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Introduction

Goals and Objectives
This chapter presents the goals, objectives and 

strategies that will guide management and adminis-
tration of the District over the next 15 years. This 
management direction represents the plan for the 
District and mirrors Alternative 4 in the Environ-
mental Assessment that was prepared as part of the 
planning process (Appendix A). 

The District has four goals: 

1. Preserve, restore, and enhance the ecological 
diversity of wetlands, grasslands, and native 
flora of District lands to support the conserva-
tion of breeding habitat for waterfowl, grass-
land birds, and other wildlife.

2. Preserve, restore, and enhance the diversity 
and abundance of migratory birds and other 
native wildlife with emphasis on waterfowl, 
grassland and wetland-dependent birds.

3. A broad cross section of the public enjoys and 
appreciates District lands.

4. Protect the integrity of biological resources 
within the District and the cultural resources 
and health and safety of visitors and Service 
staff on WPAs.

The goals are general statements of what the Dis-
trict wants to accomplish. The objectives under each 
goal are specific statements of what will be accom-
plished to help achieve the goal. Strategies listed 
under each objective specify the activities that will 
be pursued to realize an objective. The strategies 
may be refined or amended as specific tasks are 
completed or new research and information come to 
light. Some strategies are linked to the duties of an 
employee position, which indicates that the strategy 

will be accomplished with the help of a new staff 
position. When a time in number of years is noted in 
an objective or strategy, it refers to the number of 
years from approval of this CCP. If no time is given, 
the objective is to be accomplished within the 15 
years of the life of the plan.

Goal 1: Habitat

Preserve, restore, and enhance the ecological 
diversity of wetlands, grasslands, and native 
flora of District lands to support the conservation 
of breeding habitat for waterfowl, grassland 
birds, and other wildlife.

Objective 1.1: Grasslands

Restore 200 acres of native grassland and remove 
1 mile of fence row annually, on average. Within 
15 years, 70 percent of the District’s grassland 
acres wil l  be under optimal management.  
Remove the remaining 26 acres of pine planta-
tions from WPAs and identify and remove wood-
lots from grassland areas. 

Seed harvest, St. Croix Wetland Management District. 
USFWS photo.
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Rationale: The District currently manages 4,832 
acres of grasslands including 1,616 acres of native 
prairie, 2,576 acres of cool season grasses including 
brome and Kentucky blue grass and 640 acres of 
cropland in the process of conversion to native prai-
rie. Grasslands benefit numerous species of wildlife 
in the District. Large tracts of grasslands provide 
important nest sites for Mallards and Blue-winged 
Teal, the two most common species of upland nest-
ing waterfowl in the District. In addition to water-
fowl, grasslands provide important habitat for many 
other species of migratory birds. The populations of 
many of these species of grassland-dependent birds 
are decreasing due to several factors. Loss of grass-
lands for nesting habitat is one of those reasons. The 
Western Meadowlark used to be one of the most 
common birds in Wisconsin but since the mid-1960s 
its numbers have declined by 90 percent. Many of 
Wisconsin’s other 40 species of grassland-dependent 
birds have declined as well. Historically, these spe-
cies were found in western Wisconsin in this prairie 
grassland/wetland dominated landscape. Many of 
these grassland species of birds such as Bobolink, 
Grasshopper Sparrow and Western Meadowlark are 
Fish and Wildlife Service Regional Species of Con-
cern. 

The District is actively changing fields from 
monotypic stands of exotic cool season grasses, typi-
cally former CRP contract plantings, to planted 
stands of local ecotype native grasses and forbs. The 
planting of native grasses and forbs on these sites is 
designed to provide structural (height-density) and 
species diversity to benefit breeding grassland-
dependent birds. Removal of trees and woody vege-
tation also makes the grassland patches more 
attractive to grassland nesting birds. An increase in 
block size also provides better habitat for many spe-
cies of grassland-dependent birds. Numerous stud-
ies have shown that trees and shrubs should be 
removed from within and around grassland patches 
to decrease nest predation and brood parasitism. 
Patches for restoration of grassland habitat should 
also be as large as possible to decrease contact with 
edge predators. 

Several techniques are used to transition fields 
from exotic cool season grasses to native species 
with the underlying realization that we cannot rec-
reate a pure native plant species stand. Due to many 
outside influences such as past farming history, 
agricultural chemical use, erosion, invasive species 
and landscape level influences by humans, we will 
have to live with a certain number of invasive or 

exotic species in the grasslands we manage in the 
District. Total elimination of these species is not 
practical.  

Depending on site conditions, transition tech-
niques include 3-year cropping rotation and various 
combinations of tree removal, chemical treatment, 
prescribed fire, cover crops and overseeding. Fac-
tors such as the presence of tree stumps, the avail-
ability of farmers to crop areas, soil types, erosion 
potential and existing species on the site are consid-
ered in deciding how best to restore and manage the 
site. Optimal management conditions will be 
reached when prescribed fire is the primary tool 
used to manage and maintain a grassland.

 Strategies:

1. Seed agricultural fields on new acquisitions to 
local ecotype native prairie grasses and forbs 
within 3 years of acquisition. Evaluate cool 
season grass fields on new acquisitions within 
2 years to determine long-term grassland 
management needs. Plant 200 acres per year.

Western Meadowlark. USFWS photo.
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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2. Continue the native prairie seed nursery in 
partnership with the Wisconsin DNR.

3. Add three new local ecotype grass species and 
10 new local ecotype forb species to the nurs-
ery planting mix within 10 years of plan 
approval.

4. Identify unbroken remnant native prairie on 
WPAs within 3 years and manage these sites 
to maintain the genetic diversity. The wildlife 
biologist position will be responsible for iden-
tification and inventory of these sites.

5. Maintain cooperative grazing, haying and 
mowing on 150 acres of grassland habitat.

6. Using prescribed fire, burn 1,200 acres of 
grassland annually to maintain quality grass-
land habitat.

7. Remove 15 miles of fencerows within 15 years 
to maximize unbroken blocks of grassland 
cover. The seasonal tractor operator will play 
an important role in removing fencerow.

