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Editor’s Note
This issue is our first featuring our new name, Natural Heritage Niche. It marks 
a return to our roots.  In our early years, we produced a publication called The 
Niche to share information about Wisconsin’s rare species and efforts underway 
to conserve them.

We’ll mark the 45th anniversary of Wisconsin’s endangered species law this 
year by sharing stories and photos highlighting our successes. Together, we’ve 
achieved the recovery of trumpeter swans, osprey and many more and we thank 
you for your stewardship of Wisconsin land and waters and species over these 
many years.

There is still work to do and scores of species that are still endangered. This 
issue highlights the first bee listed as federally endangered in the lower 48 
states. We also share advice on good ground covers and how to tame garlic 
mustard, and hope these tips will help you manage the land you love while 
aiding the rare species that are common treasures for Wisconsin. 

As always, please let me know if there are topics you want us to cover and 
landowner stories you would like to share. 

Sincerely, 

Lisa Gaumnitz

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Bureau of Natural Heritage Conservation
lisa.gaumnitz@wisconsin.gov
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Help Save the Endangered 
Rusty Patched Bumble Bee

By Jay Watson
NHC terrestrial invertebrate ecologist

 The rusty patched bumble bee (Bombus 
affinis) is one of 46 bumble bee species 
found in North America and one of 20 in 
Wisconsin. Bumble bees are important 
pollinators of wildflowers and the 
chief pollinator of many economically 
important crops, and until the mid- to late 
1990s, the rusty patched bumble bee was 
abundant across a broad geographic range 
that included 28 states, the District of 
Columbia and two Canadian provinces.

Since that time, however, the bee’s 
abundance and distribution has declined 
by about 87 percent and its population has 
been reduced to 8 percent of its historical 
extent. That decline has resulted in the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service listing it as 
an endangered species effective March 
2017, making it the first bee species 
protected under the federal Endangered 
Species Act in the lower 48 states. 

Wisconsin remains one of only nine states 
and one Canadian province where the 
rusty patched bumble bee has been found 

recently. The bee has been found in 10 
counties in Wisconsin, with most of the 
observations from the southern third of 
the state and the majority reported from 
Dane County. In 2014-15, Wisconsin’s 
Department of Agriculture, Trade and 

Consumer Protection led the development 
of Wisconsin Pollinator Protection Plan, 
which provides voluntary actions that 
homeowners, gardeners, farmers and 
pesticide applicators can take to protect 
pollinators including the rusty patched 
bumble bee.  

DNR staff have been working on other 
fronts to gain a better understanding of the 
rusty-patched and other declining bumble 
bee species in Wisconsin. We have been 
promoting  Bumble Bee Watch, a citizen 
science project to track and conserve 
North America’s bumble bees and has 
also funded a University of Wisconsin-
Arboretum project to expand the use of 
citizen-based monitoring to inform bumble 
bee conservation in urban and rural 
southern Wisconsin. [Read more about 
this effort in this blog post,  Endangered 
Bumble Bee Gets Help From Citizen 
Scientists, from Eva Lewandowski, who 
coordinates the Citizen-based Monitoring 
Network for DNR’s Natural Heritage 
Conservation Program.]   

DNR staff, myself included, also have 
been participating in workshops hosted 
by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service to 
identify habitat goals, research needs, 
and priority actions to help prevent the 
extinction of the rusty patched bumble 
bee.  

Threats and Imminent Extinction 
Without Action
  In early 2013, the Xerces Society 
petitioned the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service to list the rusty patched bumble 
bee due to losses documented throughout 

Wisconsin remains 
one of only nine 
states and one 

Canadian province  
where the 

rusty patched 
bumble bee has 

been found.
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Rusty patched bumble bees were the first bee in the lower 
48 states listed as a federally endangered species. 

Photo credit: Jay Watson

https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/Programs_Services/PollinatorProtection.aspx
http://www.bumblebeewatch.org/
https://blog.scistarter.com/2017/03/endangered-bumble-bee-gets-help-citizen-scientists/
https://blog.scistarter.com/2017/03/endangered-bumble-bee-gets-help-citizen-scientists/
https://blog.scistarter.com/2017/03/endangered-bumble-bee-gets-help-citizen-scientists/


5 Ways to Help Rusty 
Patched Bumble Bees 
and Other Pollinators

1. Provide nectar and pollen
sources across the growing
seasons: The Xerxes Society’s
Pollinator plants: Great Lakes
Region fact sheet, has plant
lists to benefit pollinators
across the seasons. The DNR’s
new publication, Wisconsin
Native Plants, is not specific
to pollinators but does provide
lists of plants that will thrive
in different Wisconsin regions,
soil types and climates and will
provide plenty of nectar and
pollen sources.

2. Remove invasive species to
promote healthy ground
cover: Read articles in this
issue by Kelly Kearns, NHC
invasive plant coordinator, on
garlic mustard, one of the most
widespread and problematic
invasive species.

3. Avoid using pesticides,
particularly near your nectar
and pollen species: If that is not
possible, limit pesticide use and
follow the label. Susan Carpenter,
the UW-Arboretum’s native plant
gardener, covers other pesticide
tips in a recent blog post for
Scientific American,  “How
to Protect Our Disappearing
Bumble Bees”.

