Conservation Resiliency: What Can You Do?
Resiliency. Everyone is talking about it. The extreme rains
and flooding of 2018 have inspired a new commitment to
working together for conservation resiliency. It has never
been more important to protect the land, water, and wildlife in this biodiversity hotspot we are fortunate enough to
call home. Portions of the Kickapoo River Watershed are
identified as areas of continental ecological significance
along with local and regional natural resource importance.
Future generations depend on what we do today. How will
you protect biodiversity and increase conservation resiliency?
VSN staff are ready to offer ideas
and resources to assist you in doing your part.

years. Ansel earned the WI DNR Citizen-Based Monitoring
Youth Award and several other youth conservation awards.
He is excited to attend the Conserve School semester program in northern WI this coming fall. He was also awarded
first place in the 2019 Vernon County Conservation speaking contest and went on to win first place at the Conservation Speaking Contest at the state level in March, where he
presented his speech right before Senator Gaylord Nelson’s
daughter Tia Nelson delivered the keynote at the WI Land
and Water Conference. I am happy
to share an excerpt of his speech
on conservation resilience with
you here:

Conservation Strategies for
Part of my conservation resiliency
Extreme Rainfall Resilience
work for the future is to support
in Wisconsin
the conservation interests and
by Ansel Brenneman
efforts of my children, just as my
“2018 was one of the rainiest
Grandparents did for me. My son
years in Wisconsin’s entire histoFinn is 11 and is a bear and bird
ry. Catastrophic flooding ocenthusiast. He is a volunteer with
curred and 23 counties were deSnapshot Wisconsin and mainclared federal disaster areas.
tains a trail camera that gathers
Here, in Vernon County, on Audata to help manage and protect
gust 28, 2018, about 12 inches of
wildlife. He is also quite the bird
Finn, the bird whisperer, with a Red-breasted Nuthatch.
rain fell in only one night! Timber
whisperer, with several RedCoulee Creek rose from 2 ft to 18 ft
breasted Nuthatches and Chickain a matter of hours. We have had 16 major flood events
dees landing on his hand while he is out feeding the birds
since 2007 and three 500-year floods within the last 11
each day. He asked me to take him to the capitol to do his
years in Vernon County. I live on the West Fork of the
part in the recent Global Youth Climate Change event,
Kickapoo, where last August and September’s rainfall and
where he held his “Please Don’t Melt Their Ice” polar bear
the bursting of the Jersey Valley dam upstream caused
sign along with 1,500 other Wisconsin students.
historically high levels of flooding, damaging a great deal
My son Ansel is 15 and has been a bat conservation volunof property and destroying many crops in our valley.
teer for three years. He is lucky to have worked with menSevere rain storms are occurring more frequently and
tor Ben Johnston from the KVR as part of the WI Bat Prowith double the amount of rain per storm, causing more
gram and has conducted acoustic monitoring, roost
destruction to farms, homes, towns, and roads. These
counts, and bat house building/installation. Ansel has also
rains also cause massive amounts of sediment to wash
given educational bat protection and other conservation
into rivers and streams, degrading the quality of the
presentations to more than 1,500 people over the past two

watershed, (n) An area defined by hills or mountains from which all water drains into a particular river that is typically part of a larger river system. At Valley Stewardship Network, we promote conservation of
our watershed’s plants, wildlife, habitat, and soil to protect the water that is shared by us all.
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water and causing harm to aquatic species.
Flooding has been a growing problem and predictions show that for Wisconsin, flooding will continue along with extreme heat. According to the
Fourth National Climate Assessment, “Higher temperatures, increasing
variation in precipitation patterns, and changes in lake levels are likely to
increase vulnerability in the Midwest to extreme events, including flooding, drought, and heat waves.”
WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT THIS? We Need To Build Resilience! The definition of resilience is: “An ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change.” That sounds like the perfect concept for an area that
has been hit hard by multiple devastating rainstorms in the past few
years. It would be smart for us to prepare in advance for predicted increased flooding and heat. Building conservation resilience is necessary
for us to be proactive and minimize
negative repercussions from future
extreme rainfall.
In Vernon County, resiliencebuilding conservation strategies
are being pioneered by the Tainter
Creek Farmer-led Watershed Council, with the support of the Vernon
County Land & Water Conservation
Department and Valley Stewardship Network.

Ansel and Earth Day Founder Gaylord Nelson’s daughter
Tia Nelson at the State Conservation Speaking Contest.
Ansel was invited by Tia to attend the 2019 Nelson
Institute Earth Day Conference.