8. Remove woodlots, pine plantations and trees 
from grasslands on WPAs. Work with neigh-
boring private landowners to remove trees on 
and adjacent to common property lines. 

9. Work with neighbors to establish native 
grassland buffers around WPAs and remove 
common fence rows. The wildlife refuge spe-
cialist position will be responsible for contact-
ing and working with neighbors.

10. Through chemical application or mowing, 
treat areas infested with Canada Thistle.

11. Target tree removal, native prairie planting 
and land acquisition, to create grassland 
blocks of at least 80 acres. 

Objective 1.2: Wetlands

Within 15 years, restore 90 percent of the Dis-
trict’s wetland acres, manage water levels on 80 
acres in four basins, and maintain seasonal basins 
in an early successional state through active man-
agement.

Rationale: The District currently has 1,453 acres 
of wetland. These wetlands provide important habi-
tat for a variety of species including Mallards, Blue-
winged Teal, Wood Ducks and many other species of 

migratory waterfowl. In addition, numerous species 
of shorebirds and other waterbirds use these areas 
for breeding and migration. 

Drained wetlands on WPAs will be restored when 
feasible. In an effort to increase the number of wet-
lands surrounding WPAs, an attempt will be made 
to restore co-owned basins. Complexes of wetlands 
across the landscape provide feeding and loafing 
areas for waterfowl pairs. Restoration and protec-
tion of these basins in proximity to large tracts of 
grassland on WPAs is very important.

Basins with water control structures will be man-
aged to provide hemi-marsh conditions. Hemi-
marsh conditions, which are a 50:50 mix of open 
water and emergent vegetation, provide quality 
habitat for many wildlife species. Manipulation of 
water levels on basins with water control structures 
can also increase invertebrate populations following 
reflooding. Invertebrates are a crucial food source 
for waterfowl and other wetland-dependent species. 
Existing natural basins on the WPAs are not manip-
ulated since naturally occurring drought and wet 
years provide natural cycling of vegetation and 
nutrients. Other spring-fed wetland basins and 
lakes on the District have good stands of submer-
gent vegetation and manipulation may result in the 
spread of aquatic invasive species such as hybrid 
cattail or phragmites throughout the basin. Active 
manipulation of basins will generally occur on basins 
with water control structures or basins affected by 
invasive species. 

Temporary and seasonal wetlands within the Dis-
trict are crucial for attracting breeding waterfowl 
pairs to the landscape, however many of these wet-
lands have become choked with invasive reed canary 
grass or cattail. In addition, these wetlands are eas-
ily drained and filled so active restoration and man-
agement is needed to provide temporary shallow 
open water on the landscape. Many of these wet-
lands were located in croplands before Fish and 
Wildlife Service acquisition, so they were subject to 
high rates of sedimentation. Active manipulation of 
these basins may be necessary to restore some of 
the wetland functions. In addition to providing 
invertebrate food sources for hen waterfowl during 
egg laying, these basins are extremely important 
breeding habitat for amphibians. Active manipula-
tion of the wetlands may include a variety of tech-
niques including mowing, grazing, prescribed fire or 
mechanical manipulation through disking or scrap-
ing. Various techniques will be used to manipulate 
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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the basins and an attempt will be made to determine 
the most cost effective technique to manage these 
basins and simulate the natural disturbances that 
make them extremely productive and valuable for 
many species of wildlife.

Strategies:

1. Maintain levees and water control structures.

2. Manipulate water levels through natural flow 
and pumping.

3. Complete an inventory of seasonal basins on 
WPAs and easements.

4. Use prescribed fire to manage cattail choked 
basins.

5. Scrape sediment from small cattail dominated 
basins.

6. Monitor vegetative, invertebrate, and wildlife 
response to active management of seasonal 
basins and determine the most effective tech-
nique. The wildlife biologist will design and 
implement the monitoring for this project.

7. Work with neighbors to restore co-owned wet-
land basins.

Objective 1.3: Oak Savanna

Within 15 years, inventory 90 percent of forest 
habitat to locate remnant oak savanna and 
restore 80 percent of identified potential savanna. 
Restoration will include cutting trees and plant-
ing local ecotype grass and forb species on 30 
acres per year.

Rationale: Unlike the Prairie Pothold Region 
where trees were a minor part of the historical land-
scape the natural vegetation within the Wetland 
Management Districts of Wisconsin historically con-
tained a mix of grassland, wetlands, woodlands, and 
savanna. As such these natural landscapes should be 
retained and restored where applicable. Oak savan-
nas are one of the most endangered ecosystems in 
the world with less than one-tenth of 1 percent 
remaining. Oak savannas are a fire-dependent com-
munity dominated by an overstory of oak trees and 
an understory of native grasses and forbs. The 
understory may also contain many species of desire-
able native shrubs, such as hazelnut and hawthorn. 
In the District, numerous species of oaks, including 

burr, white, Hill’s and black, are found in oak savan-
nas. Without fire to control succession, these com-
munities are overrun with aggressive tree species 
such as maple, ash, buckthorn, Siberian elm and box 
elder that thrive in the open conditions in a savanna. 
Eventually, as the old oak trees die, these savannas 
turn into forest and lose their characteristic grass/
forb dominated understory. With the suppression of 
wildfire and human development of the landscape, 
oak savannas are rapidly disappearing. Restoration 
of oak savannas is very labor intensive and often 
entails dramatic changes to the landscape. The pro-
cess of restoring each savanna differs based on the 
number and species of oak trees present, the long-
term viability of burning the unit and the degree of 
invasion by invasive species such as buckthorn, 
Siberian elm and honeysuckle. Although initial res-
toration of savannas will involve removal of non-oak 
tree species and some grass/forb planting, complete 
restoration through repeated burning and control of 
brush and invasives may take 30-40 years before a 
more natural fire regime of burning every 8-15 
years can be used.

