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PRESIDENT’S CORNER
  Can you believe another year is 
coming to a close! 2020 has been a 
rough year for us all.  We need to stay 
up New Year’s Eve, not to watch 2021 
come in, but to make sure 2020 goes 
out!
 2020 has seen many achievements 
of a different kind at Bitter Lake NWR. 
We have a new Refuge director and 
a different vision. The Butterfly Trail 
is getting a new water system which 
should green up the trail and attract 
even more butterflies next year.  The 

bird blind has been refurbished as 
well as the observation deck below 
the visitors’ center. More changes and 
updates on maintenance are on the 
way. 
  Although the Coronavirus has closed 
the nature store and decreased our 
income, we still have enough resources 
to assist the Refuge as we always have, 
but we will soon need income. Please 
review your memberships and renew 
soon. Renewal forms can be found in 
this newsletter. 

  We have a very hardworking board, 
but we could use more support from 
the general membership. Next year 
could be a banner year and help from 
everyone would be appreciated. 
  Let us make 2021 a better year for 
Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge.
  Stay safe and come out to see 
your Refuge and the ongoing 
improvements.  

 Don Weld, President

Bitter Lake NWR Welcomes Lindsey Landowski, New Refuge Manager

  At the end of May, Bitter Lake NWR 
welcomed new refuge manager, 
Lindsey Landowski, who was the 
refuge manager at Loess Bluffs NWR 
in Mound City, MO; 1.5 hours north 

of Kansas City, MO. Moving with her 
family and starting at a new refuge 
during COVID-19 certainly made for 
interesting challenges! Lindsey has 
worked for the U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service all over in the Midwest; 
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Indiana, and 
two refuges in Missouri. Lindsey’s 
background is in wetland and prairie 
management. She is excited to work 
with the staff at Bitter Lake and Friends 
of Bitter Lake and to continue working 
for the mission to protect, restore, and 
conserve habitat for wildlife. 
  Lindsey and her husband, Jon, are 
from Wisconsin and they have two 
young daughters. The family also 
includes 2 dogs (including one that 
was recently adopted through Roswell 
Animal Control), a cat, and 2 guinea 
pigs. Lindsey and her family like to 
go on adventures and look forward 
to exploring more of New Mexico. 
Lindsey likes to camp, canoe/kayak, 
hunt and fish, spend time with family 
and friends, and is an avid Milwaukee 

Brewers and Green Bay Packers fan. 
She has already gone paddling down 
the Pecos River passing through the 
refuge twice in 24 hours in June when 
the Corps did their block release! 
What a great way to see the landscape 
and view the refuge from another 
perspective. 
  Jon has also volunteered this 
summer with Bitter Lake staff, Steve 
Alvarez, and one of the RV volunteer 
couples, helping to rehabilitate the 
overlook deck on the Butterfly Trail and 
working to finish improving the Pajaro 
Observation Blind. Lindsey is looking 
forward to learning more about Bitter 
Lake NWR and to watch the spectacle 
of the upcoming fall migration and has 
enjoyed identifying new species that 
call Bitter Lake NWR home. Lindsey 
appreciates the involvement and 
support from the Friends of Bitter Lake 
and hopes to see you out on the auto 
tour someday or in the Visitor Center, 
when it re-opens.

Bitter Lake NWR Refuge Manager, Lindsey Landowski, 
with husband, Jon, and two of their daughters.

Bitter Lake staff, Steve Alvarez, along with RV 
volunteers Randy and Dolly Harris, and Jon Landowski, 

work on rehabilitating the Pajaro Bird Blind.

Volunteers Randy Harris and Jon Landowski 
disassemble Pajaro Blind Boardwalk to make way for 

new walkway.

Volunteers and Steve Alvarez completed the Pajaro 
Bird Blind. 

USFWS/S.Alvarez.

USFWS/L.Landowski USFWS/S.Alvarez. USFWS/L.Landowski



Bitter Lake staff, Steve Alvarez, and volunteers Randy and Dolly Harris and Jon Landowski finished renovating the observation platform by the Butterfly Trail overlooking 
Bitter Lake NWR.