The Tainter Council hosted several
education events in 2018, and over 300 farmers and community members attended. The group hosted a workshop and field day on “Reducing Costs and
Flood Impacts on the Farm” where soil scientist, Ray Archuleta explained how
soil quality is essential to capture and retain water. No-till, soil cover, and living
roots increase organic matter and promote the soil’s ability to soak up the rain,
reducing flooding, and holding and releasing the water for crop needs.

Ansel and Finn checking the Snapshot Wisconsin
trail camera.

A grant for the Tainter group provided cover crop seed and more than 400 of
acres of cover crops were planted. Cover crops help farmers increase resilience
by reducing erosion and enhancing the soil quality for increased water infiltration during rain events. The Tainter farmers will plant more acres of cover
crops in 2019 along with hosting more education events.

Several Tainter farmers also have prairie strip demonstration sites, showing how, according to Iowa State University,
strips of native tallgrass prairie planted at the edge of crop fields can reduce nutrient and sediment runoff by more
than 80% and increase water retention by 40%.
The Wisconsin Climate Change Initiative reports that “In the absence of appropriate adaptation actions, future precipitation patterns could cause soil erosion in Wisconsin to double by 2050 from 1990 rates.” The Initiative recommends
the “Expansion of the adoption of accepted soil conserving field practices that will reduce erosion and polluted run-off
to streams and lakes.” Prairie strips, cover crops, and soil health practices implemented by the Tainter Farmer-led
Watershed Council and other Wisconsin farmers will allow us to adapt to extreme weather with resilience.
Now, how will YOU help build conservation resilience?! It is imperative that we do everything we can to protect the
soil, land, and water for future generations in Wisconsin. THANK YOU.”
With Gratitude for Your Support and Stewardship,
Shelly Gradwell-Brenneman, Executive Director

VALLEY STEWARDSHIP NETWORK
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Letter from the Board Chair
First, a sincere thank you to all who renewed their
memberships in 2018, and thanks heaps to those who
made additional donations. We understand there are
many good causes in our area to support and are
therefore especially grateful. With grant funding unpredictable, your support is more essential than ever. We
know that it feels good to contribute to efforts to protect
biodiversity in our area.
Your support enabled hundreds of participatory conservation experiences for our area’s children and adults last
year. Through Valley Stewardship Network’s 2018 workshop series, field days, watershed council work, landowner visits, conservation plans, professional technical
advice, youth and adult water quality trainings, and this
year’s new initiative “Conservation on Tap”, we highlighted our area’s unique, diverse, and vulnerable natural
resources. We provided tools, practice considerations,
and resources to help with informed stewardship decisions.
Looking to 2019, we will sponsor workshops on: Birds
and Bird Habitat Enhancements, Water Action Volunteer Training, Biodiversity; Geology, Rain Barrels and
Rain Gardens, and more. We will also offer field days for
Prairie Strips, a Stream Day co-coordinated with the
Tainter Creek Farmer-led Watershed Council, Vernon
County Land and Water Conservation and Trout
Unlimited, and a River Rat Chat co-sponsored with River
Alliance. We plan to expand our work to support watershed councils to additional watersheds. We will establish
streambank revegetation with custom mixes of native
sedges, grasses and forbs versus plantings of non-native
cool-season grasses. We will continue to support prairie
strip demonstration sites.
It has been suggested that we begin a Conservation Book
Club. Let us know what you think of this potentially
mind-stretching and fun idea, and send us your reading
suggestions. Of my conservation readings this past year,

I can make these recommendations:
“Bringing Nature Home: How You Can Sustain Wildlife
with Native Plants” by Douglas W. Tallamy provides information on which native trees and other native species
support the most wildlife, and which ones to avoid planting.
“The Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a PostWild World” by Emma Marris considers the impact of a
wilderness purity ethic and the subsequent undervaluing of disturbed habitats and the ecologic services
such impacted yet “wild” areas provide.
“Eager Beavers Matter: The Surprising, Secret Life of
Beavers and Why They Matter” by Ben Goldfarb tells the
story of the role of beavers in the historical and modern
day landscape ecology. Be ready to abandon your antibeaver prejudices in favor of improved sediment trapping, water infiltration, wetland restoration, and even
more trout food with bigger trout.
There is so much good and interesting and important
stuff to be done. Thanks for being with us in support of
these efforts.
Sincerely,
Tom Lukens, Board Chair