Strategies:

1. Using prescribed fire, burn 100 acres of oak 
savanna annually.

2. Mechanical removal of unwanted trees on oak 
savanna restoration sites.  

3. Plant prairie grass and forb species.

4. Monitor vegetative response to management.

Emerald Lands project. USFWS photo.
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5. Add oak savanna grass and forb species to 
nursery program to enhance species diversity 
within restored savannas. 

Objective 1.4: Woodlands

Implement timber stand improvement on 20 per-
cent of forest habitat. 

Rationale: Currently 1,202 acres of woodlands 
are found on District lands. It is necessary to inven-
tory these forested areas and determine if they 
should be restored to native grassland, oak savanna 
or managed as woodlands. For areas that will 
remain as forested habitat, timber stand improve-
ment will be used on a limited basis to maintain the 
long-term viability of these woodlands. Timber 
stand improvement includes thinning, site prepara-
tion for natural reproduction, removal of undesir-
able tree species and release cutting or killing of 
undesirable older over topping trees. Timber stand 
improvement can increase production of foods val-
ued by wildlife such as acorns and nuts and increase 
the value of forested areas to certain species of wild-
life such as Wood Ducks, deer, Wild Turkey and 
numerous species of migratory birds. Timber stand 
improvement will be a tool used in limited areas on 
WPAs for specific management goals. 

Strategies:

1. Implement timber stand improvement on 
select woodlots to provide benefits to wildlife. 
Timber stand improvement will include thin-
ning, site preparation for natural reproduc-
t ion  and re lease  by  cutt ing  or  k i l l ing  
undesirable older overtopping trees.

Objective 1.5: Invasive Species

Inventory 100 percent of District lands for inva-
sive species and apply biocontrol for three species 
on 50 percent of District lands. The first priority 
for control will be on grasslands and wetlands, 
followed by woodlands.

Rationale: Invasive species are detrimental to 
native plant and animal populations. Invasive spe-
cies are considered to be one of the greatest threats 
to the National Wildlife Refuge System, and to St. 
Croix Wetland Management District. The District 
will target control of invasive species to those that 
directly affect habitats used by waterfowl and 
grassland-dependent birds. However, many of the 
invasive species found in woodlots, fencerows and 

forest are also common early successional invaders 
of grassland habitat therefore species such as buck-
thorn, honeysuckle, and Siberian elm must also be 
controlled. Many of the same natural disturbances, 
such as drought, flood and wildfire, that maintain 
productivity of natural systems, also provide oppor-
tunities for invasive species to multiply and spread. 
Human activities and disturbances on the landscape 
such as roads, yards, over-grazed pastures, and 
vehicle trespass etc. also create conditions condu-
cive to the spread of invasive species. It is very 
important that the District staff are able to inven-
tory and monitor the spread of invasive species and 
take actions to minimize the distribution of the spe-
cies or control its abundance on the landscape. We 
will probably never be able to eliminate these spe-
cies from the landscape but targeted chemical con-
trol, bio-control or prescribed fire may be useful in 
reducing their impact on native species. Certain 
high-quality remnant prairies or naturally function-
ing wetlands may warrant a more intensive strategy 
to control invasive species. 

Strategies:

1. Inventory and map distribution of invasive 
species on WPAs and associated state lands. 
The wildlife biologist will play an important 
role in completing this project in partnership 
with volunteers and other organizations and 
agencies.

2. Develop integrated pest management plan for 
control of the species that have the most det-
rimental effect on wetland and grassland hab-
itat on the District. (Wildlife biologist).

First-year prairie planting at Bierbauer WPA. USFWS 
photo.
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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3. Collect and distribute biocontrol agents 
within the District to control invasive species.

4. Develop monitoring program with volunteers.

5. Work with adjacent landowners and the DNR 
to control invasive species on a landscape 
level, targeting blocks of wetland and grass-
land habitat. The wildlife refuge specialist will 
work on this project. 

Objective 1.6: Land Acquisition

Acquire 200 acres per year and develop two addi-
tional focus areas.

Rationale: Funds for the acquisition of WPAs in 
Wisconsin will always be limited. Acquisitions are an 
important tool that will be targeted to protect lands 
that produce waterfowl and maintain the long-term 
viability of individual WPAs or public land com-
plexes. Acquisition and management of large blocks 
of permanently protected wetland/grassland habitat 
in conjunction with other land management agen-
cies and organizations will provide the greatest ben-
efit to waterfowl production within the District. The 
District will work with other agencies and organiza-
tions to develop two additional focus areas using 
available GIS and biological data. In addition to 
state wildlife areas and parks, there are substantial 
lands in public ownership by the National Park Ser-
vice, counties and schools. There are also several 
land trusts that are permanently protecting large 
pieces of property. Combined with private lands 
wetland restorations, USDA easement programs, 
and existing lakes, wetlands and rivers, there are 
many areas within the District that produce water-

fowl. A landscape level analysis in coordination with 
partners is needed to understand predicted water-
fowl production on a District-wide scale. This analy-
sis will provide valuable information for acquisition 
and management programs by the Service and its 
partners. 

Strategies:

1. Respond to inquiries regarding land acquisi-
tion.

2. Work to acquire roundouts of existing WPAs.

3. Identify and contact landowners of key, small 
inholdings.

4. Work with partners to identify two additional 
waterfowl production focus areas within the 
District based on available biological data.

5. Acquire lands that maximize block size of 
grassland-wetland complexes through the 
acquisition of key tracts that add to existing 
public habitat complexes.

6. Work in partnership with Wisconsin DNR to 
achieve goals outlined for the Western Prairie 
Habitat Restoration Area.

7. Secure funding from grants and partners to 
assist with land acquisition efforts.

8. Investigate long-term viability of select WPAs 
within the District to see if they will be able to 
meet the conservation goals of the WPA pro-
gram. If the long-term viability is threatened 
by urban encroachment, trade these lands for 
high quality lands that will meet long-term 
waterfowl production goals. 

Goal 2: Wildlife

Preserve, restore, and enhance the diversity and 
abundance of migratory birds and other native wild-
life with emphasis on waterfowl, grassland and wet-
land-dependent birds.