4. Avoid disturbing nests you
find and keep patches of
rough grass for bees to nest in:
Bumble bees have small colonies
and are rarely aggressive.

5. Report rusty patched bumble
bee observations to Bumble Bee
Watch: Submit photos online
of bumble bees you’ve spotted,
along with the date, time, and
location. The project’s bumble
bee experts will verify the
species and your monitoring their
populations over time will help
advance research and protection
efforts.

its range. The Species Status Assessment 
report the service produced documented 
that the bumble bee’s ability to sustain 
populations over time has declined. The 
abundance is forecast to decline over 
time under all risk scenarios evaluated, 
with extinction predicted in all but one 
ecoregion within five years; and within 30 
years in that remaining ecoregion. 

Threats to the rusty patched bumble 
bee causing the recent dramatic decline 
include disease, pesticides, climate 
change, habitat loss, and small population 
dynamics. It appears that no one single 
factor is responsible, but these threats 
working together have likely caused the 
decline. As numbers decline, the bumble 
bee’s reproductive strategy makes it 
particularly vulnerable to the effects of 
small population size.

Why Saving the Rusty Patched Bumble 
Bee Matters 
Bumble bees are important pollinators of 
wildflowers and are the chief pollinator 
of many economically important crops, 
among them blueberries, cranberries, 
clover and tomatoes. The pollination 
services provided by native insects 
(mostly bees) is estimated at $3 billion per 
year in the United States. In Wisconsin, 
pollinator-dependent crops account for 
over $55 million in annual production. 
Apples, cranberries, cherries, green beans, 
pickling cucumber and fresh market 
fruits and vegetables are among the crops 
relying on pollinators. Even in crops that 
can be self-pollinated (for example, some 
tomatoes), the plant produces more and 
bigger fruits with the aid of bumblebees 

for pollination. In natural areas, bumble 
bees pollinate plants that provide food for 
other wildlife. By conserving this species, 
other species of pollinators also benefit.

Beyond those economic and agricultural 
impacts, however, saving the rusty 
patched bumble bee is critical for healthy 
ecosystems. Susan Carpenter, the native 
plant gardener at the UW-Arboretum, 
spoke to the bee’s importance in a recent 
blog post for Scientific American.
“Bumble bees, such as the rusty patched 
bumble bee, are crucial for gardens, 
orchards, prairies, woodlands and 
wetlands. They transfer pollen from flower 
to flower in many plant species, resulting 
in the production of fruits and seeds. We 
and other animals rely on plants, fruits and 
seeds for our survival and health.”
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Purple prairie 
clover is one plant 

property owners 
can add to boost 

nectar sources for 
bumble bees like 
the rusty patched 

bumble bee.

Photo credit: U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife 

Service

Counties with confirmed occurrences 
of rusty patched bumble bees.

http://www.xerces.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/GreatLakesPlantList_web.pdf
http://www.xerces.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/GreatLakesPlantList_web.pdf
http://dnr.wi.gov/files/pdf/pubs/nh/nh0936.pdf
http://dnr.wi.gov/files/pdf/pubs/nh/nh0936.pdf
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/how-to-protect-our-disappearing-bumble-bees/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/how-to-protect-our-disappearing-bumble-bees/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/how-to-protect-our-disappearing-bumble-bees/
https://www.bumblebeewatch.org/
https://www.bumblebeewatch.org/
https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/how-to-protect-our-disappearing-bumble-bees/


June is Invasive Species 
Awareness Month in 

Wisconsin

By Kelly Kearns, NHC invasive plant 
coordinator

Invasive species are nonnative plants and 
animals that cause ecological, environ-
mental, or economic harm or harm human 
health. Examples many landowners are fa-
miliar with are garlic mustard and emerald 
ash borer.  DNR’s invasive species experts 
will answer your questions about these 
invaders during live online chats from 
noon to 1 p.m.:   
• Invasive plants, June 6
• All about blue-green algae, June 14
• Aquatic invasive species, June 27
• Firewood and forest pests, June 28

Tip To Be More Effective and Avoid 
Burnout
Trying to keep up with the constant spread 
of more and more invasives plants can be 
overwhelming. But it is important to do, 
and prioritizing the species and locations 
you work on can help you be more effec-
tive, efficient, and prevent burnout.

The most efficient way to deal with in-
vasives is to prevent their introduction in 

the first place. You can’t keep birds from 
depositing seeds in your woods but you 
can minimize what comes in on people 
and equipment. Get in the habit of clean-
ing your boots, gear and dogs after being 
in an infested area. If you hire loggers or 
others with heavy equipment, make sure 
everything is cleaned before they come 

to your property. Be careful of materials 
brought onto your land, especially soil, 
mulch, compost and plants. They may 
come with unseen roots, seeds or invasive 
earthworms.

Assess your property and map invaders 
and priority protection areas
To determine where to spend your time 

and money, carefully assess the entire 
property. Get to know the invasives in all 
their life stages so you can identify them 
easily. If you can’t identify something, 
take photos, submit it through an on-line 
reporting system such as GLEDN or iNat-
uralist or to the DNR at invasive.species@
wi.gov.

Create a map of your property and where 
the invasives are found. This can be as 
simple or as detailed as works for you. 
Note abundance of each species so you 
can start on control of the new arrivals and 
smaller populations, where likelihood of 
success is greatest. If you think you have 
any legally Prohibited species, contact the 
DNR. 