Congratulations Award Winners! We are so pleased that VSN members were again recognized for their outstanding
efforts on behalf of conservation.
Paul & Bernadette Hayes were awarded the 2019 Conservation Landowner of the Year for Vernon County. See page 8
to learn about some of the work they are doing on their property.
Heidi Krattiger shared the award for 2019 Teacher of the Year. Heidi is a teacher for Viroqua Area Montessori School
E2 classroom. She and her students participated in our first “Adopt a Stream” project. They participated in WAV training
and are monitoring their adopted stream throughout the school year.
Ansel Brenneman was awarded first place in the 2019 Vernon County Conservation speaking contest and went on to
win first place at the Wisconsin Land and Water Association Conservation Speaking Contest at the state level in March.
Read an excerpt of his winning speech beginning on page 1 of this newsletter.
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Farmer-led Watershed Council Making Strides in Water Quality
The Tainter Creek Farmer-led Watershed Council was active this past year. The group received funding from the
2018 DATCP Producer-led Watershed Grant which allowed
it to continue to pursue its goals.

an open meeting on December 10th to help interpret the
test results. Individual homeowners could see their own
test results, and the collective results were shared while
keeping individual results anonymous.

June saw the group offer to the public a Tainter Creek
Stream Day. In coordination with Wisconsin DNR’s Kids
Free-Fishing Day and hosted by Bruce and Sue Ristow, the
event saw over 100 attendees who came to enjoy fishing on
Tainter Creek, a fish shocking demo by WI-DNR staff, a

Using newly received 2019 DATCP, funding the Tainter
Creek Farmer-led watershed Council is planning to conduct a second round of expanded testing in the Tainter
Creek watershed to gain an even more comprehensive
understanding of their subsurface waters. 2019 Tainter
Creek Watershed events will also include a June 1st
Stream Day, grazing outreach and demonstration, and
more cover crop planting.
Matt Emslie, Landowner Outreach Coordinator

Well Water Testing in the Kickapoo Region

June 2, 2018 Stream Day Hosted by the Tainter Creek Farmer-led Watershed Council.

presentation on farming practices by members of the watershed council, fly-tying with members of Trout Unlimited, water-quality demos by VSN, free lunch, and several
fishing-related ‘door’ prizes. The event was co-sponsored
by the group along with Vernon County Land and Water,
VSN, and Trout Unlimited.
In July, they hosted internationally renowned soil health
expert Ray Archuleta for a two-day hands-on soil health
workshop that was attended by over 150 people. 2018 DATCP funds were also used to incentivize the use of cover
crops in the Tainter Creek watershed. Over 400 acres of
cover crops were installed during the offered period.
In November, the group embarked on an ambitious well
water testing program. The program is a continuation of
their efforts to get a more comprehensive understanding of
the current quality of their surface and subsurface waters.
Using 2018 DATCP funds, the group was able to subsidize
the testing of 44 wells in the Tainter Creek watershed. Dr.
Paul McGinley and Jessica Haucke of UW-Stevens Point
and UW-Extension traveled down from Stevens Point and
addressed the group and other interested homeowners in

Vernon, Crawford, and Richland County Land and Water
Conservation and Public Health Departments, along with
local watershed and stewardship groups, including VSN,
initiated a collaborative well water education and testing
effort in April 2019. Well water outreach and education
will begin soon, with coordinated testing occurring in
Spring 2020 and analysis planned through the UW Stevens Point Water and Environmental Analysis Laboratory. This effort will include some local cost-share to be determined by available funding. The cost for a standard
‘homeowners’ package at UWSP, which includes total coliform bacteria, nitrate/nitrogen, pH, alkalinity, chloride,
hardness, conductivity, and corrosively is $55. Additional
tests are also available, such as metals and pesticide analysis for additional cost. To help save individual shipping
costs, it is likely that samples will be collected locally and
delivered to Stevens Point in groups. It is important to
note that all well water test results are confidential. Stay
tuned for more information on this new initiative. In the
meantime, for more information on testing your well water you can follow these links:
Homeowner Well Water Testing - Water and Environmental Analysis
https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/weal/Pages/
Homeowner.aspx
WI Well Water Viewer - Center for Watershed
Science and Education
https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/watershed/Pages/
WellWaterViewer.aspx
Shelly Gradwell-Brenneman, Executive Director
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Water Quality Year in Review
At the beginning of 2019, Dave provided a presentation to
the Tainter Creek Farmer-led Watershed Council (TCWC)
on the quality of the surface water in the Tainter Creek
Watershed. The TCWC had requested VSN monitoring and
reporting on the water quality in the Tainter Creek Watershed, so we added twelve new phosphorous and four nitrogen measuring sites in addition to our five Baseline Volunteer monitoring sites.

all water quality year-round. Thirteen different stream
studies since 1979 in the Tainter Creek watershed have
shown at least a ‘Good’ result using the Hilsenhoff Biotic
Index, and the average of the results has been ‘Very Good’,
with the last study being in 2016. We are working with the
Wisconsin DNR to plan additional macroinvertebrate
work in Tainter Creek watershed, probably in 2020.