 Objective 2.1: Waterfowl

Develop a waterfowl recruitment monitoring pro-
gram within 5 years of CCP approval that will 
include working with partners and a university to 
develop a waterfowl production and survival 
study.

Pintail Ducks. USFWS photo.
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Rationale: An assessment of waterfowl produc-
tion through a waterfowl recruitment monitoring 
program and research study would provide addi-
tional information to assist in acquisition and resto-
ration efforts within the District. The monitoring 
program and research studies would attempt to 
determine waterfowl pair density on the landscape, 
nest success and brood survival. When used in com-
bination with on-the-ground knowledge of water-
fowl use, analysis of GIS information including 
wetland density, grassland distribution and public 
ownership, waterfowl recruitment data can be a 
very valuable tool to direct management activities. 
Additional information is needed to understand local 
waterfowl populations and factors affecting recruit-
ment within the St. Croix Wetland Management 
District. Breeding birds surveys conducted between 
1966 and 1980 in St. Croix, Polk and Burnett Coun-
ties included numerous records of nesting Mallards, 
Blue-winged Teal, Wood Duck, Ring-necked Ducks 
and Hooded Mergansers. Although listed as uncom-
mon, there were also records of nesting Northern 
Shovelers, Gadwall, Pintails, Redhead, Lesser 
Scaup and Ruddy Ducks. A study from 1976 to 1979, 
using traditional nest dragging techniques and 
brood surveys, showed Mallards and Blue-winged 
Teal as the predominant species but also found nest-
ing Wood Ducks, Ruddy Ducks, Pintail, Scaup, 
Ring-necked Ducks, Shoveler and Wigeon. Numer-
ous land use changes have occurred throughout the 
Upper Midwest in the last 25 years and these 
changes have probably affected waterfowl produc-
tion and distribution.

In addition to nest density and success, other fac-
tors such as duckling survival may play an impor-
tant role in recruitment. The District is located on 
the very eastern edge of what is considered prairie 
pothole landscape created by glaciers. Several stud-
ies have indicated that duckling survival plays a 
larger role in Mallard production in the Great Lakes 
region than in the prairie potholes of North and 
South Dakota. In contrast, nest success plays a 
larger role in waterfowl production in the Dakotas. 
In addition to prairie pothole habitat, there are sev-
eral known areas within the District that produce 
large numbers of waterfowl but do not resemble 
“traditional” prairie pothole habitat. Crex Meadows 
State Wildlife Area, which totals 30,000 acres of wet-
lands, brush prairie and forest, documents numer-
ous Mallard, Blue-winged Teal and Ring-necked 
Duck broods each year in their brood surveys (P. 
Engman WI DNR, pers. communication). In con-
junction with local studies to assess waterfowl pro-

duction and distribution, the recruitment data and 
on-the-ground knowledge of the landscape will pro-
vide valuable information for making management 
and acquisition decisions.    

Strategies:

1. Partner with Wisconsin DNR and Ducks 
Unlimited to assess waterfowl production in 
Northwestern Wisconsin. The wildlife biolo-
gist will take the lead on this project.

2. Partner with local university and the Service’s 
Biological Monitoring Team to assess water-
fowl production, recruitment and distribution. 
The wildlife biologist will take the lead on this 
project.

Objective 2.2: Federally Listed Threatened and 
Endangered Species

Assure that federally listed species and federally 
proposed species and their habitats are pro-
tected.

Rationale: At the present time no federally listed 
threatened or endangered species are using District 
lands. Although the District overlaps with the range 
of several listed species, notably the Karner Blue 
Butterfly, no recorded observations have been made 
on District lands. Surveys for the presence of 
endangered species on WPAs will allow the District 
to change or modify management practices to avoid 
negative impacts and enhance these populations. 

Strategies:

1. Protect known occurrences of listed and pro-
posed species.

2. Survey for presence/absence of listed and 
proposed species.

Objective 2.3: Regional Species of Concern

Develop baseline surveys to identify Regional 
Species of Concern use of District lands. Surveys 
will identify the presence/absence of species and 
abundance of select high priority species.

Rationale: Region 3’sRegional Conservation Pri-
ority (RCP) list includes rare and declining species, 
federally listed, and recreationally important spe-
cies that are of high concern in the Upper Midwest. 
The RCP list was developed to help prioritize man-
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
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agement within the Region. Knowing that the spe-
cies are using the habitats on the District will be an 
indicator of success in providing for these species, 
with the exception of nuisance species. As of 2006, 
the District hosted 61 bird species, one mammal 
species, one fish species, and three insect species on 
the Region 3 RCP list. Numbers may change as new 
species are documented and as habitats are restored 
or managed. 

Monitoring is a key element in determining if 
District management is achieving its goals of 
providing habitat for key wildlife species. Monitor-
ing can be costly if high precision is sought. For this 
plan, a monitoring plan will be developed and a sur-
vey will be conducted to confirm species presence.

Strategies:

1. Develop monitoring plan. The biologist will 
complete and implement this plan.

2. Continue to document observed fish and wild-
life species and add to District species lists.

Objective 2.4: State T&E Species and Species of 
Concern

Consider known populations of state listed spe-
cies in management actions.

Rationale: The range of several state listed spe-
cies overlaps with District lands. Surveys need to be 
conducted to document the presence of these spe-
cies on District lands. Monitoring can be costly if 
high precision is sought. For this plan, a monitoring 
plan will be developed and a survey will be con-

ducted to confirm species presence. State threat-
ened and endangered species will be considered in 
management actions on the District.

Strategies:

1. Document the presence of state listed species 
and add to District species lists.

2. Incorporate known locations of state-listed 
threatened and endangered species and spe-
cies of concern in management planning.

Objective 2.5: Monitoring

Assess the value of local ecotype native seed mix-
tures and plantings for migratory birds.

