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New Stewardship Programs and Partnerships for VSN!
By Shelly Brenneman, Executive Director
Spring greetings! I have enjoyed an engaging program
management year, working with VSN's inspiring and
dedicated members, board, and staff. I am delighted to
provide additional "organizational stewardship" as VSN's
new Executive Director.
We are pleased to announce that 2014
will feature many increased
opportunities for community members
and area landowners to become more
directly involved in learning about
and protecting the resources
within their watershed.
We have been working to renew
and strengthen our existing
partnerships and to build new
partnerships with other agencies
and organizations in the area. As a
result of this work, our Spring &
Summer 2014 Stewardship Activities
and Workshop Series (see insert) features
collaborative programs with 15 local partners!
These collaborative workshops are designed to connect
local community members and visitors to the land and
waters of the Driftless Area.
Within this new stewardship series, we are launching

our new Kickapoo Keepers program: A hands-on
education effort to help youth, community members,
landowners and visitors become informed and active
ecological stewards. Sign-up soon for one or more of
these 10 exciting workshops and events!
We are also enhancing our established
Water Action Volunteers (WAV) program to
include more focused training and
technical assistance in expanded water
quality monitoring and macroinvertebrate sampling along with
invasive species education. Our
May and June WAV workshops are
free and open to everyone while
offering specific focus and
resources for landowners.
This upcoming monitoring
season will feature comprehensive
water, soil, wildlife, invasives, and
other stewardship monitoring activities
on five farms that feature grass-based
rotational grazing. We are proud to support
working farms that demonstrate the mutually supportive
ways that sustainable, productive agriculture goes handin-hand with land and water stewardship.

Letter from the Chair
First, all of us at the VSN wish to extend a hearty
THANK YOU to all our members and supporters. As you
can see in the feature article by our new Executive
Director, Shelly Brenneman, we have embarked on a
new initiative to engage and educate community
members and our membership in learning more about
the ecology of our unique Kickapoo Valley and the
surrounding watersheds. It is your encouragement and
support that allows us to go enthusiastically into this
new Kickapoo Keepers ecology education initiative.
Please also know that our mainstay, our water quality
volunteer-based monitoring program, is intact and will
be strengthened this year. Our 12 year history of citizenbased water quality monitoring continues and several
training sessions are scheduled for this spring and
summer. A listing of these and our other offerings is
included in this mailing. We still certainly believe that

getting adults and children involved in
testing for the healthy physical and
biological characteristics of our unique
cold water resources helps cultivate
“conservation consciousness” and leads to more informed
stewardship. Going forward, we intend also to engage
more farmers and landowners in water, soil quality and
other stewardship monitoring practices.
In attending water monitoring workshops, we find that
there is increasing emphasis on macroinvertebrate
sampling and identification as the best means of getting
insight into the health of any given water body. For this
reason, and because getting familiar with these water
“bugs”, is both fun and interesting for children right on
through adults and fisher folks, we will have events
focused on these important biological indicators this
(Continued on page 2)
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Meet Shelly Brenneman, our new Executive Director
By Tom Lukens, Board Chair

All this experience, along with Shelly’s organizational
Shelly Brenneman came to Valley Stewardship Netskills and spirited attitude, are the reasons Shelly has
work last summer as Programs Manager, with 25 years been promoted to become the Valley Stewardship Netof non-profit and natural resource conservation experiwork’s new Executive Director. Both the Board and the
ence. For those of you familiar
membership of the VSN are inwith the challenges of non-profit
deed fortunate that Shelly has
work, this fact alone is worthy of
agreed to become our new Execuadmiration! With an undergradutive Director.
ate degree in Environmental EduShelly credits her grandparcation, National Parks experience,
ents, who were avid and active
and work as an ecotourism educaconservationists in Iowa, for her
tor in Costa Rica already in place,
chosen career path and her dediShelly then earned her Masters of
cation to environmental stewardScience in Agronomy and Rural
ship. It was her grandparents who
Sociology – helping to create the
first brought her to the Driftless
very first interdisciplinary, susregion and offered early and intainable agriculture-focused
formed instruction about the
graduate degree in the Iowa State
natural history of the area. We
University system. During this
are fortunate Shelly has returned
time, she assisted Practical Farm- Shelly Brenneman, VSN’s new Executive Director
here with her family and that she
Photo by Ansel Brenneman
ers of Iowa with sustainable agrihas now assumed a leadership
culture and natural resource education and also helped
role in the implementation of the VSN’s stewardship and
to start one of the first community-supported agriculture ecology outreach mission.
projects in Iowa. In recent years, Shelly worked as eduAs Board Chair, I so very much appreciate the opporcation coordinator for the Kenai Watershed Forum in
tunity to work with Shelly in bringing programs which
Alaska and as program coordinator for Pathfinder's Re- promote even greater stewardship and conservation
source Conservation and Development in Iowa.
awareness to the community.

