partners in Amphibian 
and Reptile Conservation (NCPARC)—will be held 
at the North Carolina Zoo near Asheboro. For 
more information, contact jeff.hall@ncwildlife.gov. 
April 20: Bobwhite and wild turkeys begin nesting. 
Ruffed grouse are drumming. 
April 21: Eastern bluebird eggs are hatching. 
Mayapple is in bloom. 
April 22: Earth Day. Many activities celebrating life 
on Earth will take place this week. Contact your 
favorite environmental organization to find out 
what’s happening near you. 
April 22-23: Lyrids meteor shower peak. Best 
viewing will be from a dark location after midnight. 
April 22-25: 76th Annual Wildflower Pilgrimage  
at Great Smoky Mountains National Park. For 
information, visit wildflowerpilgrimage.org. 
April 23: Dwarf crested iris and Virginia iris  
are in bloom. 
April 24: Ospreys are nesting. Yellow pitcher 
plants are in bloom in the Coastal Plain and 
Kentucky yellowwood in the western Mountains. 
April 25: Annual Greening Up the Mountains 
Festival, Sylva, NC. Visit https://www. mainstreet 
sylva.org/greening-up-the-mountains/. Party for 
the Pine, a celebration of the oldest known living 
longleaf pine, Boyd Tract of Weymouth Woods 
Sandhills Nature Preserve, Southern Pines, NC. 
Visit https://longleafalliance.org/event/party-for-
the-pine/ 
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