Rationale: The District needs to develop a better 
understanding of the value and success of our local 
ecotype seed plantings to migratory birds. Studies 
in the Dakotas have suggested that a number of 
grassland-dependent bird species favor areas domi-
nated by native vegetation. Although the District 
uses a very diverse mix of five grass species and 30-
40 forb species, an assessment of the resulting 
diversity and heterogeneity of the plantings will be 
valuable in determining if the mixes are providing 
quality habitat. In addition, site specific conditions 
and planting techniques may result in mixed stands 
of native plants and cool season exotic species such 
as brome. The conversion of many of these fields to 
native plant species is an experiment in finding the 
optimal combination of native grasses and forbs. 
Ongoing monitoring and assessment of these plant-
ings is needed to refine our restoration and manage-
ment  process  and achieve  the  best  habitat  
conditions. As habitat conditions change in these 
fields from monotypic stands of brome to a very 
diverse mix of native species, the District also needs 
to understand changes in migratory bird popula-
tions and adjust management strategies accord-
ingly. 

Strategies:

1. Develop a partnership with a university to 
conduct a research study on the native seed 
plantings and associated migratory bird use 
(wildlife biologist). 

2. Assess the diversity and success of native 
seed plantings to evaluate restoration and 
management techniques (wildlife biologist). 

Wetland Management District and La Crosse Fisheries 
staff conducting a fish survey. USFWS photo.
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Goal 3: People

A broad cross section of the public enjoys and appre-
ciates District lands.

Objective 3.1: Visitor Services (General)

Improve visitor services facilities and programs 
to raise quality of visitors’ experiences. 

Rationale: The District is increasingly influenced 
by the growth of the Twin Cities metropolitan area. 
The expanding residential development challenges 
the District’s habitat and wildlife goals. The 
increased population in the District also offers an 
opportunity to offer wildlife-dependent recreation to 
more people leading to a greater understanding and 
appreciation for the natural world and wildlife con-
servation. WPAs are open to compatible wildlife-
dependent recreation, but the District’s facilities 
and services are lacking. Recreation information in 
print and on the internet is minimal, and there are 
few signs offering information and identification. 
Upgrades to facilities and programs are needed to 
satisfy basic standards of service.

To evaluate improvements across the entire visi-
tor services program and summarize progress, the 
District will use the evaluation standards of RAPP 
(Refuge Annual Performance Plan). RAPP mea-
sures act as a general indicator of how successful 
management is in satisfying the criteria for quality 
of recreation use as described in the Service Manual 
Chapter 605 FW1.6. RAPP identifies 11 criteria for 
evaluating the quality of the priority wildlife-depen-
dent recreational activities. By applying the 11 cri-
teria to each use, a quality ranking factor can be 
assigned. The District program for the specific use 
is considered “good” if you meet eight to 11 of the 
criteria; “fair” if you meet five to seven; and “poor” 
if you meet zero to four. One example of a criteria is 
“promotes safety of participants, other visitors and 
facilities.” Some improvements are clearly needed 
and inferred from the criteria in the Service manual. 
These improvements are identified below in the 
strategies and under the strategies of the wildlife-
dependent activities listed in the next objectives. As 
the visitor services program of the District matures 
and more details are specified in a visitor services 
plan, the District will be able to move to more direct 
and specific measures of recreation quality. These 
direct measures will include a survey of visitors.

Not all WPAs are equally valuable for public 
access. Some have greater potential to offer quality 
wildlife-dependent recreation experiences. To use 
resources most effectively, WPAs will be evaluated 
and those with the greatest potential for public use 
will be developed more fully. Likely WPAs to have 
increased attention include Oak Ridge, Prairie 
Flats, Erickson, and Bass Lake. Development of 
public use facilities will be in addition to raising the 
general level of the visitor services program and 
some improvement at all WPAs.

Strategies: 

1. Develop four properties with parking lot, 
kiosks, and other compatible facilities. The 
wildlife refuge specialist position will be 
responsible for developing these WPAs and 
coordinating long-term maintenance and 
management of visitor services facilities.

2. Develop a visitor services plan based on the 
visitor services review completed in 2006 
(wildlife refuge specialist).

3. Develop the website following Regional map-
ping standards.

4. Improve District brochures and update the 
District’s general brochure.

5. Update WPA maps and aerial photos.

6. Develop a work study partnership with two 
local universities.

7. Develop and install interpretive panels on 
kiosks following regional standards.

8. Update boundary posting on all WPAs .

9. Install “Your Duck Stamp Dollars at Work” on 
all WPAs with enhanced visitor services facili-
ties. In addition, put up these signs at other 
high visibility WPAs.

Objective 3.2: Hunting

Achieve a Service quality ranking of “good” 
within 5 years and evaluate the quality of hunting 
visits within 15 years.

Rationale: As one of the six priority wildlife-
dependent recreational uses identified in the 
National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act 
of 1997, hunting provides traditional recreational 
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activities on the District with no definable adverse 
impacts to the biological integrity or habitat sustain-
ability of District resources. Waterfowl production 
areas differ from national wildlife refuges in that 
they are open to hunting, fishing, and trapping by 
specific regulation, and open to the other wildlife-
dependent recreational activities by notification in 
general brochures available at the District office. 
New and existing WPAs are thus “open until closed” 
versus national wildlife refuges, which are “closed 
until opened.” Within the St. Croix WMD, Oak 
Ridge WPA has special hunting regulations since it 
is located within a state closed area. Oak Ridge 
WPA is closed to hunting from the opening day of 
waterfowl season until the first Saturday in Decem-
ber except deer hunting during regular archery, gun 
and muzzleloader seasons.

In an effort to improve the quality of the hunting 
program, specific strategies will be implemented to 
meet criteria listed in the RAPP rating. The RAPP 
rating will give a general indication for how well the 
District is doing in providing quality hunting oppor-
tunities. But, to more directly and definitively evalu-
ate the type and quality of experience as perceived 
by hunters, it will be necessary to get feedback from 
hunters. Therefore, before the end of the life of this 
plan, the District will survey hunters to document 
their experience. The survey data will be useful in 
evaluating the program and provide a basis for pos-
sible revisions in the program during the next cycle 
of planning. An increase in hunter knowledge of reg-
ulations through signage may also reduce illegal 
take of wildlife. Replacement of faded boundary 
signs and an increased emphasis on maintaining 
posting, parking lots and gates may also reduce 
trespass problems on WPAs and neighboring pri-
vate lands. 