VISITOR SERVICES UPDATE
Due to the COVID-19 crisis, the visitor 
center and most public use activities 
at Bitter Lake National Wildlife were 
shutdown.  Unlike anything the staff 
had experienced, refuge personnel 
were directed to telework from home 
and had restricted access to the 
refuge.  As time passed, restriction of 
refuge access for work projects eased, 
while the refuge remained in Phase 1 
of the Service’s recovery plan.
During the shutdown of the visitor 
center, public use priorities were 
redirected to several outdoor projects 
observing social distancing practices.  
Because of the visitor center closure, 
RV volunteers either ended their 
season early and returned home or 
stayed to assist with the new public 
use tasks.
Fortunately for the refuge, the 
COVID-19 crisis occurred during the 
transition period of getting new RV 
couples. RV volunteers, Dolly and 
Randy Harris (new to the refuge) arrived 
shortly after the closure.  Talented 

and skilled in construction, both 
volunteers were quickly put to work. 
With new volunteer, Jon Landowski, 
the outstanding crew took on some 
major projects for the refuge.
One of the first tasks was the 
rehabilitation of the overlook deck 
on the Butterfly Trail just below the 
visitor center. Old and weathered by 
the desert climate, numerous deck 
boards were split, warped and rotted 
out.  This had become a safety issue, 
so the refuge decided to replace the 
aged structure. It was built to observe 
dragonflies and birds along the spring 
ditch, and the deck has become 
popular with many visitors.
Impressed by how fast and efficiently 
the volunteer crew worked, our next 
task was much bigger and more 
complicated. Since they were up 
for the challenge, the crew began 
work on the tattered, worn-down 
“Pajaro” bird observation blind.  Facing 
mosquitos, hungry horseflies, and 
extreme temperatures, the volunteers 

and refuge staff went to work. With 
sledgehammers and saws-all, the 
structure was torn down in a couple of 
days.  Heavy equipment operator, Bill 
Snipes, used a tractor with forklifts and 
the old walking ramp was completely 
removed from the site.
The displays were still in good shape 
to be reused in the new bird blind 
structure with a little cleaning and 
refurbishing of the old interpretive 
panels.  Keeping the main structure of 
the bird blind intact during demolition, 
the crew replaced the floor, the 
walls, and open ceiling structure with 
recyclable material.  Once the bird 
blind is completely rehabilitated, plans 
are underway to rebuild the walkway 
to the blind.
After the bird blind was completed, 
a major irrigation installation on the 
Butterfly Trail was started by Don Weld, 
RV volunteers, Randy and Dolly, and 
Jon. All of the water lines and electrical 
lines were added or replaced, and 
another new zone was added. The 

By Steve Alvarez
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project is close to completion! Staff 
and volunteers plan to plant butterfly 
and pollinator friendly flowers and 
cacti next spring.
Sadly, the Cranes and Cocoa 
program will not be held this year 
due to COVID-19 concerns. We still 
encourage the public to visit the refuge 
since the wildlife drive will remain 
open during this period.
Although the Dragonfly Festival was 
cancelled this season, plans are being 
made for next year’s event.  Please 

contact the refuge if you are interested 
in serving on the dragonfly committee 
or helping during the festival.
Despite the setbacks with the novel 
coronavirus, the refuge is still able 
to get priority projects done. The 
Friends of Bitter Lake NWR has voted 
to contribute funds to these pumping 
efforts and the irrigation system for the 
Butterfly Trail and we are appreciative 
to the Friends members and visitors 
that have made efforts and projects 
like this possible. Thank you!

COVID-19 Impacts Operations at 
the Refuge; Visitor Center Remains 

Closed

Nature Moves On Migration Time!