On your map note areas that are a priority 
for you to protect from invasives. This 
may be the site of a rare species or your 
favorite wildflower patch or the bluff 
where you like to sit and enjoy the land. 
Think about how you want to use spe-
cific areas and how different invasives 
might limit your use. Also note areas 
of increased disturbance such as trails, 
roadsides, dying trees and stream beds, as 
these are the locations where new inva-
sives are likely to be found and to spread 
from. Look at your neighbor’s properties 
and nearby roadsides to see what species 

Prioritizing Invasive Plant Control

You can’t keep 
birds from 

depositing seeds in 
your woods but you 
can minimize what 
comes in on people 

and equipment.
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Killing the root system of Japanese knotweed is critical to achieving control. 
Photo credit: Elizabeth J. Czarapata

http://live online chats
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/bmp.html
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/species.asp?filterBy=Terrestrial&filterVal=Y&catVal=PlantsReg
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/species.asp?filterBy=Terrestrial&filterVal=Y&catVal=PlantsReg
https://apps.bugwood.org/apps/gledn/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/documents/nr40lists.pdf
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/report.html
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Invasives/report.html
http://dnr.wi.gov/chat/expert.html
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might be moving towards your land.

Get to know the invaders better
Learn more about the invasives that you 
are concerned about and their life cycles. 
Annual and biennial species, like garlic 
mustard, spread only by seed, so prevent-
ing them from seeding is the key to con-
trol. Other species, like Canada thistle and 
Japanese knotweed, primarily reproduce 
vegetatively, so killing the root system is 
critical to achieving control. Pay attention 
to when they are in flower and when seeds 
are produced. This will help you to know 
the best time and method to control each 
species.

Assess the potential impacts of each of the 
species that you have found. Oriental bit-
tersweet climbing and strangling trees and 
large buckthorn shrubs killing everything 
below them will be obvious targets for 
control. It may be more difficult to see the 
impacts of garlic mustard slowly displac-
ing wildflowers. There are many books 
and online resources, including those 
referenced earlier, that explain problems 
caused by each species and that provide 
control recommendations.

Learn about the various techniques and 
effort required to control each invasive 
species found on your property. Some are 
relatively easy to control by hand-pulling, 
mowing or a few herbicide applications. 
Most require a combination of different 
techniques, such as cutting shrubs and 
applying herbicide to the cut stumps. A 
few species, such as reed canary grass, are 
very difficult to control without extensive 
effort over many years. In more chal-
lenging cases such as these, experiment 
on small areas to see what works for you 
before expending large amounts of energy 
on those species. Use the control methods 
that meet your needs and are most effi-
cient. Some techniques, such as prescribed 
fire or applying pesticides in wet areas, 
require trained personnel, careful planning 
and site preparation.

Be realistic, document and learn from 
what you do
Set attainable management goals and 
strategies. Complete eradication may only 
be attainable for plants that are new to 
the area, at very low abundance or only 
in a few small locations. Seeds in the soil 
will keep germinating. Birds, deer and 
water will continue to bring seed in from 

elsewhere. Control must be done annually 
in most cases to prevent new seed from 
developing. Monitoring and following 
through after doing any control work is 
critical to learning from your mistakes 
and understanding what is needed to get 
species contained. There may be locations 
on your property that are low priority or 
highly infested and will not be addressed 
until other areas are under control.  Unless 
you have unlimited time or funds, you 
most likely will  not keep all invasives out 
of your property, so determine your priori-
ty species and areas to control and learn to 
live with others.

Keep records as to when you burned, 
cut or sprayed. Record what herbicides 

Canada thistle spreads quickly and creates a monoculture. 
Photo credit: Robert Bierman

were used and in what formulation. Each 
year, note when different species emerge, 
flower, or develop mature seed each year 
in order to determine the best timing for 
future controls. Communicate with and 
work with your neighbors. If you have a 
particular problem plant, they probably 
do as well. If you control your buckthorn 
but there are large infestations nearby, you 
will be battling it for years to come. After 
removing the invasives, restore to desired 
vegetation.

And most important: hang in there. Any 
invasive species management work is a 
multi-year effort. Bite off the chunks that 
are reasonable to do each year so you learn 
as you go and don’t burn yourself out. 
Look beyond the buckthorn and take time 
to appreciate the beauty of your land.



Catch Newcomer Plants 
Before They Produce Seeds

By Kelly Kearns
NHC invasive plant coordinator 

Many landowners are all too familiar 
with garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolata). 
This invasive species can spread quickly, 
displacing native plants. Landowners 
are encouraged to assess their site and 
determine the best long term approach to 
control it.

Scouting For Garlic Mustard and 
Preventing Its Spread
As a biennial, patches of identical 
seedlings in spring indicate where a plant 
previously dropped its seeds. The first 
season these develop into rosettes with 
rounded leaves with scalloped edges. 
It persists as a green rosette through 
the winter. In the spring it sends up a 
flowering stalk with triangular leaves, 
usually reaching about 2-feet tall. It 
branches out, bearing many small four-
petaled white flowers that develop into 
long thin seed pods. Each plant dies after 
the seed pods are produced. Identification 

can be verified by crushing the leaves that 
smell of garlic. 
It only takes one seed to start a population, 
so preventing the introduction of seeds 
and regular scouting for that first plant are 
the keys to keeping uninfested woodlands 
free of garlic mustard and other invasive 

plants. Always clean your boots, tools 
and muddy dogs after being in infested 
areas. If you are having any logging or 
other work done on your land, ensure that 

the equipment is properly cleaned before 
it comes to your site. Be cautious when 
accepting gifts of plants from the yards 
of well-meaning friends. They may come 
with unseen seeds, roots or non-native 
worms. 