Strategies: 

1. See strategies under “Visitor Services (Gen-
eral).”

2. Develop hunting plan.

3. Develop accessible hunting opportunities.

4. Survey hunters.

5. Install regulation signs at all WPA parking 
lots.

6. Replace faded and missing boundary signs on 
WPAs. The seasonal tractor operator will be 
responsible for assuring boundaries are 
clearly marked and posted.

Objective 3.3: Fishing

Achieve a Service quality ranking of “good” 
within 5 years and evaluate the quality of fishing vis-
its within 15 years.

Rationale: As one of the six priority recreational 
uses identified in the National Wildlife Refuge Sys-
tem Improvement Act of 1997, fishing provides tra-
ditional recreational activities on the District with 
no definable adverse impacts to the biological integ-
rity or habitat sustainability of District resources. 
This recreational use is secondary to the primary 
purpose for which the District was created and must 
be compatible with that purpose. 

Several WPAs, including Bass Lake, Bierbrauer, 
and Erickson, do support fish on some wetlands. In 
addition, brown trout are found in the Willow River, 
which passes through the Betterly WPA. Other than 
these specific sites, there is little fishing on the Dis-
trict’s WPAs because most WPA wetlands are rela-
tively shallow and do not support fish.

The RAPP rating will give a general indication 
for how well the District is doing in providing qual-
ity fishing opportunities. But, to more directly and 
definitively evaluate the type and quality of experi-
ence as perceived by anglers, it will be necessary to 
get feedback from them. Therefore, before the end 
of the life of this plan, the District will survey 
anglers to document their experience. The survey 
data will be useful in evaluating the program and 
provide a basis for possible revisions in the program 
during the next cycle of planning.

Strategies: 

1. See strategies under “Visitor Services (Gen-
eral).”

2. Consult with the Service’s Fishery Resources 
Office about restoring the fishery at Bass 
Lake WPA.

3. Survey anglers to determine the quality of 
their fishing experience.
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Objective 3.4: Wildlife Observation and 
Photography

Achieve a Service quality ranking of good within 
5 years and evaluate quality of observation and 
photography visits within 15 years. 

Rationale: Wildlife observation and photography 
are both priority wildlife-dependent recreational 
activities, which are listed in the National Wildlife 
Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997. These 
recreational uses are secondary to the primary pur-
pose for which the District was created and must be 
compatible. The District has the potential to provide 
opportunities for wildlife observation and photogra-
phy in the rapidly growing eastern portion of the 
Twin Cities metropolitan area. Some of the WPAs 
are scenic, but their remoteness and low public 
awareness does not promote visits by the public. 
The quality of a visit would be enhanced for the 
casual visitor by developing trail access, an observa-
tion platform, and interpretive messages for one or 
more WPAs. Developing visitor services amenities 
on the most suitable WPAs and promoting them in 
the local community will increase visitation and fos-
ter a connection between visitors and nature.

Strategies: 

1. See strategies under “Visitor Services (Gen-
eral)”

2. Develop a short loop trail and overlook on at 
least two WPAs.

3. Develop a bird list brochure.

4. Develop a theme for interpretive materials.

5. Recruit volunteers to support observation and 
photography program.

6. Promote sales of duck stamps and the role of 
duck stamps in WPA land acquisition.

Objective 3.5: Environmental Education and 
Interpretation

Achieve a Service quality ranking of “good” 
within 5 years and evaluate quality of environ-
mental education and interpretation visits within 
15 years.

Rationale: Environmental education and inter-
pretation are both priority wildlife-dependent recre-
ational activities, which are listed in the National 
Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997. 
These recreational uses are secondary to the pri-
mary purpose for which the District was created 
and must be compatible. Little environmental edu-
cation or interpretation has occurred in the District. 
Interpretive themes have not been formally devel-
oped, and the District office has minimal space for 
interpretive information. WPA parking lots are not 
easily accessible for school buses, and there are no 
accessible trails on the District for school groups 
and the general public. The District’s approach in 
the past has been to respond case-by-case to inquir-
ies from teachers. The District staff provides inter-
p r et i v e  p ro g r a m s  t o  p a r t n e r s  a n d  o t h e r  
organizations as requested. The programs primarily 
consist of overviews of the District and current 
management practices. 

Since the District will probably not have an envi-
ronmental education specialist position during the 
life of the plan, an emphasis will be to develop edu-
cational materials and information that schools and 
groups can use on self-guided visits to WPAs. The 
value of the environmental education and interpre-
tation program will be to increase public under-
standing of the WMD and its goals. This program 
should complement the activities of community out-
reach and seek to increase stewardship of WPAs 
and wildlife habitat. 

Strategies: 

1. See strategies under “Visitor Services (Gen-
eral).”

American badger. USFWS photo.
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2. Include school bus turn-arounds among public 
use  improvements proposed for some WPAs.

3. Seek cooperation from university programs to 
create environmental education materials for 
District programs.

4. Develop a theme for interpretive materials.

5. Upgrade interpretive materials available at 
headquarters. 

6. Present five interpretive/informational pro-
grams per year.

7. Work with the Minnesota Valley NWR zone 
park ranger to complete education and inter-
pretation projects on the WMD.

Objective 3.6: Volunteers

Volunteers contribute 200 hours per year within 2 
years of plan approval. 

Rationale: Opportunities for enhancing the wild-
life and visitor services programs will likely always 
exceed the District’s budget. Therefore, all District 
activities will benefit from volunteer participation, 
and certain activities will require volunteer partici-
pation to be successful. Many of the WMD goals, 
such as increasing local ecotype forb and grass har-
vest and controlling invasive species, will require 
large amounts of volunteer time to complete. A coor-
dinated and efficiently run volunteer program will 
be essential to achieving many District goals. The 
wildlife refuge specialist position will be very impor-
tant in developing and coordinating the volunteer 
program which will be successful if there is personal 
contact and follow-up with the volunteers. 

