


State of Wisconsin

CORRESPONDENCE/MEMORANDUM

DATE: April 18, 2016 FILE REF: Tier3 Management Plans
TO: Natural Resources Board Members
FROM: Cathy Stepp — Secretary, Department of Natural Resources

SUBJECT: Approval of State Natural Area Tier 3 Management Plans

The Department is seeking approval for nine Statewide Natural Area (SNA) management plans. The
properties are designated as Tier 3 properties for planning purposes, and total 1,342 acres currently owned
and managed by the department. All proposed project boundary increases are within the NRB-approved
SNA acquisition authority of 41,000 acres. Refer to Table 1 and Figure 1for additional acreage
information and project location.

Wisconsin’s State Natural Areas program is the oldest and largest such program in the country, having
been statutorily established in 1951 through an effort led by renowned Wisconsin conservation leaders,
including Aldo Leopold. SNAs are established to protect outstanding examples of Wisconsin's native
landscapes, including significant geological formations and archeological sites. Encompassing over
380,000 acres of State and partner lands, Wisconsin's SNAs are valuable for research and educational use,
preserving genetic and biological diversity, providing some of the last refuges for rare plants and animals,
serving as benchmark reference areas for comparison with current management approaches on other
lands, and providing opportunities for nature-based recreation.

In May of 2006, the NRB approved, and the Department codified in Manual Code 2230.1, a three-tiered
planning approach for Department properties. Tier 3 management plans are prepared for small, non-
complex properties and are exempt from the full requirements of NR44. However, they generally follow
the similar planning process and require approval by the Natural Resources Board. There are an
estimated 142 department —owned “stand-alone” properties not embedded in another DNR program
project area. Of these stand-alone SNAs, 113 are currently identified for Tier 3 planning over the next
ten years; the nine presented here are the first group.

1. Property Descriptions
These nine SNAs were grouped together because they are all on or near the Mississippi River, are
comprised of similar plant communities (primarily oak-dominated savannas and forests, and dry
prairies), and thus have similar management regimes. These sites comprise some of the rarest
native plant community types in the State, and subsequently, contain many rare plant and animal
species. Much of the habitat work on these properties includes controlling invasive species
(especially woody encroachment), prescribed burning of prairies and oak savannas/forests, and
active timber management as appropriate. All DNR-owned lands within these SNAs (1,342
acres) are open for public use, including all five nature-based outdoor activities.

2. Management Plan Summary .
While each property is unique, there are similarities in their native community types and
management, as well as their goals and objectives. Each management plan describes the SNA, its
specific management issues and trends, and the landscape in which it exists. Property goals and
management objectives are presented, as are existing infrastructure, proposed changes to current
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management or development, and a summary of public comments. The property plans and maps
include a complete inventory of current motorized road use as required in State Statute 23.116.
Associated maps are presented with archaeological and rare species information (not for public
dissemination as per State Statute). Finally, a number of plans include grazing as an optional
restoration tool to help meet restoration goals.

3. Public Involvement and Significant Issues of Public Interest
A 21-day public review of the draft plans occurred from December 30, 2015 to January 19, 2016.
A press release was sent out to media in the South Central and West Central regions, as well as
~41 outdoor writers statewide. A news story with links to the plans was posted on the DNR’s
State Natural Area website, and plans and background information were posted on the DNR
Master Planning webpage. The property managers contacted local partners and other potential
user groups (list available upon request). None of these properties are within the Chippewa
Bands’ ceded territory, but other nearby Indian Tribes were notified of the management plan
development.

Twenty-four comments were received by e-mail (one by phone) and most were positive and
supportive of the plans and original project boundary proposals. Comments that warranted a
specific response are captured in each of the respective management plans, as well as collectively
posted in a single document on the Master Planning website. None of the comments were
considered controversial; some identified potential concerns that were addressed in the plans.
Examples include appropriateness of grazing on SNAs; concerns about the impacts of prescribed
fire on lichens; and additional suggestions or questions about project boundaries.

4. Partnerships for Management
Management of these nine properties is supported through a number of active partnerships with
numerous local and regional conservation organizations, public and private, and other
stakeholders. Funding support for much of the management occurring is provided by the Natural
Resources Foundation, the Stry Foundation of La Crosse, John and Nancy Diekelman,
and others. Active habitat management and restoration partners for these properties include The
West Wisconsin Land Trust, Mississippi Valley Conservancy, The Nature Conservancy, Pepin
County Land Conservation Dept., Buffalo County Land Conservation Dept., Crawford County
Land Conservation Dept., Lower Chippewa River Alliance, Lower Chippewa Invasives
Partnership, USDA- Natural Resources Conservation Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and
an active volunteer base that is steadily growing. Attached are three letters of support for
the active co-management partnerships occurring on these SNAs for review.

5. Environmental Analysis, Conclusions and Department Recommendations
The Department of Natural Resources concludes that:
a. Tier 3 property management plans are minor actions under s. NR150.20(1m)(k) and do
not require an environmental analysis.
b. Tier 3 property plans are exempt from the requirements of NR44 and NR1.60, but they
are to be approved by the NRB per Manual Code 2230.1

Recommendation: The Department recommends Natural Resources Board approval of the nine
State Natural Area Tier 3 Management Plans.
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