Why Garlic Mustard is a Problem
Garlic mustard can alter the composition 
of forests. Within a few years after this 
plant enters a woodland, the infestation 
grows and can begin to dominate the forest 
floor. Garlic mustard can displace native 
wildflowers, ferns and tree seedlings, as 
well as the wildlife that depend on those 
plants. It can even have a negative impact 
on mature trees as chemicals produced 
by the garlic mustard kill the beneficial 
mycorrhizal fungi that tree roots need to 
absorb nutrients.

If you own forest land and don’t yet have 
garlic mustard, consider yourself fortunate 
and fore-warned! Infestations are currently 
abundant in the southern, eastern and 
much of western Wisconsin, patchy in 
the center, and sporadic but expanding 
in the north. Regularly walk your land to 
look for garlic mustard and any newcomer 

Get a Garlic Mustard Game Plan

Within a few years 
after (garlic 

mustard) enters a 
woodland, the 

infestation grows 
and can begin to 

dominate the 
forest floor.

Caption: Garlic mustard can quickly take over forests. 
Photo credit: Kelly Kearns
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http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/invasives/fact/garlicmustard.html


plants to catch them before they produce 
seed.

Let Population Size And Resources 
Help Choose Your Control Method
The size of your area and of the garlic 
mustard population, as well as the 
resources you have available, will 
determine what control methods you 
should use:
1. Unless you have a crew of a few

dozen volunteers or a great deal of
time to devote to this, hand pulling
alone is rarely a good option for
populations of an acre or more in size.

2. Herbicides are generally used when
sites are too large to hand pull. This
can be combined with hand pulling
the satellite patches or plants on the
edge.

3. In addition, controlled fire may be
useful at some sites, especially oak
hickory forests, savannas or barrens.

Hand pulling is the easiest and most 
effective way to control new or small 
populations. Always try to pull the entire 
root up. If it is broken off, the plant will 
send up several flowering stalks to replace 
the single one you broke off. Plants that 
are pulled before flowering can be thrown 
into the shrubs to dry out. Any plants 
left in piles will stay moist and continue 
growing and developing flowers and 
seeds. If the plants are already in flower, 
the flowering parts need to be removed 

from the site and carefully disposed of, 
usually by burning or landfilling. Mark or 
map the site well and return within a few 
weeks to find and pull all plants missed, 
resprouted or released since the first pull. 

Careful application of herbicide can 
be used to control larger populations. 
Garlic mustard rosettes can be sprayed 
as soon as they start growing early in 
the spring. When possible, time your 
application to be finished before the plants 
start to flower. It will use less herbicide, 
reduce the likelihood of seed developing 
and minimize impacts on native spring 
wildflowers. If sprayed in the mid to late 
flowering stage, the plants may be able to 
produce seed prior to completely dying. 
Glyphosate, commonly used on garlic 
mustard, may take up to 2 weeks for the 
plants to die, so plan accordingly. To more 
quickly get control of a population, it is 
best to also spray the rosettes in the fall. 

Fire can be a useful tool, used in 
combination with pulling or spraying, to 
knock back young garlic mustard plants 
if there is sufficient plant material on the 
ground to fuel the fire. It is especially 
effective on seedlings before they have 
developed a large root. A prescribed fire 
should only be conducted by a trained 
crew with the proper equipment and 
permits. Alternatively, using a propane 
torch with a long wand can be an efficient 
way to quickly kill patches of seedlings. 

This is best done on a damp day, when the 
chance of fire spreading can be minimized. 
Be aware that the bare or disturbed soil 
created by fire, hand-pulling or herbicide 
may encourage more seeds to germinate. 
This may be a good thing, potentially 
depleting the seed bank more quickly.

Regardless of the control method used, it 
is necessary to continue the effort every 
year. Continue visiting and controlling 
the site even if it appears to be declining. 
Seed is likely to stay viable for 10 or more 
years. Allowing a single plant to go to 
seed requires a commitment of at least ten 
years to eradicate the patch. If you can’t 
commit to long-term control, you should 
reconsider if it is feasible to work on the 
site, or limit your efforts to the outer edges 
of the infestation. 

Resources:

There are many website and 
publications to help you identify 
garlic mustard and plan your 
management strategy. 

Here are a few:
• DNR garlic mustard web pages
• UW-Extension garlic mustard

fact sheet
• Plant Conservation Alliance web

First-year plants are low-growing rosettes with rounded, 
kidney-shaped leaves that are scalloped on the edges. They 
smell like garlic when you crush them.
Photo credit: Kelly Kearns
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http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/invasives/fact/garlicmustard.html
http://learningstore.uwex.edu/Assets/pdfs/A3924-07.pdf
http://learningstore.uwex.edu/Assets/pdfs/A3924-07.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/plants/alien/fact/alpe1.htm


Deter Weeds Without  
Introducing Invaders 

By Amy Staffen
NHC conservation biologist

Many gardeners like to use ground covers 
because they provide continuous cover 
and deter weeds from getting established.  
The qualities that we value in a good 
ground cover (hardy, aggressive spreaders 
that exclude other plants), however, can 
spell trouble if they are native to other 
regions and escape to natural areas.  