Strategies: 

1. Recruit new volunteers to assist with resource 
management and visitor services. 

2. Recognize and supervise volunteers as 
adjunct staff. 

3. Coordinate volunteer activities within the 
resource management and visitor service pro-
grams. (Wildlife biologist and wildlife refuge 
specialist)

4. Follow Service guidelines for volunteer man-
agement.

5. Expand the volunteer program to include 
organized groups of volunteers to complete 
large projects such as seed harvest, seed 
nursery weed control, invasive species con-
trol, and interpretive programs.

Objective 3.7: Partnerships

Increase and improve partnerships over the level 
of the 2007 program. 

Rationale: The value of a WPA is enhanced when 
it exists in a complex of wetlands. A WPA adjacent 
to other wetlands is more valuable to waterfowl than 
one that is isolated in an agricultural or residential 
landscape. And, no one organization or person can 
match the accomplishments of several entities work-
ing together. It is important, therefore, for the Dis-
trict to work with neighbors, other government 
agencies, and private organizations to improve the 
District’s landscape for the benefit of migratory 
birds, other wildlife, and humans. Many WPAs are 
located immediately adjacent to or within a short 
distance of State Wildlife Areas or other public 
lands. Since the main objective of the District’s hab-
itat management program is to provide large blocks 
of quality wetland and grassland habitat for nesting 
waterfowl and other migratory birds, the Service 
should work with partners to assist with projects 
that meet this goal, regardless of ownership bound-
aries. Several focus areas and project areas overlap 
the geographic area of the District and complement 
the Service’s goal of providing habitat for waterfowl 
and other grassland and wetland dependent migra-
tory birds. 

Cooperative organizations and volunteers are a key part 
of St. Croix WMD’s future. USFWS photo.
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The Upper Mississippi River and Great Lakes 
Joint Venture Implementation Plan of 2007, as part 
of the North American Waterfowl Management 
Plan, identifies the Northwest Focus Area of Wis-
consin, which includes the District, as a high priority 
area for conserving breeding waterfowl habitat. The 
implementation plan encourages private-public 
partnerships in a landscape approach to conserva-
tion. Based on the past success of the partnerships, 
the District will continue its participation and coor-
dination in this program to pursue the synergistic 
benefits of cooperation.

Ducks Unlimited has identified a priority area in 
Northwest Wisconsin, which includes the District, 
as a focus for protecting and restoring small sea-
sonal wetlands, re-establishing native prairie adja-
cent to wetlands for production habitat, and 
expanding existing state and federal wildlife areas. 
Ducks Unlimited and its partners have been active 
in conserving wetland and upland habitat in the 
past. Because of past success, the District will con-
tinue to actively work with these partners in further 
habitat work.

The State of Wisconsin has identified the West-
ern Prairie Habitat Restoration Area (WPHRA) as 
a focus for the state. It is one of two HRAs in the 
State of Wisconsin. The WPHRA was established to 
protect and restore 20,000 acres of grassland and 
wetland habitat in western St. Croix and southwest-
ern Polk Counties. The Wisconsin DNR and part-
ners will use several tools, including acquisition of 
fee title or easements to protect important grass-
land and wetland habitat.

There are numerous other partnership opportu-
nities associated with the protection of the St. Croix 
River and its watershed. With increased emphasis 
on the water quality of the St. Croix River and the 
proposed 2008 listing of the St. Croix as an impaired 
water, there may be increased funding and opportu-
nities to restore wetlands and grasslands in the 
watershed. Many of these projects will be comple-
mentary to the Service’s efforts. 

Strategies: 

1. Active implementation of the Upper Missis-
sippi Joint Venture Plan and Ducks Unlimited 
Northwest Pothole Focus Area.

2. Active implementation of the Western Prairie 
Habitat Restoration Area in partnership with 
the Wisconsin DNR.

3. Work with land management organizations 
including the Wisconsin DNR, National Park 
Service, West Wisconsin Land Trust and 
many others to implement landscape level 
habitat protection and restoration.

4. Increase partnering with conservation organi-
zations.

5. Evaluate creating a “Friends of St. Croix 
WMD.”

Objective 3.8: Community Outreach

Within 5 years identify neighbors to 80 percent of 
the District's WPAs and provide them with infor-
mation about waterfowl management and make 
10 public presentations per year to civic groups, 
local governments, and other organizations to 
develop community support and action for water-
fowl management across the entire District, both 
on and off Service lands.

Rationale: The District considers its neighbors 
and visitors to be very important. The District is an 
asset to the community and the continued support of 
the community is essential for the success of the 
District. It is important that the District continues 
efforts to build and maintain open communication 
with neighbors to let them know the successes, chal-
lenges, and opportunities in conservation and wild-
life-dependent recreation. In an ideal setting, the 
objective would be to achieve an appreciation of the 
value and need for fish and wildlife conservation 
among a larger percentage of the population living 
around the District. The success in achieving the 
objective would be determined through a survey of 
the general population. However, for an objective to 
be useful it must be measurable in both a conceptual 
and practical sense. It is not practical to propose 
that the District will conduct a survey of the general 
population anytime in the next few years, because 
the approvals and costs are beyond the likely 
resources of the District. As an alternative, the 
objective reflects the assumption that providing 
neighbors and community members with written 
and oral information will lead to positive conserva-
tion attitudes and action. Public understanding of 
the purpose of District lands, including appropriate 
and compatible uses, may lead to a reduction in ille-
gal uses such as snowmobiling, dumping, littering, 
dog training and off-road vehicle use. Public under-
standing and acceptance of District purposes are 
also important in maintaining the long-term viabil-
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ity of using management practices such as grazing 
and prescribed fire to maintain grassland and wet-
land habitat. 

Strategies:

1. Develop neighbors email list.

2. Develop an outreach plan.

3. Work with UW Extension to develop wildlife 
and habitat materials for neighbors and con-
servation organizations on WPA manage-
ment. (Wildlife refuge specialist)

4. Engage neighbors in active habitat manage-
ment. (Wildlife refuge specialist)

5. Contact neighbors the day of prescribed fires.

Goal 4: Land and Visitor Protection

Protect the integrity of biological resources within the 
District and the cultural resources and health and 
safety of visitors and Service staff on WPAs.