Letter from the Chair
summer. Fun stuff!
Further, and based on our history and a committed
group of volunteer water quality monitors, we are
extending our monitoring into tracking the effects that
land use changes – such as planting grass buffer strips
and conversion to well-designed rotational grazing
systems – have on our streams and rivers. Nutrient runoff and the reduction of phosphorous into our waters are
now priorities for state and federal agencies trying to
conform to the requirements of the Clean Water Act. We
plan to be involved and to use our years and experience
in monitoring to help inform better conservation-minded
decisions with regard to erosion and run off into our
waters. We will do this as partners with agricultural
producers and land owners and not as finger-pointing
adversaries. Inclusiveness is crucial if we are to bring
about any substantive changes and increased
awareness.
Our Water Quality Coordinator and educator, Vicki
Ramsay, has already begun phosphorous monitoring on
five sites where land use changes are slated for the near
future. We hope to eventually help farmers keep their
fertilizer money in their pockets and avoid the critical

(cont’d)

phosphorous overloads many of our agricultural lands
currently show through soil nutrient analysis.
Phosphorous is the primary reason there is a dead zone
in the Gulf of Mexico and erosion from phosphorousladen soils here in the Driftless, where the average tilled
slope is 12%, contributes to the problem. We also hope to
assist farmers with conservation practices that help
keep their valuable soil on the land and out of the
streams, rivers, and lakes.
Thanks to your support, we have many opportunities
to contribute to the improved health and protection of
this unique topography and its spring-fed streams that
we are all lucky enough to call home. Some of these
efforts are discussed in the articles contributed here by
other staff and Board members. I am grateful to be
working with such capable and committed people. And,
we are all grateful for your continued support. Please
invite a friend to join our stewardship network! A
membership envelope is enclosed.
Sincerely,

Tom Lukens

Chair, VSN Board of Directors
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A Life of Learning from the Land:
Dennis Rooney, Cattle Farmer & VSN Grazing Specialist in Wauzeka, WI
By Vicki Ramsay, Water Quality Coordinator
I have the best job ever. I get to travel around the
Driftless Region of Wisconsin and meet people that are
the heart of the communities we love, inspirational landowners and farmers like Dennis Rooney.
Dennis is one of the farmers who has volunteered his
land to be a part of our grazing and water quality study,
a DNR-sponsored River Protection Grant Project in
which VSN is studying how grass-based agriculture and
managed rotational grazing can protect water quality.
I’ve been lucky enough to see his property several times,
with Dennis escorting me across the wide expanse on his
ATV. He has a sparkle in his eye and an easy smile. You
can tell he loves his land.
Dennis has been farming for most of his life. In 1973,
at the tender age of 28, he bought his own dairy farm in
Wauzeka where he worked until 2008, when he passed
the farm on to his son. Dennis moved just a few miles
down the road to a beautiful valley along Otter Creek, a
tributary of the Kickapoo River. Here, his family’s dairy
and beef cattle graze peacefully in lush, rotated pastures
right near the creek. The cattle have restricted access to
the stream at certain designated crossings.
Dennis has always been an advocate for innovation. As
part of a program called Grow Wisconsin, he toured the
state with Vince Haugen to promote the use of swing
parlours in dairy production. Over time, his concern for
the health of the land and soil drove many of his farming
decisions. When he first bought the farm, he put in contour strips. He also favored chisel plowing over the conventional plowing of the time as it was far less disruptive to the soil. He rotated his crops with hay plantings,
as it too, is better for the soil, fixing nitrogen and other
nutrients in the soil for future years. Dennis’s advocacy
for soil health is ingrained, “It’s always been important
for me to preserve the ground, “ he says.
“On a farm that isn’t managed right, you’re going to
have more soil loss. You need some kind of a buffer, either grass pasture or hay to slow the water down.” So I
asked Dennis, “What does it look like on a healthy piece
of land where the cows are grazed properly?” “More organic matter,” says Dennis, “helps slow down the water.
It also helps build fertility. The sun acts like a factory
for grass. You need some residual grass so it will come
back. I recommend not to let cows graze it below 3
inches. Let it rest 30 days. Give the plants a chance to
rest and grow and develop a root system. More nutrients
can then be brought up from the ground.”
I learn something every time I talk with Dennis. He’s
a farmer through and through. He has the kind of wisdom one learns from being an integral part of the land.
Dennis embodies the concept of wise stewardship.
Dennis joined VSN's staff in October 2013 as our Rota-

“I’m conscious about what will be here for the next generation.”

tional Grazing Specialist. He is currently working with
12 area farmers on more than 1,000 acres to develop rotational grazing plans for a grass-based agriculture that
supports water quality and soil conservation.