Periwinkle, English ivy, crown vetch – 
these are all non-native invasive plants 
that can smother and outcompete plants 
of Wisconsin’s natural communities, 
reducing botanical diversity as well as 
food, cover, and shelter for native wild-
life. Luckily, there are a variety of lovely 
native species that can serve as perfect 
replacements for these and other invasives.  

Here are some examples of 
native replacements for different settings:

Sunny setting native replacements
Invasives to avoid: crown vetch  
(Coronilla varia). Native alternatives:
• Wild strawberry

(Fragaria virginiana)
• Canada anemone

(Anemone canadensis)
• Starry Solomon’s seal

(Maianthemum stellatum)

Shady setting native replacements
Invasives to avoid: periwinkle (Vinca 
minor), goutweed (Aegopodium podagrar-
ia) and lily-of-the-valley (Convallaria 
majalis). Native alternatives:
• Wild ginger

(Asarum canadense)
• Canada mayflower

(Maianthemum canadense)
• Big-leaf aster

(Eurybia macrophylla)

Filtered-light setting 
native replacements
Invasives to avoid: English ivy  
(Hedera helix). Native alternatives:
• Wild strawberry
• Canada mayflower
• Canada anemone
• Pennsylvania sedge

(Carex pensylvanica)

Sandy or gravelly settings
Invasives to avoid: Hens and chicks (Sem-
pervivum tectorum). Native alternatives:
• Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)

All of the species listed above should be 
able to grow throughout Wisconsin. For 
the greatest likelihood of success, choose 
plants adapted to your garden’s soil type, 
moisture content, fertility, pH and the 
amount of sunlight available. 

To learn more about plantings that mimic 
Wisconsin’s native prairies, savannas and 
forests, see the new DNR NHC publica-
tion “Wisconsin Native Plants: Recom-
mendations for Landscaping and Natural 
Community Restoration.”  

Ground Cover Dos and Don’ts
Wild ginger makes a nice 

ground cover for shady settings. 
Photo credit: Amy Staffen 

dnr.wi.gov 9

http://dnr.wi.gov/files/pdf/pubs/nh/nh0936.pdf.
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Door County Family Cares 
For, Explores Their Wetlands

By Don Koepsel, Donna Koepsel and the 
Wisconsin Wetlands Association 

To say the Koepsels are from Door Coun-
ty is an understatement. Don and Donna 
Koepsel, landowners in Liberty Grove 
township on the Door County peninsula, 
were born and raised here and have called 
Door County their home their entire life. 
The same is true of the three genera-
tions of Koepsels that came before them. 
Don’s great, great, great grandfather on 
his mother’s side, Increase Claflin, was 
the first white settler in Door County. He 
homesteaded in what is now Peninsula 
State Park.

The Koepsels’ property, located in an area 
of Door County called the German Settle-
ment, has supported the family throughout 
the generations. The family originally 
milked registered brown Swiss cows, then 
registered Holstein cattle. For 25 years 
Don’s parents raised mink, but when the 
foreign market became a big player in the 
fur market and it was no longer profitable, 
they discontinued the mink ranch. In the 

1950s, the family started Koepsel’s Farm 
Market, which is still in operation today 
and owned by Don’s youngest sister.

After serving in the Vietnam War, Don re-
turned home, taking a job as an insurance 
agent with American Family Insurance, 
which he held just shy of 40 years, retiring 
in 2012. And for years, the Koepsels have 
enjoyed and cared for a special part of 
their property: their wetlands.

Their healthy wetlands are home to otter, 
muskrat, deer, turkeys, coyotes, fox, 
and a rare dragonfly, the Hine’s emerald 
dragonfly (Somatochlora hineana). Listed 
as both state and federally endangered, 
this dragonfly, like the other wildlife, has 
benefitted from the Koepsels’ commitment 
to preserving healthy wetlands.  “It’s nice 
to say that our property is a popular spot 
for the dragonfly,” Don said. “It’s property 
that’s not going to be changed at all so 
hopefully in the future they’ll continue to 
do well and we’ll see more of them.”

Generations of exploring woods and 
wetlands
 Don and Donna now own 150 acres of the 
original Koepsel family farm, which con-
sists of farmland, hardwoods, pine planta-

tion and wetlands. Growing up on a farm, 
there was always a lot of chores before 
and after school, but Don and his sisters 
and brother always found time to explore 
the hardwoods and wetlands, something 
Don and Donna’s children and grandchil-
dren enjoy doing today. Don’s grandsons 
especially like to see the suckers in the 
creek in the spring of the year, something 
Don had done with his grandfather and 
father when he was young.

The Koepsels also enjoy their woods and 
wetlands through hunting. “A big part of 
owning my land is for hunting,” Don said. 
Hunting is a family affair: son-in-laws 
hunt deer and turkey, and Don has begun 
to teach his 12-year-old grandson Aiden 
the tricks of hunting turkeys.