Objective 4.1: Conservation Easements

Meet Service monitoring guidelines for FSA 
easements and permanently protect an additional 
1,000 acres of grassland and wetland through 
easements over next 15 years.

Rationale: The District is responsible for manag-
ing Farm Services Administration (FSA, formerly 
known as FmHA) within the eight-county District. 
These easements were placed on the properties 

when landowners defaulted on their Farmers Home 
Administration loans. Properties were then resold 
to the original landowner at a discounted price due 
to the easement or sold to another individual. The 
Service is designated as the easement manager and 
is responsible for habitat management on the ease-
ment and enforcement of easement provisions. 
These easements provide additional wetland and 
grassland habitat throughout the District. Several 
of the easements are located close to WPAs or other 
public lands and therefore provide complementary 
wildlife benefits to these lands.

The new use of the Service wetland and grass-
land easement program as well as partnerships with 
other agencies and organizations to use existing 
easement programs will provide long-term benefits 
to wildlife populations. The concept of wetland and 
grassland easements is to provide waterfowl habitat 
on a landscape scale while allowing land to remain in 
private ownership.   

Strategies:

1. Annually inspect each FSA easement and fol-
low up with landowner contact.

2. Send letters to new landowners informing 
them of existing easements on their property, 
along with the associated regulations. 

3. Follow protocols within the Service’s ease-
ment manual to handle all potential violations.

4. Using existing authorities, contact landown-
ers and promote conservation of grasslands 
and wetlands through perpetual easements.

Objective 4.2: Partners for Fish and Wildlife

Restore 120 acres of wetland, grassland, and oak 
savanna habitat per year with emphasis on focus 
areas.

Rationale: Over 85 percent of the land in the St. 
Croix WMD is in private ownership. Only by work-
ing with private landowners will the Service be able 
to affect migratory bird populations on a broader 
landscape scale. The complementary affects of 
restoring wetlands adjacent to WPAs or other large 
wetland/grassland complexes will increase the value 
of these grasslands by providing additional wetland 
habitat for waterfowl pair and feeding habitat. In 
addition to the on-the-ground habitat restoration, 
there are also significant benefits for a broader pub-

Muskrat. USFWS photo.
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lic understanding of the Service’s mission and goals 
when private lands biologists interact with landown-
ers. Increasing public knowledge and understand-
ing of habitat and wildlife should also result in 
greater stewardship of our natural resources. The 
Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program will play an 
important role in complementing many of the other 
objectives and strategies in this CCP including com-
munity outreach, partnerships, identification of 
focus areas and landscape conservation initiatives. 

Strategies: 

1. Work with Wisconsin DNR, private landown-
ers and other partners to restore important 
wetland, grassland, oak savanna and riparian 
habitat.

2. Work with USDA to facilitate available pro-
grams such as the Conservation Reserve Pro-
gram (CRP), Wetlands Reserve Program 
(WRP) and Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP) to protect valuable wildlife 
habitat.

Objective 4.3: Enforcement

Visitors feel safe and the resource is protected.

Rationale: The District is responsible for protect-
ing District resources and providing a safe environ-
ment for employees and visitors. The District's law 
enforcement program is a critical tool in protecting 
trust resources, habitat, public facilities, employees, 
and the visiting public. To provide this essential ser-
vice, the District will share regional resources and 
cooperate with other law enforcement authorities to 
meet its responsibilities. 

Strategies: 

1. Share regional law enforcement resources.

2. Partner with Wisconsin DNR Conservation 
Wardens.

Objective 4.4: Cultural Resources

Over the life of the plan, avoid and protect 
against disturbance of all known cultural, his-
toric, or archeological sites.

Rationale: Cultural resources are an important 
facet of the country’s heritage. St. Croix WMD, like 
all national wildlife refuges and wetland manage-
ment districts, remains committed to preserving 

archeological and historic sites against degradation, 
looting, and other adverse impacts. The guiding 
principle for management derives from the National 
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 as amended, 16 
U.S.C. 470 et seq. and the Archeological Resources 
Protection Act of 1979 as amended, 16 U.S.C. 47011-
mm, which establish legal mandates and protection 
against identifying sites for the public, etc. The Dis-
trict must ensure archeological and cultural values 
are described, identified, and taken into consider-
ation prior to implementing undertakings. It is also 
essential that new site discoveries are documented. 
In order to meet these responsibilities, the District 
intends to maintain an open dialogue with the 
Regional Historic Preservation Officer (RHPO) and 
to provide the RHPO with information about new 
archeological site discoveries. The District will also 
cooperate with Federal, state, and local agencies, 
American Indian tribes, and the public in managing 
cultural resources on the District. 

Strategies:

1. Conduct site-specific surveys prior to ground 
disturbing projects and protect known arche-
ological, cultural and historic sites.

2. Identify and nominate to the National Regis-
ter of Historic Places all historic properties 
including those of religious and cultural sig-
nificance to Indian tribes.

3. Inform the RHPO early in project planning to 
ensure compliance with Section 106 of 
National Historic Preservation Act.

Broadcast seeding, St. Croix Wetland Management 
District. USFWS photo.
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
63



Chapter 4: Management Direction
4. Contract with cultural resources firms spe-
cializing in Wisconsin to conduct Phase I sur-
veys prior  to  undertakings that  could 
adversely affect historic resources. 

5. In the event of inadvertent discoveries of 
ancient human remains, follow instructions 
and procedures indicated by the RHPO.

6. Ensure archeological and cultural values are 
described, identified, and taken into consider-
ation prior to implementing undertakings.

7. Inspect the condition of known cultural 
resources on the District and report to the 
RHPO changes in the conditions.

8. Integrate historic preservation with planning 
and management of other resources and 
activities.
St. Croix Wetland Management District / Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
64


	Chapter 4: Management Direction
	Introduction
	Goals and Objectives