Macroinvertebrate studies are an excellent barometer of
water quality, providing a good representation of the over-

Dave Krier, Water Quality Monitoring Program &
Citizen Science Coordinator

This year we provided
The results showed that
four WQ education events
the water quality in the
to area youth. The 5th
Tainter Creek Watershed
grade Montessori class at
is quite good. The 2018
Viroqua Area Schools took
median yearly phosphoour Water Action Volunrous measurements were
teer water quality trainall below the 0.075 mg/L
ing, and began our 1st
threshold that the WisAdopt-A-Stream, moniconsin DNR has set in NR
toring a site on the
102.06 to protect fish and
Springville Branch of the
aquatic life in streams. We
Bad Axe through the winplan to continue measurter! Kudos to the kids for
Dave Krier presenting results of surface water testing to the Tainter Creek
ing phosphorous at these
braving the winter weathFarmer-led Watershed Council in January, 2019.
sites in 2019, and add sever to monitor, learn about
eral other sites to improve
water quality, and enter
our understanding of several feeder streams. 2018 was the
the data into the DNR SWIMS database!
first year of measuring nitrogen in Tainter Creek, so there
In December, VSN and Crawford Stewardship Project held
are only two or three data points per site. We learned that
an annual volunteer appreciation dinner to thank the
organic nitrogen and ammonia are very small compared to
many volunteers. The new CSP water quality coordinator,
total nitrogen. Going forward, we plan on only testing the
Omarú Heras Ornelas, and Dave provided brief overviews
total nitrogen to save on lab fee costs for something barely
of our water quality monitoring programs. There was an
measurable in our surface water. With such a small
excellent group discussion on a variety of water related
amount of data, it is too early to draw a significant conclutopics. Thank you to everyone who has collected water
sion. We plan to continue testing for nitrogen in 2019 to
quality data! We look forward to a great 2019 season!
improve our understanding.

WATERSHED MOMENT
Wisconsin Governor, Tony Evers, has surprised and
delighted residents by calling 2019 the “Year of Clean
Drinking Water”. From lead pipes to contaminated
wells and groundwater, the Governor is giving due
attention to our growing water crisis in the State.
We trust that clean water is an issue that our leaders will
all support.
VSN salutes Governor Evers for his environmental leadership! Water is one of Wisconsin’s most valuable resources
and we deserve clean water for all.

SPRING 2019
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Conservation on Tap: A Resounding Success!
The 2018-19 inaugural season of Conservation on
Tap was highly successful. The brainchild of former
VSN Agroecologist John Delaney and designed with
the entire VSN staff, Conservation on Tap hosted six
events at the Rooted Spoon on Main St. in Viroqua.
Events were held on the second Wednesday of each
month from 7-9 pm and featured a different topic
and speaker at each event. Attendance numbers at
the events averaged about 70 people.
The series kicked off on October 10th with a presentation titled “Nations First Watershed Project” and tagteamed by Heidi Keuler (Fish Habitat Biologist, U.S.
Fish & Wildlife Service) and Dave Vetrano (retired
WI-DNR Fisheries Biologist). In 1933, America’s very
first watershed project was started in our own backyard in Coon Valley to address extreme soil erosion
Attendance exceeded expectations! On average, 75+ community members gathered to
by developing and promoting conservation practices
learn and share idea on varied conservation topics.
in agriculture. Heidi and Dave captured the essence
of this groundbreaking movement and blended it
with current conservation measures, addressing both the technical and social aspects of these efforts.
On November 14th, Dr. John Delaney (Agroecologist, VSN) delivered a superb presentation titled “Prehistoric Ecology of
the Driftless”. John wove the story of the interesting changes the Driftless area has gone through in the past 12 millennia
including the dramatic changes that have occurred since European settlement in the mid-1800s.

