
Wonderful  
Wildlife Workers 

DNR Wildlife managers face unexpected 
adventures in the field every day. 

WRITTEN BY LAURA J. ROBERTS
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W hen it comes to dealing with 
wildlife, the West Virginia 
Division of Natural Resources 
is overflowing with dedicated 
professionals. Wildlife managers 
focus on species within an 

ecosystem. Their work maintains the health of wildlife 
populations and ensures the sustainability of hunting, 
fishing, and other activities. 

Wildlife managers’ duties range from research and 
tracking to ecosystem management and maintenance—a 
job description that makes for occasional surprises.
 
Meet a Wildlife Manager
Kylie Oliver’s journey into wildlife management began 
as a child in Mason County, about 20 minutes north of 
Point Pleasant.

“I hunted with my stepdad,” Oliver says. “When one 
of us would kill a deer, we would take it to the local check 
station in town, and I would see the wildlife managers doing 
the assessments on the deer and doing the measurements. As 
a kid—I was probably 10 or 12 years old—I thought, ‘That’s 
what I want to do when I grow up.’”

Oliver went to West Virginia University, graduated in 
2018 with a degree in wildlife and fisheries management, 
and went on to work for the DNR in Point Pleasant. 
Her job consisted mainly of tractor work and planting 
food plots, which offer wildlife a supplemental source of 
sustenance. A few years later, she accepted her current 

position in Logan, where she works at both Laurel Lake 
Wildlife Area and Chief Logan Wildlife Management 
Area in Mingo County and at Hilbert Wildlife 
Management Area in Lincoln County.

Oliver’s daily activities vary. They may be as common 
as mowing, vegetation control, and trash pickup. Many 
duties aren’t necessarily assigned and can include helping 
a coworker with machinery and brush-hogging, but 
every day is different. Some bring unexpected surprises.

“This morning, I went and set a trap for a nuisance 
black bear,” Oliver says. “The rest of my day, I’ll probably 
respond to public phone calls.” In addition to time in 
the office, she regularly addresses injured wildlife calls 
from the public and helps biologists in their research. No 
matter the day’s activity, collaboration is key. “I’m here to 
lend a hand when other managers need help.” 

Oliver’s location gives her the opportunity to assist 
with the DNR’s elk restoration program. In the winter, 
new calves are darted with a tranquilizer and their ears 
are tagged. “I enjoy the work with elk because they’re 
immobilized, and we have hands all over them. It’s a 
cool part of being down in this area. The duties down 
here are not things you find everywhere across the state 
in West Virginia. Down here, I have the elk, the black 
bear—things that make it like a dream job.”

Oliver also does most of the nuisance bear trapping 
in Logan and Mingo counties. Black bears are often 
attracted to garbage and can become a problem. “Where 
I’m from, we don’t really have bears,” she says. “I moved 
down here, and the density of bears in this area in 
southern West Virginia was a shock to me.”

Oliver and her colleagues first advise residents to 
put their trash away. This usually resolves the issue. 
Occasionally, however, a bear will continue to be a 
problem and must be trapped. Most such bears are males 
and, because there are no relocation sites available, the 
agency must euthanize them. Oliver dislikes the task, 
but the fact that it must be done indicates that wildlife 
management practices have been successful.

 “We used to relocate them,” she says. “But based on 
the data of the population and the bear density down 
here, it was decided that this is a method we can now 
use, because the population is stable enough.”

Oliver’s job brings her not only fulfillment, but 
excitement. In June of 2022, she was lucky enough to spot 
an unusual family in the field. “I saw a litter of five bear 
cubs,” she says. “That’s the first time I’d ever seen that many 
cubs with one mother. That was a pretty cool sighting.”

She originally wanted to work in natural resources law 
enforcement, but, after a 2017 internship, decided to focus 
on wildlife management instead. As a woman in a male-
dominated field, Oliver has found success in her present 
position and ready support from her colleagues, both during 
her pregnancy and now, as mom to a young daughter.
     “I love my job and the people that I work for and work 
with,” she says. “They trust me to do my duties every day. 
I make my own schedule, for the most part, so I enjoy that 
about the job, too.”
  

 OPPOSITE PAGE 
Prescribed 
burning promotes 
habitat renewal 
and is a regular 
part of wildlife 
management. 
It’s a part of the 
job Kylie Oliver 
enjoys.

 THIS PAGE 
As a wildlife 
manager, Kylie 
Oliver enjoys 
working on the 
elk restoration 
program. She is 
seen here with a 
tranquilized elk.C
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Meet a Wildlife Biologist
Holly Morris is a DNR wildlife biologist. Stationed in 
Beckley, she covers much of the southern portion of the 
state, and, like Oliver’s, her journey began at a young age.

“My passion for wildlife and fisheries and the outdoors 
started when I was a kid,” she says. “I remember begging 
my dad to take me deer hunting with him. It started from 
the family tradition of being in the outdoors, fishing, and 
hunting. And I knew I wanted to try to improve the resource 
for our current generations and future folks.”

