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COLUMN BY WISCONSIN REP. DIANNE HESSELBEIN (D-MIDDLETON): 

LET’S MAKE THE DNR SECRETARY INDEPENDENT AGAIN 

A new year and a new Legislature mean a new opportunity to restore non-

partisan credibility to Wisconsin’s Department of Natural Resources.  

Senator Robert Wirch (D-Kenosha) and I will introduce legislation to take 

the DNR “back to the future” by returning the selection of the Secretary of  Natural 

Resources to the trusted hands of a citizen Natural Resources Board and creating a 

four-year term for the secretary. 

As Senator Wirch noted, “Aldo Leopold and other conservationists who 

created the board-appointed system in 1928 understood the potential for 

politicization of important natural resource issues.  The Department of Natural 

Resource Secretary should not be a political appointee, but rather an independent 

voice for our natural resources.” 

For more than 70 years Wisconsin’s non-partisan conservation leaders built 

a proud legacy. The modern DNR, created by the merger of conservation and 

environmental agencies in 1967, led the nation in environmental protection and 

wildlife conservation practices and set a model for other states.  The leaders of the 

department carried the DNR to the forefront of clean energy policy and the 

protection of the Great Lakes and inland lakes and streams. It led in and 

conservation, mining safeguards, and stewardship funding to preserve special 

lands. It designed and maintained a world-class system of parks, forests, and trails 

beloved by campers and hikers. 

During those glory years the Secretary of Natural Resources was chosen by 

a seven-member Natural Resources Board drawn from the northern, central, and 

southern regions of Wisconsin. This citizen board was appointed to six-year 

staggered terms, with Senate confirmation.  Board selection helped to assure that 



the state secretary would lead the agency using state-of-the-art science, and that 

resource decisions would put the public interest ahead of special interests. 

That legacy began changed in 1995, when Gov. Tommy Thompson 

empowered himself to appoint the DNR secretary and made the DNR a cabinet 

position answerable only to him.  This dramatically changed the DNR Secretary 

from a non-partisan appointee to a political plum.  

In 2010, with Democrats in control of the Senate and Assembly, both houses 

passed a bill turning the power to appoint the DNR Secretary back to the Natural 

Resources Board. Gov. Jim Doyle, who liked having the power, vetoed the 

legislation, and the Legislature failed to override it . 

Fast-forward to 2013. Gov. Scott Walker’s appointee, Cathy Stepp, a real 

estate developer and former state senator who Walker promised would bring a 

“Chamber of Commerce” approach to the DNR, funneled half a million dollars 

into the state budget for the shady “United Sportsmen of Wisconsin” organization 

for hunter mentoring and education, only to have the public later discover its 

scandalous history. Walker was forced to rescind it. 

I urge citizens to support the passage of legislation in this session to take the 

DNR back to its proud roots and assure that Wisconsin’s environmental quality 

and priceless natural resources will no longer held hostage to the whims and 

favored interests of a sitting governor.  
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