December’s presenter, the much-respected Kelvin Rodolpho (Professor Emeritus with the Department of Earth & Environmental Sciences, Univ. of Illinois at Chicago), captivated the audience with “Half a Billion Years of Driftless History”.
He expertly illuminated the relationship between the geologic development of our local Karst geology, percolation of surface waters down to aquifers, well drilling, and why the understanding of their relationship is paramount to ensuring
clean, drinkable water for all.
Bringing in the New Year was Melinda Knutson (retired Ecologist US Geologic Service and US Fish and Wildlife Service)
who captivated the audience with practical ways of “Encouraging Biodiversity in the Driftless”. Melinda used her decades
of experience and expertise with the USGS and USFWS to paint a detailed picture of local species while using anecdotal
accounts of species and examples of how each of us can encourage ecological diversity and health in our own backyards.
On the day before Valentine’s Day, Karl Green (Univ. of Wisconsin-Extension) helped shed some light on how we can
capture rainwater through the use of rain gardens and rain barrels in an attempt to reduce the amount of water in storm
water drains and as a way to replenish our local aquifers. He offered practical and numerous design examples, and helped
us to appreciate their functionality and ease of installation.
The season closed with “Opportunities in Conservation” by Ben Johnston of Kickapoo Valley Reserve. Ben provided an
engaging and fun overview of ways that local folks can get involved in local citizen science initiatives and other volunteer
opportunities.
We are very appreciative of the sponsors who supported this highly successful series: Viroqua Chamber Main Street, Organic Valley, Kickapoo Coffee, Dani Lind at The Rooted Spoon, and Mike Koppa at Shop Driftless. We were both
surprised and buoyed by the number of people who attended these events.
Based on the excellent response to this program we are currently brainstorming and planning for Season 2 of Conservation on Tap! If you have any suggestions for topics you would like to learn more about, or speakers who you like to hear
from, please don’t hesitate to contact Matt at matt@valleystewardshipnetwork.org or call (608) 637-3615.
Matt Emslie, Landowner Outreach Coordinator

VALLEY STEWARDSHIP NETWORK
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Farming with Prairie Updates
STRIPS
STREAMBANKS
2019 is an important year for our Farming with Prairie
A third and new approach this year is to modify the geneffort. We are now using three different approaches. Our
eral STRIPS tall-grass prairie mix to a shorter sedge/
flagship project is the local implementation of the Iowa
grass/forb mixture and to use these to stabilize streamState University STRIPS (Science-based Trials of
banks following disturbance. Currently, most streamRowcrops Integrated with Prairie Strips) program. With
bank stabilization projects use a cool-season mix of
only 10% of a landowner’s farm fields planted in strateshallow-rooted, non-native grasses. They sprout rapidly
gically-sited STRIPS, native tallgrass prairie vegetation
but offer little ‘holding power’ in flood events and proplanted primarily at the base of slopes or on contours of
vide almost no benefits for pollinators or other native
farm fields, they have been shown to provide a 95% rewildlife. The new mixes we have developed are all native
duction in sediment/soil transport; a 90% reduction in
species. These have deep roots to provide tremendous
phosphorus transport; an 84%
holding power and have been
reduction in nitrogen
selected to not grow much
transport; and, a 40% reducover three feet tall. These
tion in surface water sheetspecies-diverse mixes provide
ing / runoff! We have three
a rich assortment of benefits demonstration sites installed
deep roots to hold in high(this year one will be 3 years
water events; significant polold and two will be 2 years
linator and bird/wildlife benold) and are working on a
efits; improved macroinvertefourth site to be planted this
brate habitat at stream edge
spring. These early sites are
for more fish forage; are
already providing pollinator,
shorter for easier stream acbird and other wildlife habitat
cess, and ‘fold over’ in high
and are reducing erosion and
water events to create a mat
nutrient movement as well as
which allows water to move
improving water infiltration.
past without precipitating
Participants check out a prairie strip demonstration at David Van
We’ve also gotten good feedsediments on bank edges. We
Dyke’s August 17, 2018 field day tour.
back on how beautiful they
have three streambank sites
are!
to be planted this spring with
this approach, and plan field days to share our results
GRAZING
for all of these.
A second approach is to plant specifically-designed praiKeep an eye out for our workshops which will offer oprie mixes intended for active grazing or pollinator habiportunities to get out in the field and see these native
tat. We have three sites entering their second year, and
planting practices in action! And, as always, if you have
for a fourth site we have seed in hand to plant this
an interest in these approaches, give us a call or attend
spring. Active rotational grazing of warm-season natives
one of our field days.
is an exciting approach which provides forage for farm
animals – especially during the warm months during
Dave Krier, Water Quality Monitoring Program &
which standard cool season pasture grasses generally
Citizen Science Coordinator
don’t produce much. Rotational grazing mimics the occasional passage of ancient buffalo herds which fed on
native prairie species. These native plantings also provide all the other benefits of STRIPS.