Dennis Rooney will be sharing
more of his land stewardship wisdom during the Rotational Grazing
and Healthy Streams workshop on
May 17. See the Spring & Summer
Workshop insert for details or visit
www.kickapooVSN.org.
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Welcome New Board Members - Jerry and Rice!
Jerry Gander, Board Member

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, and Pheasants Forever.
I feel my passion for the outdoors coupled with my agricultural experience, will allow me to be a knowledgeable and active VSN Board Member. Water quality and
the pristine beauty of the Driftless region is something
we should never take for granted. The mission of VSN is
closely aligned with my thoughts and beliefs. I hope the
guidance of VSN will allow this area to sustain agriculture and recreation, and remain as pristine as it is for
generations.
Rice Spann, Board Member

My name is Jerry Gander. I am a lifelong resident of
Richland County. My ancestors were the first settlers in
Clayton Township in Crawford County, which is where
many of my relatives still reside. I live with my wife,
Karee, and our Black Lab, Raven, north of Richland
Center. We have two sons Jamey (Amy) Gander, and
Christopher Gander, and daughter Jenna and husband
Terry Sebranek. We’ve been blessed with 6 grandchildren ranging in age from 11 years to 3 years of age. I am
fortunate because all of my children and grandchildren
live in the area and I can spend time with them on a
regular basis.
I have worked as a Dairy Management Consultant
with Big Gain WI for 13 years. Prior to that, I worked for
Cargill Inc. for 20 years. With my son Jamey, I also
owned and operated Hill Country Archery for 15 years.
Throughout my life I have developed a passion for outdoor activities and archery. I am a life member of the
NRA (National Rifle Association.) I am an active member of the NWTF (National Wild Turkey Federation)
where I have served as Chairman of the annual
Jakes/Jenny’s day. This is an activity involving and educating youth in outdoor activities and shooting sports. I
am also a member of the Richland Archery Club, the

Rice and his family moved to the area in 2005 and they
live on a small farm near Viroqua. They were attracted
to the area by the beautiful landscape of rolling hills and
valleys filled with trout streams. Rice has a background
in education and has served on several nonprofit boards.
He has been an active water quality volunteer for Valley
Stewardship Network for the last 8 years. He has especially enjoyed assisting with VSN educational outreach
in schools, connecting the students to their local watersheds. Rice is excited to join the talented board VSN has
assembled and hopes his experience in the nonprofit
world will be an asset for the group.