This has been an unusual spring and summer for many as 
people adjusted to the uncertainty of COVID-19. Following 
guidance from the White House, the Centers of Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), and State public health 
authorities, the Department of Interior (DOI) and the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service closed many facilities and duty 
stations to assess the status of each area’s response to the 
novel coronavirus. Bitter Lake NWR Visitor Center closed 
towards the end of March with the New Mexico stay-at-
home order and most of the employees teleworked under 
guidance from the Secretary of the Interior, while a few 
mission essential employees continued to be on-site. A 
three-phased Adaptive Operations Recovery Plan was 
released to assist the Service in safely re-opening. The Plan 
aligns agency operations with the national guidelines and 
supports the phased resumption of on-site operations while 
maintaining practices to mitigate the impact of the virus. 
Bitter Lake NWR and the majority of the offices are still under 
Phase I; visitor center remains closed and management 
activities remain outside, teleworking is implemented, except 
for those that are mission critical like law enforcement, fire, 
or some maintenance. Phase II offers some more leniency 
with hosting programs outdoors, dependent on state and 
local conditions, and still following social distancing and 
daily health monitoring guidelines but visitor centers remain 
closed. Phase III is return to normal operations and visitor 
centers re-open and requires approval from the Regional 
Director. It is not clear when operations will return to 
normal and likely will continue into 2021, depending on the 
response or spread of the novel coronavirus. 
Despite this, the refuge auto tour and hiking trails remain 
open from sunrise to sunset. We have seen visitors that 
continue to drive the auto tour and walk on the hiking trails. 
Fall migration is coming and will be here before we know it, 
so we still encourage you to take a drive around the refuge 
and enjoy migration!

  Who would have ever imagined that refuge operations 
would be severely disrupted and partially closed due to 
a major epidemic? As the world endures the COVID -19 
crisis, many of us have become isolated in our homes. It 
is comforting to know that the rhythms of nature continue 
all around us.
  Pushed down by colder temperature of the north, 
thousands of birds began their annual migration south. 
Overhead the loud cackling sounds of Sandhill Cranes 
announce to everyone that fall has arrived to Bitter Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge. As leaves begin to fall, warblers 
and other small songbirds begin to dart among the bushes 
and trees along the Butterfly Trail and visitor center parking 
area. Refuge staff have released spring water into the pools 
and wetland units to prepare for wintering waterfowl. 
Already hundreds of ducks have appeared as the traditional 
migration gets underway. For years and years, the wetland 
marshes of the refuge have been a magnet to migratory 
birds. Located on the central flyway Bitter Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge plays a crucial role in wildlife conservation 
as a migratory stopover for loafing, feeding, and resting.
  Although the visitor center is closed and the Cranes 
and Cocoa special viewing event has been cancelled, 
hiking trails and the wildlife driving tour remains open to 
the public.  If you are tired of being cooped up in your 
house and looking for something special to do, come out 
to see the thousands and thousands of Sandhill Cranes 
just arriving on the refuge.  At the peak of migration over 
25,000 Sandhill Cranes have been recorded flying into 
Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge. Around sunrise and 
just before sunset are the best viewing times to see Sandhill 
Cranes. The end of October through the first two weeks of 
November is the highest crane count on the refuge.
  The wildlife driving tour is free and is open during daylight 
hours. So, get your mind off the troubles of the world and 
fill your spirits with the sights and sounds of nature. Take a 
break and come out to Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge.  
Remember to “keep your distance and bring a mask.”  

By Lindsey Landowski, Refuge Manager

By Steve Alvarez

 Bitter Lake NWR Friends’ President, Don Weld (L) and 
Jon Landowski worked on the new irrigation lines for 

the Butterfly Trail. 
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Bitter Lake NWR staff disced half of the moist soil units, in preparation for 
flooding and more work next year.