The Koepsels have also been teaching 
Aiden about wetlands. Don and Don-
na brought Aiden to a recent workshop 
for wetland landowners, where they all 
learned more about wetlands and how to 
care for them.

“We were interested in seeing what other 
landowners were doing,” Don said. “My 
grandson’s parents work on the weekends 
so we have him with us on Saturdays, and 

Sharing Our Story
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Don Koepsel and his family enjoy the wildlife their wetlands support.  
Photo credit: Chelsea Johnson



thought this would be an interesting outing 
to bring him to. It was a chance for all of 
us to learn more about wetlands.”

 By caring for the land around the wet-
lands and by protecting the health of the 
wetlands with good management, Don and 
Donna have ensured their wetlands are 
good habitat for wildlife. “Seeing ducks 
and listening to geese at daybreak is an 
awesome part of owning wetlands,” Don 
said.
  The family also enjoys seeing the Hine’s 
emerald dragonfly in mid-summer as they 
walk the property. The dragonflies have 
an emerald sheen to them that is hard to 
miss, and they will fly by your head. “I say 
they’re kind of a friendly little creature,” 
he said.

  The dragonfly is about 2.5 inches long 
and has bright emerald-green eyes and a 
metallic green body with yellow stripes on 
its sides. Historically, the Hine’s emerald 
dragonfly was found in Alabama, Indiana, 
and Ohio and probably has been extirpated 
in those states, according to the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service.

  Today the dragonfly can only be found in 
Wisconsin, Illinois, Michigan and Missou-
ri.  The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service says 
the greatest threat to the Hine’s emerald 
dragonfly is habitat destruction to make 

way for urban and industrial development. 
Such development also can decrease the 
amount or quality of groundwater flowing 
to the dragonfly’s habitat, which threatens 
its survival because the Hine’s emerald  
depends on spring-fed shallow water to 
breed. 
  Contamination of wetlands by pesticides 
or other pollutants also poses a threat be-
cause the dragonfly needs pristine wetland 
or stream areas, with good water quality, 
for growth and development.

  In Wisconsin, northern Door County 
is the stronghold of the Hine’s emerald 
dragonfly populations. The Koepsels’ 
commitment to preserving wetlands from 
development, as well as the coming con-
version of 15 acres of tillable land on their 
property to organic production, is good 
news for the rare dragonfly.

  Don said the farmer leasing the 15 acres 
is seeking its certification as organic crop-
land and pasture. The process takes three 
years and will result in moving away from 
pesticides and herbicides, Don said. “It’s 
going to be more nature friendly so that’s 
going to be kind of exciting,” he said.

  Wetland landowners care for their wet-
lands for a variety of reasons. For Don, 
knowing he is part of a tradition bigger 
than himself, a tradition that will continue 

May is Wetlands Month!

Do you have wetlands on your 
property? May is a great time to 
explore them and their diversity. 

Wisconsin has nearly three 
dozen different kinds of wetland 
communities, everything from an 
open bog to a hardwood swamp. 
More than 40 percent of all federally-
listed threatened and endangered 
species use wetlands at some point 
in their life cycles. In Wisconsin, 
one-third of the state’s listed species 
depend on wetlands. 

Thank you to Wisconsin landowners 
who care for these special places! For 
more information, visit:

• DNR Wetland pages
• Wisconsin Wetlands Association

landowner resources

dnr.wi.gov 11

beyond him, is a big part of it. “I do as 
much as I can,” Don said. “This land will 
be passed on to my kids and their kids. 
We’re only here for a short time. We’re 
only caretakers of this land for a little 
while.”

Hine’s emerald dragonfly is a state and federally endangered species. 
Photo credit: Kathryn Kirk

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/EndangeredResources/Communities.asp?mode=group&Type=Wetland
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/EndangeredResources/Communities.asp?mode=group&Type=Wetland
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/wetlands/
https://wisconsinwetlands.org/for-landowners/
https://wisconsinwetlands.org/for-landowners/


Help Survey for Flowers
Here’s where you come in. In order to 
survey as many known sites as possible, 
we will need as many volunteers in the 
field as possible while the orchids are 
blooming. The flowering window for 
this beautiful wildflower species is fairly 
small, mid-May to early June. If you’re 
interested in searching for the “species of 
the year” use our Rare Plant Finder tool 
and check out various townships around 
where you are interested in looking to see 
if white lady’s slipper is known from the 
area. 

Alternately, landowners can search suit-

able habitat for the flower, as described 
in the “Habitats and Landscapes” tab on 
the white lady’s slipper profile page. You 
can click on each natural community the 
species is found in to learn more about it.

If anyone finds white lady’s slippers, we 
would love to hear about it. Report your 
observations using the DNR’s online 
reporting system. If you have questions 
about how to identify the flower, please 
share them by emailing myself at: Kevin.
Doyle@Wisconsin.gov. Photos should 
include flowers if possible. Thank you for 
your help in finding and documenting this 
rare treasure!

Do you have this rare orchid 
on your land?

By Kevin Doyle
NHC Rare Plant Monitoring 
Program coordinator

White lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium can-
didum) is one of the 48 species of orchid 
found in Wisconsin (47 native, 1 non-na-
tive) and one of the earliest blooming. 
This threatened species is the “species of 
the year” that Natural Heritage Conserva-
tion plant experts are inviting landowners, 
trained volunteers and other Wisconsin 
residents to look for and report.

