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The 1930s were hard 
times. The United 
States was in the midst 
of its worst economic 
depression, and clouds 
of soil from America’s 
breadbasket were 
blackening the skies 
over Chicago. People 
were pulling up stakes, 

or what they had left of them, from our 
heartland and making the long 
journey west to the promised land 
of California. Our nation’s wildlife 
was on the brink once again.

By 1930, conservation was an 
institution in America. The social 
movement that began with our first 
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four-legged stool of state, federal, university, 
and private cooperators. 

In 1960 Congress enacted the Coop-
erative Units Act authorizing fisheries to be 
included in the unit system portfolio. From 
the original 10 Cooperative Wildlife Research 
Units established after 1935, there are now 
40 units at universities in 38 states (Montana 
and Wisconsin have separate wildlife and 
fisheries units). The cooperative structure 
has remained intact, with the federal govern-
ment funding the salaries of the unit 
scientists, the university providing these 
scientists graduate faculty appointments 
along with office, laboratory, and administra-
tive support, the state fish and wildlife agency 
providing operational funding, and the Wild-
life Management Institute providing guidance 
and support. Annually, each unit’s coordinat-
ing committee, composed of representatives 
from each of the cooperators, meets to iden-
tify research and training needs and formally 
approve the research agenda. In the mid-
1990s, all Interior Department research 
offices were pulled out of their home agencies 
and placed in a new agency, the National 
Biological Survey (NBS) with the stated 
intent of having a firewall between those 
who do the science and those who enforce 
regulations. Ultimately, the NBS was dis-
banded and all biological science within the 
Interior Department was placed within the 
U.S. Geological Survey, which is home today 
for the Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Re-
search Units. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service has remained a cooperator, and 
hundreds of research projects are being con-
ducted today by the units to address their 
science needs.

Throughout the evolution of the pro-
gram, the mission has held steady: (1) to 
conduct research to provide science solutions 
to fish and wildlife management needs of the 
cooperators; (2) to train the next generation 
of wildlife and fisheries professionals through 
master’s, doctoral, and post-doctoral investiga-
tions; and (3) to provide the training and 
technical assistance to cooperators to help 
them in applying the latest science tools and 
technologies. Students graduating from the 
Cooperative Research Unit program have a 
particular brand associated with them; agen-
cies know they have a leg up on other 
graduates because they have worked with 
professional biologists from agencies and 
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understand how to apply science to real-world 
conservation problems. Currently there are 
over 1,000 projects being conducted and over 
500 graduate students enrolled nationwide 
in the units. In the past five years, 629 Co-
operative Research Unit graduate students 