Morris went on to obtain a degree in wildlife and fisheries 
resources from WVU and a master’s degree in wildlife from 
Virginia Tech. While she didn’t intend to return to West 
Virginia, wildlife opportunities arose with DNR.

While people often assume she only stocks trout or acts 
as a game warden, Morris finds new challenges every day, 
and some are unexpected. “Day to day, I could be anywhere 
within the district I oversee,” she says. “I could be in any of 
the eight counties in my area. Depending on the time of year, 
I could be planting food plots for wildlife. I could be marking 
timber that will be cut and sold to improve habitat for things 
like grouse. Other times of year, we get a lot of phone calls at 
the office from the public with general wildlife questions.”

Like Oliver, Morris appreciates the f lexibility that 
comes with her position. She, too, fields calls about 

nuisance bears; as a biologist, she also conducts research 
in the field that varies with the seasons.

“Right now, we’re gearing up for whitetail deer spotlight 
surveys,” she said in August. “We do them at nighttime. 
We go out and count deer, and we identify if they're a 
buck or doe or fawn, how many, how far away they are. 
And with that information, we can generate population 
estimates. That’s what I’m focusing on this week.”

In early fall, Morris prepares for upcoming wildlife 
seasons. This includes planting food plots for game species 
like deer and turkey as well as preparing habitat well ahead of 
opening day.

 We have dove season coming up on the first of 
September,” she said, reviewing her August activities.  
“So, we’re trying to make sure that fields are prepared 
and ready for dove hunters to come. We’ve got to make 
sure we have bare ground underneath seed producing 
plants such as winter wheat and sunflowers by applying 
herbicide and discing portions of the field. We need to 
make sure all that’s available because, if you don’t have 
something to attract the doves, they won’t be there.” 
Such prep work is a vital part of wildlife management. 
Certain seed varieties may take up to 120 days to grow, 
and a mis-timed planting means the habitat won’t be 
ready for game species by opening day.”

Holly Morris 
participates in a 
research study with 
a tranquilized bear.
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Ultimately, jobs in wildlife require adaptability. “You’ve got to be 
able to adapt to whatever pops up,” Morris says. “Maybe it’s a nuisance 
bear call or something that you’ve got to react to. And maybe you’ve 
got other deadlines like research projects. So, you’re juggling a lot of 
different things.” She has banded doves and Canada geese, relocated 
wild turkeys, and assisted a bear biologist with a tracking study. She 
has also managed habitat with prescribed burns. “I really enjoyed 
prescribed burning,” she says. “That’s something we do to manage 
habitat for wildlife. Especially burning off fields.”

For all her field adventures, Morris spends time with the public, too. Often, she takes 
calls from people who have found young or injured wildlife, and while she receives the 
occasional complaint, most callers are eager for advice. “Most calls revolve around folks 
finding young wildlife, such as fawns, bear cubs, or rabbits,” she says. “There are a lot of 
phone calls like that, people trying to do good. They’re calling you because they want help.”

Although she ultimately became a wildlife biologist, Morris originally wanted to work 
in fisheries. Like many young people, she left the state for her education, but returned after 
graduating.

“I had a lot of opportunities leading me towards wildlife,” she says. “And I’ve had 
opportunities elsewhere, outside of West Virginia, but I’ve always come back here. So, I 
think I’m meant to be here.” w 

Every Day is Different
It’s hard to describe an “average” 
day, says Lee Strawn, a wildlife 
manager based in Romney. Also 
a special natural resources police 
officer, he grew up around the 
work—his dad is a retired wildlife 
biologist.

“I usually start my day 
with correspondence and 
miscellaneous paperwork,” 
Strawn says. “The rest of the 
day could be as mundane 
as equipment or building 
maintenance, but it usually 
involves working with wildlife in 
some capacity, whether that’s 
habitat work on one of my 
assigned Wildlife Management 
Areas, hands-on wildlife work—
research related data collection, 
nuisance complaints, etc.—or 
checking into the occasional law 
enforcement–related issue on my 
WMAs.”

His favorite parts of the work 
are tractors and chainsaws—his 
primary habitat tools—and 
hands-on days, when he works 
directly with wildlife. The very 
best days involve trapping and 
snaring animals for research. 
“The most memorable for me 
would be our black bear and 
bobcat studies,” Strawn says. 
“Both research projects involved 
working with live animals by 
trapping and tranquilizing 
them, then collecting biological 
data and putting tracking 
collars on them to monitor their 
movements.”

Strawn says he has had the 
good fortune to hunt, fish, and 
travel in a lot of other beautiful 
states. “But West Virginia has 
the perfect diversity of wildlife 
and habitats, which makes it a 
place full of so many outdoor 
opportunities,” he says. “I was 
born and raised in the outdoors 
of West Virginia, so I‘m partial 
to it.”

Wild turkeys are 
a popular game 
species. Wildlife 
managers like 
Holly Morris take 
time to plant food 
plots for game 
species well in 
advance of  
hunting season.

C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

H
O

LL
Y 

M
O

RR
IS

WV Division of Natural Resources