The Beat Goes On; 
Summer & Fall 

Projects
By Lindsey Landowski, Refuge Manager

  In June, most of the refuge 

staff returned to work out in 
the field in some capacity, 
while the visitor center 
remained closed. This has 
allowed us to re-assess some 
priority projects that are still 
on-going and will continue 
into the next few years. A 
new RV volunteer carport 
shelter will be erected on 
one of the volunteer pads 
through a contractor and 
should be completed later 
this fall. There are plans to 
complete a second one 
next year. These shelters 
will be extremely helpful 
to protect our volunteers’ 
RVs from rain, hail, sun, and 
other damaging weather. 
Refuge staff assessed the 
pumps, which help feed 
water in some of the moist 
soil units and farm ground, 
with some repairs needed. 
In addition, the refuge will 
replace the majority of the 
large concrete water control 
structures that have been 
around since the 1950’s! 
The structures have shown 
signs of wear and tear and a 
need for replacement. 
  Starting next summer there 
will be some structures 
that will be replaced. 
Maintenance has also been 
busy working on the South 
Tract; working on 80 acres 
to prepare for planting of 
winter wheat, which will 
be beneficial for sandhill 
cranes, geese, and other 
wildlife. Visitors may also 
see some work done near 

the auto tour route this fall 

on the Middle Tract, where 
the visitor center is located. 
Refuge staff have been 
working to restore half of the 
moist soil units on the east 
side of the auto tour route, 
with plans to continue with 
the rest of the moist soil 
units next summer. Some of 
the units were disced, new 
water control structures 
and tubes were added, and 
the levee was repaired and 
widened. Water was added 
to two of the units so far 
and ducks have responded. 
More work will continue 
next year. 
  Biology has continued to 
conduct bird surveys and 
monitor water levels in 
the wetland units, as well 
as the various creeks that 
continue to feed into Bitter 
Lake NWR. Biology staff was 
able to continue monitoring 
the endangered Koster’s 
and Roswell Spring snails, 
the endangered Noel’s 
amphipod, the endangered 
Pecos gambusia (fish), and 
Pecos pupfish (a federal 
species of concern and 
New Mexico threatened 
species). All of these species 
rely on the artesian spring 
fed waters that flow through 
the creeks and sinkholes 
on the refuge. Biology 
continued to monitor the 
Pecos sunflower (federally 
threatened), Wright’s marsh 
thistle, and Leoncita false-
foxglove, both federal 
species of concern. In 

addition, they worked 
to control the invasive 
Phagmites and cattail, in 
critical habitat areas in 
which all of these federal 
species rely on.
 Biology staff have been 
busy moving water in 
particular wetland units to 
provide habitat for migrating 
shorebirds, ducks, marsh 
birds, and sandhill cranes. 
This summer has been very 
dry so some water from the 
creeks have been a welcome 
sight. Migration has started 
for sandhill cranes and they 
have been seen from the 
Sandhill Crane Overlook 
and auto tour route. On the 
refuge there were 10,491 
sandhill cranes on the 10/14 
survey and 4,380 sandhill 
cranes off the refuge. As the 
weather gets colder, there 
will be more cranes on 
their way! In mid-October, 
Hunter Marsh on the south 
end of the auto tour was 
flooded, in preparation for 
the South Zone state goose 
and waterfowl season. 
  The New Mexico Fire crew 

stationed at Bitter Lake NWR 
has been able to complete 
some habitat projects at 
San Andres NWR, Seviletta 
NWR, Bosque del Apache 
NWR, Maxwell NWR and Las 
Vegas NWR, in preparation 
for next season. The crew 
has also assisted with local 
wildfire suppression calls 
and assisted with the Bureau 
of Land Management on 
some of their priority burns. 
The crew has also provided 
assistance to national 
wildfire suppression efforts. 
  It may be awhile before 
things return to “normal,” but 
refuge staff is still working to 
complete projects on the 
ground. Several of these 
projects will take time and 
will continue through next 
summer but we are excited 
to see the progression and 
the benefits to wildlife and 
for the public!
  Visitor Services has been 
very busy with projects 
outdoors for visitors! 
Continue to keep reading 
to learn more about the 
projects.
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Bitter Lake NWR staff monitor water quality and the Koster’s and Roswell Spring 
Snails and Noel’s amphipod; all federally endangered species.
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Friends of Bitter Lake
4200 East Pine Lodge Road
Roswell, NM 88201


