Southwest Wisconsin Grassland & Stream Conservation Area

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) is joining with a diverse and dedicated group of
conservation partners, local governments, and landowners in Southwestern Wisconsin to establish a new
Habitat Conservation Area, called the “Southwest Wisconsin Grassland and Stream Conservation Area.”

Southwestern Wisconsin has been recognized for many years as one of the best grassland conservation oppor-
tunities in the Upper Midwest. The area stands out for its distinct combination of resources: exceptional
populations of grassland birds, which are in serious decline across their range; many scattered remnants of the
area’s original prairie sod; concentrations of rare plants and animals, and spring-fed streams, all set within this
expansive rural farming region of open fields, croplands, oak groves and pastures.

The partnership of the existing Military Ridge Prairie Heritage Area (MRPHA), which is within the WDNR’s
proposed SW Grasslands boundary, has led the way. Here a diverse group of partners and landowners are
already managing and protecting many key areas in eastern lowa and southwestern Dane counties. This
Southwest Grassland project would expand upon the MRPHA partnership model.
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The primary goals of the Southwest Grassland
project are to conserve and enhance functioning
grassland, savanna and stream ecosystems across
this landscape, and to establish three Bird Conser-
vation Areas (BCAs) for declining grassland birds.
Bird Conservation Areas are large, open areas of at
least 10,000 acres, each with a 2,000-acre core of
permanent, contiguous grassland (see model
below). Long-term sustainability of grassland
birds like the upland sandpiper, northern harrier,
and western meadowlark depends upon large, open
landscapes with adequate grassy cover for nesting
and feeding. While such landscapes are now
largely absent from Wisconsin (and the entire Up-
per Midwest), they still are found in the proposed
SWGSCA region of Wisconsin.

Model of a Bird Conservation Area

BCA model

2000-acre core
permanent
grasslands

The project also will provide new public areas for
hiking, birding, fishing, hunting and nature study.
People living in the area have expressed high inter-
est in such activities, yet the region currently offers
very little public recreational land.

The many streams and rivers that drain the region’s
ridgetops and hillsides vary in quality and condi-
tion. Increased grassland cover and streambank
management have demonstrably improved many
area streams. Others still suffer from poor water
quality and sedimentation. These “Impaired”
streams (a federal designation), as well as the
area’s Outstanding/Exceptional Resource Waters,
are the priority streams for this project.

Opportunities to protect open grasslands, prairie
remnants, and priority streams can be found across
the entire project area, but our primary focus will
be on building the three 10,000-acre BCAs. Our
focusing approach looks for specific areas where
we can build these BCAs, while simultaneously
protecting prairies, rare species, and priority
streams. Prairies and prairie species will be much

Bl

more viable in the
long-term when
embedded within a
larger grassland land-
scape. For example,
the endangered Regal
Fritillary butterfly
needs open horizons,
where this strong .
flier can find mates and food, and colonize other
areas. Streams benefit from the infiltration and
groundwater recharge that surrounding grass-
covered uplands provide. Also, protection and
management resources are limited, so we want to
achieve the greatest benefit per acre protected.

WDNR has developed three alternative Focus
Areas, from which the final Focus Areas will be
selected following public input. The Department
derived these alternative Focus Areas by combin-
ing aerial photo and land cover maps with overlays
of key resources such as priority streams and their
watersheds, remnant prairies, endangered
resources, soils, and existing conservation lands.
Those areas on the landscape where these resource
opportunities and needs converge are logical places
to begin our work.

We will allocate 8-9,000 acres of our 12,000-acre
total to the selected Focus Areas, mostly to the
BCAs. Our primary role in the larger Partnership
(see box below) will be to protect and manage each
of the three 2,000-acre cores of permanent grass-
land, plus up to 1,000-acres of additional perma-
nent grassland parcels scattered around each core.
Partners are committed to working across this
mosaic, and in areas where their programs are
better suited to landowners’ goals and desires.

We will reserve the remaining 3-4000 acres for
opportunities to protect other key prairies, endan-
gered resources, stretches of open grasslands
buffering high priority streams, or key ground-
water recharge areas across the entire project area.
As always, we will work only with willing
landowners. Contact Cathy Bleser, WI DNR, at
Catherine.Bleser@WI.gov, or 608/275-3308 for
more information.

Partners include: Southwest Badger Resource, Conservation
& Development, The Prairie Enthusiasts, Driftless Area Land
Conservancy, The Nature Conservancy, U.S. Dept. of
Agriculture, Towa Co., Iowa Co. Farm Bureau, Dane County,
Pheasants Forever, and Trout Unlimited.
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