2019 Early Summer Workshops!
May 4 & 11--Water Action Volunteers Baseline Monitoring Training; May 18--Birding and Habitat Workshop;
June 1--Tainter Farmer-led Watershed Council Stream Day; June 13--River Alliance River Rat Chat
Many more Summer Workshops are planned--watch your mailbox for the workshop postcard or learn more at
valleystewardshipnetwork.org/solutions/workshops.

SPRING 2019
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Meet Paul & Bernadette Hayes: Conservation Landowners of the Year
Paul Hayes and his wife, Bernadette, received Vernon County’s
“Conservation Landowner of the Year Award” for 2018. It is unlikely you could imagine anyone in Vernon County more deserving
of this recognition. Both Paul and Bernadette are retired teachers
and biologists. They now own 240 acres on the upper West Fork
and over the past 18 years have done all kinds of habitat work
both stream side and in the uplands. They have planted 7,000
trees, established 15 acres of ridgetop prairie, converted 12 acres
of floodplain pasture to oak savanna, connected two woodlots with
a 5-acre shelter belt and food plot and conducted 4 well-executed
timber sales from their pine plantations and hardwoods.
Having recently acquired a neighboring property at the junction of
County S and P, Paul and Bernadette have cleaned up the property, hauled 15 tons of old tires away and are restoring a 5-acre wetland on this site. Next spring, they plan to plant another 1,000
trees there.

Paul & Bernadette receiving their award from Ben Wojahn, Vernon
County Land & Water Conservation Department.

Paul and Bernadette have been valuable resources for many local conservation-minded folks. In fact, I am one of the
people they helped when I first bought my West Fork property 16 years ago. I was considering some stream and other
habitat enhancements and was directed by then county conservationist, Jeff
Hastings, to seek advice and talk to Paul and Bernadette early in the process. Thankfully, I followed their advice and still have scribbled notes from
that first information-packed walk of his place … about how to establish a
prairie, what shrubs and trees are fire tolerant, how to protect them in early
stages, advice to put the ford/stream crossing in when the stream work is
done and much more.
Not only has Paul Hayes spread the conservation word by teaching the Wisconsin Master Naturalist Class at the Kickapoo Valley Reserve and will do
so again in 2020; but, he also served three terms on the KVR board, three
terms on the VSN board, two terms on the Coulee Region Audubon Society
board, and has coordinated the Vernon County Breeding Bird Survey. Paul
and Bernadette have been an active member in the Kickapoo Woods Co-op,
Bernadette and Paul at their property on the upper
The Prairie Enthusiasts, Mississippi Valley Conservancy, Trout Unlimited,
West Fork.
The Ruffled Grouse Society, and the Nature Conservancy. They have also
been a Water Quality Monitor with Valley Stewardship Network for the past
15 years. Like I said, quite deserving of recognition for all they have contributed. And, there is more.
Over the past 5 years, Paul initiated and has guided a stream bank stabilization and non-game wildlife habitat project on
Weister Creek. It is primarily in the Kickapoo Valley Reserve just east of Dell. Extensive pre-construction monitoring for
species diversity and stream health indices were conducted under Paul’s supervision. Then, many recently-developed
and novel Best Management Practices were designed and implemented for both in stream habitat and native plantings in
the riparian corridor. These are being followed up with post-construction monitoring.
The unique approaches and success of the Weister Creek project has led to Weister becoming a prime demonstration site
for land management professionals and academics across the region. It was a unique public/private project for which
Paul raised over $100,000 as a match to DNR funding. This is again witness to Paul’s conservation commitment. Also
noteworthy is that though the recent floods ravaged many of the habitat-improved streams in the region, the Weister
Creek project weathered the storm and remains in exceptionally good shape. If you want to check out the best example of
a natural stream restoration project with multi-species habitat enhancements, go walk these 3 miles of the Weister
Creek. The site is upstream from Wolfe Valley Road along County Highway P.
Thanks Paul and Bernadette, for all you have done and continue to do to protect and enhance this beautiful place!

Tom Lukens, Board Chair

VALLEY STEWARDSHIP NETWORK
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West Fork Watershed Neighbors Cooperate for Stewardship
The West Fork Watershed Neighbors Council held three committee meetings and one large potluck gathering with guest
speakers last year. Over 600 landowners, those whose properties drain into the West Fork between Bloomingdale and
Liberty, were invited to participate, and were surveyed for their interests in conservation topics.
Over 65 people responded to the survey. Twenty-two of
them requested and received property site visits from professionals to advise them on their greatest concerns. Over
75 folks came to the September gathering and heard two
professional presentations, one on birds and one on invasive plants. It was a great time to socialize, meet neighbors, share food, and drink some good, local beer.