Partners in Stewardship Education!
Valley Stewardship Network is pleased to offer a new
series of stewardship workshops offered in collaboration
with Driftless Folk School! We share and support the
Driftless Folk School’s core principle of modeling community land stewardship - inclusive of fostering nurturing
connections of land, people and nature. Our workshops
provide local community members and visitors with
hands-on experiences, connections and tools to become
active stewards of the land and waters of the Driftless
Area. The workshops are featured in this newsletter’s
insert and in the DFS 2014 Spring and Summer Catalogue at www.driftlessfolkschool.org.
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The Good Oak
By Rice Spann, VSN Board Member
harvest practices are required if the goal is oak regenThe Oak tree has a special place in our driftless land- eration.
scape. Oaks have been the dominant tree species in most
There are things we can do to help. If you own land,
of the upper Midwest for millennia and thus play a cen- consider planting some oaks. Working with your local
tral role in the ecology. Of course it all starts with the
town and county parks to promote oaks is another pracacorn. This big meaty seed is a valutical way to have a positive impact.
able fall and winter food source for
For the purchase of trees, contact
deer, squirrel, wild turkey, wood
Vernon County Land and Water
duck, red headed woodpeckers
Conservation, 608-637-5484 (trees
tufted titmice, nuthatch, and blue
deliver in late April 2014).
jay. But really that is just the beginOaks need plenty of light to
ning. The rough, furrowed bark is
grow. Prescribed burns and/or
wonderful habitat for an assortment
mowing are essential for the young
of spiders and insects. The leaves
oak to compete. And of course the
and canopy are host to an incredible
deer need to be controlled. Trees
number of moth and butterfly catercan be protected with barriers or
pillars, far exceeding our other
repellents. Hunting deer is also a
hardwoods. In the spring and sumway of helping oaks and improving
mer, these caterpillars are a major
overall quality of the habitat. And,
high-calorie food source for birds,
timber harvests should be adjusted
especially some of our migratory
to provide adequate light needed to
songbirds.
regenerate oaks. For this to be sucAnd in addition to this veritable
cessful, it often requires intensive
grocery store in the wild, there is
pre and/or post harvest removal of
the benefit of Oaks’ open canopy
non-oak competition. So here's to
that allows light to reach the forest
the good oak, may it continue to
The white oak (Quercus alba), is one of several
floor, supporting a rich diversity of
enhance
the biodiversity of the
oak varieties that are native to the Driftless area.
understory plants and better habiDriftless
region.
Photo courtesy of W.D. Brush @ USDA-NRCS
tat for all sorts of creatures. And for
PLANTS Database.
streams and other water bodies, a
lush understory decreases soil erosion, protecting water
quality.
Unfortunately, because of changes in our land use and
Oak Ecology Workshop
management, the oak tree is in serious decline. ThankOn April 26th we will hold a workshop on
fully, there are many mature oaks out in our fields and
Oak Ecology led by Wisconsin DNR Ecolowoodlots, but they are not regenerating in sufficient
gist Armund Bartz. Armund will lead us on
numbers. One of the biggest reasons is fire suppression.
a tour of his 80 acre Crawford County propOaks are fire adapted, and thus thrive where natural
erty to view areas he has been managing
and man-made fires are allowed to move through landfor oak. The workshop will begin at 9:00 am
scape every few years. In the absence of fire, more shade
and last for 3 to 4 hours. The hike is modertolerant species like maples and basswood have taken
ately difficult. Bring a sack lunch and waover. Another factor in the decline is competition with
ter. This event is Co-sponsored by Kickapoo
non-native species such as buckthorn. Deer browsing is
Woods Coop, Valley Stewardship Network,
also taking its toll, as the oak seedlings are a preferred
and Lower Kickapoo Initiative.
food for the growing deer population.
Lastly, another big factor is poor timber harvest pracEach workshop participant will receive
tices such as “high-grading”, which is the removal of the
FIVE FREE oak seedlings contributed by
largest, highest quality trees for profit while leaving
Valley Stewardship Network.
lower quality trees. While this practice may appear to be
good “forestry” because it is more cosmetically appealing
See the enclosed Spring & Summer 2014 Stewto the eye, it is very detrimental to oak. It does not allow
ardship
Activities and Workshops brochure for
enough light to reach the forest floor to regenerate oak
registration
details.
and it selectively removes genetically superior individuals from the stand. Less cosmetically pleasing timber
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Meet Vicki Ramsay—Water Quality Coordinator
By Tom Lukens, Board Chair

in charge of coordinating water
monitoring volunteers and our entire
Vicki Ramsay joined Valley
(and venerable) Water Quality
Stewardship Network as our Water Monitoring Program. Vicki loves
Quality Coordinator, back in August people and the local environment
of 2013. Vicki is a skilled and
and, as such, provides excellent
enthusiastic biology and
interface between the VSN, our
environmental sciences educator
volunteers, and land owners. See
who also teaches at the Youth
Vicki’s article in this Newsletter
Initiative High School and at the
about our Rotational Grazing
Kickapoo Valley Reserve. She is now

(Continued on page 7)

Thanks to New and Renewing Members!
Phil & Kathy Aaker
Ben & Julee Agar
Dan Arnold
Paul Bergquist & Carole Austin
Marcia Bader
Daniel Badtke
Alison Barazani
Neil & Mary Bard
Jeffrey Bartynski
Harriet Behar
Joseph & Patricia Biebl
Eddie Blakley
Blue Highway Motorcycle Lodge
Sarah Bratnober
Ronald & Ellen Byers
Ryan Callan
Steve & Mary Christenson
Dancing Waters Permaculture Co-op
John Danforth
Robert Danielson
John Delaney
Hank & Judy Deutsch
Kathy & Paul Fairchild
Idelle Fauske
Jerry & Karee Gander
Elin & Robert Haessly
Chuck & Gwen Hatfield
Fred Hausler
Julie & Gil Hoel
John & Rita Hoffmann
Kathleen Hofmann
Holistic Health Center
Robert Horwich
Lorton Data Inc
Evan Jones & Joel Johnson
Grace & Gary Jones
Michael & Pamela Kalinosky
Mark Kastel
Jane Keeley
John & Andrea Kenny