The idea is to focus on surveying all 
known populations in a single growing 
season to provide comprehensive informa-
tion on a single species. Such comprehen-
sive information increases the accuracy of 
assessments by NHC Rare Plant Monitor-
ing Program staff of how populations of a 
rare plant are doing. 

White lady’s-slipper was listed as threat-
ened in Wisconsin in 1979, the first year 
a list of endangered and threatened plants 
was published. It’s threatened, primarily 
by destruction and degradation of its wet, 
calcareous prairie habitat, though poach-
ing and herbivory may play a smaller role. 
It’s known from 73 sites in Wisconsin, 
mostly in the southeast quarter of the state, 
but at least two of these populations have 
been extirpated and 24 have not been 
reported in more than 40 years. A time-
frame half that long would be enough for 
shrubs and invasive species to encroach or 
a small population to simply wink out.

Despite being considered vulnerable 
across much of their range, the Upper 
Midwest is a stronghold for white la-
dy’s-slippers. Recent surveys in Minneso-
ta and Illinois have found it is more secure 
than previously thought. With the help of 
landowners like yourself and the rare plant 
monitors we have trained to help us look 
for these and other rare plants, we hope to 
gather enough information to be able to 
conduct a statewide status assessment of 
this species in the near future, adding to 
the conservation picture being developed 
by adjacent states.

Looking For Lady’s Slipper

White lady’s-
slipper was listed 
as threatened in 

Wisconsin in 1979, 
the first year a list 
of endangered and 
threatened plants 

was published. 

Help increase knowledge of the rare white lady’s-slipper in Wisconsin by reporting 
when you see this early blooming wildflower. 
Photo credit: Drew Feldkirchner
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http://wiatri.net/inventory/rareplants/map/rareplantmap.cfm
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/EndangeredResources/Plants.asp?mode=detail&SpecCode=PMORC0Q050
http://wiatri.net/nhi/
http://wiatri.net/nhi/


A Home of Their Own May 
Keep Them Out Of Yours

By Lisa Gaumnitz, 
NHC educator

Landowners can help bats that survived 
white-nose syndrome over winter by 
building a bat house where they can 
raise their young during summer months. 
Providing a bat house also can help get 
bats out of old homes, barns and other 
buildings while helping keep these 
beneficial insect-eating mammals around.

”Bats surviving white-nose syndrome 
need all the help they can get to raise their 
young and help rebuild populations,” says 
Heather Kaarakka, a DNR conservation 
biologist who works with Wisconsin’s 
bat populations for the Natural Heritage 
Conservation Program. 

When built and placed correctly, bat 
houses offer safe, warm habitat for 
maternity colonies. Mother bats can give 
birth to their young there and the house 
provides shelter while mother bats leave 
the roost nightly to feed and while the 
pups remain in the roost until they are able 
to fly. Our DNR bat house web page has 
a manual, how-to video and quick start 
instructions to get you started. 

Properties where there are already bat 
roosts are good candidates for bat houses. 
State law prohibits disturbing bat roosts 
from June 1 through Aug. 15 to protect 
mothers and pups, but placing a bat 
house during this time period can help 
begin the process of excluding bats from 
buildings because it offers an alternative 
habitat. More information on exclusion 
can be found in DNR’s Bat Exclusion 
publication. 

A Spreading Scourge
White-nose syndrome, named for the 
powdery white fuzz that can develop 
on hibernating bats’ noses, ears and 
wings after infection with the fungus 
Pseudogymnoascus destructans, causes 
bats to awaken more often during 
hibernation, thus burning up critical stores 
of fat they need to survive winter.

Build a Bat  House to 
Benefit Bats Surviving 
White-Nose Syndrome

When built and 
placed correctly, 
bat houses offer 

safe, warm habitat 
for maternity 

colonies.

Build a bat house to give little brown bats like this one here a safe, warm place to raise their young.
Photo credit: Ed Means
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Find instructions and how-to videos to 
build bat houses on DNR’s bat house 

web pages. 
Photo credit: Heather Kaarakka 

Since white-nose syndrome was 
documented at a single Wisconsin site in 
April 2014, surveys show that the fungus 
had spread by winter 2017 to more than 50 
mines and caves in 24 of the 28 Wisconsin 
counties with known bat hibernacula. Bat 
populations in Wisconsin hibernacula 
where WNS has been present two or more 
years have declined 30 to 100 percent.

Wisconsin bats that hibernated in caves 
and mines free of the fungus and bats that 
survived the fungus are soon returning to 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/wildlifehabitat/bathouse.html
http://wiatri.net/inventory/bats/Resources/BatExclusion.pdf
http://wiatri.net/inventory/bats/Resources/BatExclusion.pdf


Wisconsin’s comprehensive survey of 
breeding birds is entering its third season 
and we’re looking for a few good birds. 
Specifically, the American wigeon, the 
white-winged crossbill and Le Conte’s 
sparrow.

These are the only species confirmed as 
breeding birds in at least two locations 
during the first Wisconsin Breeding Bird 
Atlas survey from 1995-2000 that have 
not yet been confirmed by our volunteers 
and other survey participants in this sec-
ond Atlas survey, which will wrap up data 
collection in 2019.