A small subgroup of the West Fork Watershed Neighbors
undertook a fledgling effort last summer to cooperatively
manage a herd of sheep and goats for brush and invasive
plant control within the watershed. Half the grazing period was spent on private property in the West Fork watershed
Craig Thompson, WI DNR, presents on birds to residents of the West Fork
and half
Watershed at the September 9, 2018 gathering.
on
county
property, also primarily in the West Fork. It was these “goat co-op” animals that were grazing on Jersey Valley at the time of the dam breach
flooding last September. Fortunately, they had been moved off to the
side and to higher ground at the time.
We expected a learning curve in the goat co-op project and we got it.
We now know efficiencies and learned: paddock sizes must be larger,
trailer moves reduced, and perhaps a membership fee instated in order
to develop a sustainable goat co-op effort. This coming season we hope
to graze contiguous properties along streambanks and to prioritize
properties with county fishing easements and brush/invasive control
issues.

West Fork Watershed Neighbors goat coop provided several
lessons. Here, the sheep and goat graze on private property.

The West Fork Watershed Neighbors Council is a work in progress. As
with all such efforts, leadership and initiative by a few dedicated members is essential. We look forward to holding the
third annual gathering on July 28 and we plan to host a couple of workshops before then as well. If you live the West
Fork watershed and want to participate, let us know.
Tom Lukens, Board Chair

Major Funders
While our donors are our backbone (our raison d’etre!), we
also rely on additional funding sources for our program projects. Valley Stewardship Network’s work is made possible
by the following funders. Thank you for your support!
CROPP Cooperative / Organic Valley
Laird Norton Family Foundation
McKnight Foundation
Mississippi Valley Conservancy
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
Sand County Foundation
Trout Unlimited
USDA SARE
USFWS Fishers & Farmers
WI Dept. of Natural Resources
Wallace Center at Winrock International – Pasture Project

Watershed Visions
published by Valley Stewardship Network Inc.,
a 501(c)3 organization
Board of Directors:
Tom Lukens, Chair
Nicole Penick, Vice Chair
Joy Vietinghoff, Treasurer
Sara Martinez Secretary
Debra Behrens
Winston Ostrow
Joe Pedretti

Staff:
Shelly Gradwell-Brenneman
Matt Emslie
Dave Krier
Jerry Pedretti
Kristine Snowdeal
Melinda Knutson, Consultant

110 S Main, Viroqua WI 54665 • (608) 637-3615
www.valleystewardshipnetwork.org
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Thank You To Our New and Renewing Donors.This is ALL because of YOU!
Julee & Ben Agar
John Andrews
Carole Austin & Paul Bergquist
Daniel Badtke
Adam Balin & Karin Mahony
David & Diane Banner
Alison Barazani
Mary & Neil Bard
Jaclyn & Zachary Barnes
Jeffrey Bartynski
Kirstin Baum
Terry & Jean Beck
Denise Benoit
Lars & Corina Bergan
Patricia & Joseph Biebl
Marilyn Bland
Gregg Boeder
Harriet Behar & Aaron Brin
Debra & Ben Behrens
Angie & Arthur Bernstein
Mary Broderick & David Krier
Kathy Brown
Nicholas Brown & Sarah Kanouse
Olga & Gordon Browning
Kathleen & Paul Byrne
Barb & Ed Christie
Michael & Brenda Corr
Kathleen Crittenden & Kelvin Rodolfo
Mary Lee & Lloyd Croatt
Dancing Waters Permaculture Co-op
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Welcome to VSN, Dave & Melinda!
Dave Krier joined VSN
as our Water Quality
Program & Citizen Science Coordinator, beginning his work in
Spring 2018. Dave grew
up nearby on a small
farm in Spring Green,
WI. After earning a BS
in Engineering from the
University of Minnesota, he served in the US
Air Force, and then
received an MBA from Wright State University.
After leaving the USAF, David’s aerospace career took him
to Sweden, Illinois, and Minnesota where he worked in
marketing, purchasing, program management, and business development.
He never forgot his boyhood on the farm and incorporated
camping, canoeing, bicycling, bird watching, geology, fishing, and gardening wherever he lived. He earned his Minnesota Master Naturalist certification and participated in
many citizen science projects including stream and wetland monitoring, bird surveys and tagging, and the Minnesota Bee Atlas. He and his wife, Mary Broderick, moved to
Viroqua in 2016. In his free time, Dave can be found fishing or birding.