Patricia DeMark-Knower &
Charles Knower
Cynthia Kohles
Stephen & Barbara Kozerowitz
Dian & Gary Krause
Bob & Mary Lake
Peg La Martina
Jamie Lamonde & David Bruce
Christine & Gary Leinberger
Robert Lenz
Joel & Karen Leonard
Mike Lepke
Glenn & Barbara Lepley
Mary Leuther
Dani & Mike Lind
Michael & Bernadette Link
Jeremy Lopez
Marriah Sondreal & Larry Madeo
Edward & Barbara Martinez
Theresa Marquez & George Siemon
Megan & Matthew McKay
Dave Ware & Tamsen Morgan
Daniel Mountjoy
Sherrill Munson
Joe Nadolski
Nature Nooks Retreat
Eric Newman
Kathy O'Rourke
Todd Osman, & Kate Howe
Rebecca Ottoson
Cavan Fang & Kristen Parrott
Katherine & Logan Peterman
Harry & Sylvia Peterson
Rebecca Wainscott, Sacred Ground
Landscape Design & Installation
Jim Gay & Linda Robinson-Gay
Kathleen Crittenden & Kelvin Rodolfo
Patricia Rubasch
Pam Saunders
Dave Warburton & Holly Schmidt

August 1, 2013—February 2, 2014

Jane Siemon
Richard Smith
Kris Stepenuck
Donald & Mary Stirling
Daniel Stohr
Ted Glasbrenner & Jenifer Strand
Sara Tedeschi
Kerri Theige
Dewey & Marjorie Thompson
Bill & Susan Townsley
Colleen & Mark Troy
Sara Martinez & Matt Urch
Organic Valley
Dave Van Dyke
Village Green House
Vince Hundt, Paxam Foundation
Greg & Elizabeth Wahl
John & Linnie Waters
WCCU
James & Julie Wedeberg
Jim Welander
Tom & Danelle Weston
Barb & Steve Wettengel
Jeff Gilardi & Lisa White
Dean Wiegert
Cele Wolf
Michael Olson & MaryAnn Wolters
Rosalind Woodward
Ken & Michelle Workowski
In Honor of Larry Neckar
from Ben & Juliee Agar
In Honor of Jordon Spangler
from Eddie Blakley
In Honor of Dennis Coleman
from Cele Wolf
In Honor of Ben Logan
from Kate Howe & Todd Osman
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Promoting Stewardship,

Expert, Dennis Rooney, for evidence of
this.
Raised by the Atlantic Ocean, Vicki
has innate regard for not only the sea,
but she loves virtually all of life! And,
her position with Valley Stewardship
Network allows her to share her
understanding and appreciation for
everything that lives in and depends on
our unique fresh water resources. Vicki
is one of those from-the-heart people
whose concern for respectful interactions
under all circumstances is exceptional
and is a real asset for our organization’s
education outreach efforts.
With her Bachelor’s degree in
Biological Aspects of Conservation from
the University of Wisconsin, a teaching
certificate in Environmental Education,
as well as field biology experiences in the
Everglades, the Smoky Mountains and
all over Wisconsin, Vicki brings
education, experience and passion to her
Water Quality Coordinator position. We
are fortunate to have Vicki Ramsay as a
member of our staff.

Connecting Communities

Board of Directors:
Tom Lukens, Chair
Sarah Bratnober, Vice Chair
Joy Veitinghoff, Treasurer

Jerry Gander
Sarah Grainger
Susan Paull
Rice Spann

Advisory Board:

Lynn Chakoian
Gary Eldred
Laura Hewitt
Dr. Rob Horwich
Jamie Lamonde
Maggie Jones

Marty McEvoy
Sue Noble
Jan Rasikas
Ron Uhe
Marilyn Volden
Darin Von Ruden

Staff:
Shelly Brenneman, Executive Director

Vicki Ramsay, Water Quality Coordinator
Dennis Rooney, Rotational Grazing Specialist
Special thanks to Hanna Chakoian for project
and office assistance and to Mia Sondreal for
newsletter formatting.

124 1/2 S Main, Viroqua, WI 54665
608-637-3615
www.kickapoovsn.org

Save the Date!

VSN MEMBERS’ FAMILY EVENT

September 6th 1:00 – 6:00 pm, Nature Nooks Retreat, Viroqua
Thanks to all Members of Valley Stewardship Network!
You are invited to join VSN board and staff for a family BBQ & potluck, hiking, kayaking, tubing, swimming, and
learning event on the West Fork of the Kickapoo. This event will include our Annual Member’s Meeting
from 1:00-2:00 pm and will also offer a sampling of our new “Kickapoo Keepers” ecology education initiative.
Bring-In-A-Member” now and before this summer’s end party. Membership supports the health of our communities.
Mark your calendar and watch for event details, coming soon!

This newsletter is printed on 100% recycled paper.

124 1/2 S. Main Street
Viroqua, WI 54665