If you see evidence of these birds breed-
ing on your land or while you are about, 
please report the observation following 
these simple steps: ebird.org/

We’re Looking for a 
Few Good Birds
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their summer roosts, so now is a good 
time to build and install  bat houses.  
Wisconsin’s little brown and big brown 
bats are the most likely species to 
take up residence in bat houses. A bat 
nursery house can provide shelter for 
100 to 300 little brown bats. 

House color and placement matters
Builders are encouraged to paint the bat 
house dark brown or black to help the 
house heat up and stay warm through 
the night. A warmer house enables 
a shorter gestation period and faster 
maturation of the pups, Kaarakka says.

Installing bat houses on sunny, south or 
east facing sites within one-quarter mile 
of lakes or rivers, where bats can drink 
water and find food at night, increases 
the chances the houses will be used. 
Bat houses should be mounted 10 to 15 
feet in the air on a pole or a building 
and not trees, which provide too much 
shade and easy access to the bats from 
predators such as owls.

Finally, Kaarakka encourages patience 
in waiting for bats to take up residence 
in the new house. “If there is a colony 
within a mile or so, the bat house may 
get used within a couple of months, 
especially in the late summer and fall 
as juvenile bats are exploring and 
learning to forage,” she says. “If there 
is no established roost in the area, it can 
sometimes take several years for bats to 
find and inhabit the bat house.”

Monitoring Your Bat House 
Once bats take up residence in your bat 
house, do not shine lights up into the 
house. If the bats are disturbed, they 
will abandon the roost and the pups 
might die. The best way to monitor 
whether bats are using your bat house 
is to look for guano under the house or 
sit outside in the evening and watch for 
bats to emerge.

Once your bat house is inhabited, 
we invite you to report what types of 
bats are in your bat house, how many 
bats you have and the best methods 
you’ve found for encouraging bats to 
roost in your house. Contact Heather.
Kaarakka@Wisconsin.gov with your 
roost information. 

http://ebird.org/content/atlaswi/news/atlas-data-entry-101-incidental-observations/


For the last 36 years, DNR’s Natural 
Heritage staff have coordinated one of the 
nation’s longest running surveys for frogs, 
relying largely on volunteers to listen for 
frog calls on pre-set routes and making 10 
stops per night. Now in an effort to better 
understand how fluctuating spring weather 
conditions are affecting frog breeding sea-
sons, NHC conservation biologists have 
recently launched phenology studies to 
help monitor frog and toad emergence and 
breeding seasons throughout the state. 

These surveys allow volunteers to choose 
one wetland to monitor throughout the 
frog calling season and record data as of-
ten as possible, for example, one five-min-
ute survey per night.

How to do your frog survey
Phenology surveys are open to an unlimit-
ed number of volunteers statewide and can 
often be completed comfortably from a 
three-season porch. Wisconsin has 12 frog 
species, including one, the Blanchard’s 
cricket frog, on the state endangered 
species list. Three species, mink frogs, 
pickerel frogs and bullfrogs, are listed as 
Special Concern species due to low or 
declining population levels. 

Many Wisconsin amphibians are found 
throughout the state while others have 
more limited ranges; view short videos on 
all of these species on the Citizen-based 
Monitoring Network’s Youtube channel 
frogs playlist.

Help Us Learn How Early 
Spring Affects Frog Calls

A Blanchard’s cricket frog calling.
Photo credit: Rori Paloski
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Use this voluntary form to record call 
index values of species heard at one mon-
itoring site throughout the year. Listen at 
any time after sunset for 5 minutes, at least 
twice weekly during the period April 1 – 
June 15, and at least once weekly thereaf-
ter until Aug. 1. 

Funding Available for 
Karner Blue Butterfly Habitats

Private land owners play a very important 
role in providing and connecting habitat 
for Karner blue butterflies, a federally 
endangered species. We are now look-
ing for landowners who are interested 
in restoring prairie/barrens habitat on 

their properties. We have limited funding 
available to provide to landowners whose 
land qualifies for habitat restoration in 
order to help Karner blue butterflies. See if 
your property falls within the Karner high 
potential range.

Contact Chelsea Gunther, Karner blue but-
terfly recovery coordinator, for an applica-
tion by phone at 608-397-0631or by email 
at Chelsea.Gunther@wisconsin.gov

Photo Credit: Steve Apps Photo credit: Jon Robaidek

http://dnr.wi.gov/wnrmag/2016/04/Frogs.PDF
http://wiatri.net/inventory/frogtoadsurvey/Volunteer/phenology.cfm
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL9D56BECB996C4012
http://wiatri.net/inventory/frogtoadsurvey/Volunteer/PDFs/WFTS_PhenologyDatasheet.pdf


Prairies are one of the most threatened natural communities in the Midwest and in 
the world. In Wisconsin, less than 1 percent of the prairies present before state-
hood remain. Your purchase of an Endangered Resources license plate will help 
protect and manage prairie and other rare natural communities on State Natural 
Areas. Your purchase sends a $25 annual donation to the Endangered Resources 
Fund to pay for management including prescribed burns, invasive species control, 
seed collecting and planting, and more. Buy your license plate today. 

Buy a Plate

Save a Prairie

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/EndangeredResources/plate.html