VSN welcomed Ecologist
Consultant Dr. Melinda
Knutson in Summer
2018. Melinda has been
teaching native plant
workshops and doing
land stewardship planning and writing for
VSN.
She has a small business, Trillium Consulting, LLC, that is focused
on helping landowners enhance wildlife habitat on their
land. Melinda has more than 25 years of experience as
ecologist for federal agencies. She studied birds, frogs, and
their habitats as a research wildlife biologist with the U.S.
Geological Survey. She designed monitoring and conservation plans for national wildlife refuges while working for
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. She also does science
writing, strategic planning, and facilitates workshops.
In her free time, she is an avid gardener and enjoys all
things outdoors. She and her spouse, David Ford, also
teach ballroom dance in the La Crosse area. Melinda is
enjoying helping the Valley Stewardship Network achieve
its mission.

Thank you, John! We’ll Miss you!
On behalf of the board and staff of VSN, I want to take this opportunity to thank
John Delaney for his excellent and innovative work at VSN. John started working at
VSN in 2015 as a water quality volunteer, after he completed the Wisconsin Master
Naturalist course that VSN co-led with the Kickapoo Valley Reserve. With John’s
agroecology degree and research experience, we thought it was the right time to get
involved with the ISU prairie strips model we had been learning about, to help reduce run-off and improve water quality. We wrote some successful grants and were
able to secure funding for John to lead the VSN work to adapt the ISU model of prairie strips to SW Wisconsin. By Summer 2019, more than 10 prairie strips and related
prairie on farms demonstration sites will have been developed by John and VSN
staff. John also coordinated VSN’s water quality research, stewardship outreach, GIS
mapping, and the launch of the successful Conservation on Tap series. In January,
John moved on to his dream job with the U.S. Geological Survey in La Crosse, but
continues to stay involved with VSN as a prairie strip volunteer. We appreciate all of John’s hard work and dedication to
VSN over the years and wish him the best at USGS!
Shelly Gradwell-Brenneman, Executive Director

JOIN VSN TODAY!!
VSN depends on donations to provide funding for operations and program work. Please consider donating if you haven’t
already. Or if you have, invite a friend to share in our mission for healthy land and water. Send in a donation or give
online at valleystewardshipnetwork.org/get-involved/donations/

Help Fledge the new Kickapoo Bird Habitat Project!
Spring is here at last! That seems to be the news among the birds at our
feeder. But if they knew the plans that we’re hatching in our region for their
benefit, they would really be crooning.
We are thrilled to announce that Valley Stewardship Network is teaming up
with the Kickapoo Valley Reserve and Mississippi Valley Conservancy with
support from the WI Department of Natural Resources, on a new Important
Bird Area landowner outreach project! The Kickapoo Bird Habitat Project
will encourage coordinated bird habitat enhancement and connectivity
among landowners and managed graziers in the Kickapoo region.
In recent years, even common bird populations in the area have been declining at an alarming rate. Researchers have identified the Kickapoo Watershed
Our 2019 Birding and Habitat Workshop will be 5/18 at
as important for both the number and variety of migratory and breeding
the KVR. Call or email VSN for details and registration.
birds documented here. With our experience in landowner outreach and
building local watershed councils, Valley Stewardship Network is an enthusiastic partner and will be actively involved in outreach and coordination starting this spring.
But we need your help! If you welcomed the sight of the first Robin this spring, or the sound of the Sandhill Cranes returning to their nesting grounds, please consider a special gift toward this effort. Best of all, an anonymous donation has
allowed VSN to create a fund to match your donations dollar-for-dollar this spring and summer. Talk about the early bird
getting the worm! Your donation will support site visits, bird surveys, stewardship planning, and project coordination.
Birding expert and conservation landowner Jason Vidas recently joined this effort as a VSN contractor and will work
along with VSN staff to conduct this new bird habitat stewardship work.
Don’t delay, give online today at valleystewardshipnetwork.org and click the button to Join Us! Or simply mail your donation in the enclosed envelope. All donations through August 2019 will be matched up to $20,000!
You will be hearing more details about this effort in the coming weeks. We hope you’ll be inspired to get involved and to
invite your friends to join you. Because when it comes to our region’s birds, the more the merrier!
Debra Behrens, VSN Board Member
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