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Good morning Chairman Born, Chairman Marklein and members of the Joint Finance Committee. My 

name is Preston Cole, and I am your Secretary for the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  

 

It comes as no surprise that the COVID-19 pandemic has made the past year challenging for many of us.  

 

Yet at the Wisconsin DNR, we remain steadfast in our commitment to protecting the great people of 

Wisconsin and protecting our natural resources.  

 

It is a job that not only do I take very seriously, but so do my colleagues who are dedicated to making 

sure people across the state have clean water to drink, clean air to breathe, public lands to enjoy and help 

when conducting business here.  

 

Wisconsin is home to 84,000 miles of rivers and streams, 15,000 lakes, 800 miles of Great Lakes 

shoreline, 190 miles of Mississippi River shoreline, over 5 million acres of wetlands, and 2 quadrillion 

gallons of groundwater.  

 

We truly have something special here in Wisconsin.  

 

So special in fact that during the pandemic, Wisconsinites made their way outdoors in record numbers: 

• Park attendance was up 22% 

• Boat registrations increased by 28% 

• Park passes soared up 42% 

• Women were the largest growing demographic among deer hunters in 2020, up 12%   

• And First-time fishing licenses increased by a whopping 102%  

 

Ninety-five percent of our residents participate in some form of outdoor recreation which puts 

Wisconsin in the upper half of the nation when it comes to economic impact.   

 

Outdoor recreation is a financial engine for Wisconsin resulting in:  

• $17.9 billion/year of consumer spending 

• 168,000 jobs 

• $1.1 billion in state and local tax revenue       

 

In addition, homeowners and landowners also benefit. Property values for privately-owned land near 

parks, forests and other public lands are typically higher than other private properties. 
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Supporting public lands in turn supports outdoor recreation, which not only contributes to the health and 

well-being of Wisconsinites and our visitors, but also provides a much needed injection into our local 

economies. 

 

Our state park system boasts 49 state parks, more than 500 boat launches, 15 state forests, 44 state 

biking trails, over 5,000 campsites, plus thousands of acres for adventures.  

 

Our public lands provide a necessary outlet for individuals and families that also help support our local 

communities across the state.  

 

That necessary outlet is available because we have invested in public lands and public access to those 

lands for decades as part of a broad bi-partisan commitment, in large part with stewardship dollars. It is 

who we are as a state.  

 

That is why I am so pleased that the Governor has proposed the reauthorization of the Knowles-Nelson 

Stewardship program for 10 years with $70 million in annual bonding authority.  

 

This will allow Wisconsin to continue its proud legacy of conserving our natural resources and 

promoting sustainable economic growth.  

 

But here’s the catch.  

 

In order to make sure the outdoor recreation economic engine is firing like it should, we must have clean 

air, clean water, and soil that is free and clear of contaminants.  

 

We cannot be the economic engine we need to be if pollution is keeping people from being able to turn 

on their taps to drink the water, fish in our lakes and rivers, or breathe the air while out walking or 

hiking.  

 

Protecting our land, water and air is not only good for the environment but is also good for our local 

economies.  

 

Addressing PFAS contamination in the environment is part of Gov. Tony Evers’ statewide initiative to 

ensure Wisconsinites have access to clean, safe, drinking water.  

 

The governor’s budget proposes significant resources for the monitoring and testing of PFAS including 

over $20 million over the next two years for assistance and resources to local communities that are 

impacted by PFAS contamination, aiding local fire departments in disposing of PFAS foam, plus 11 

additional DNR staff to implement the Wisconsin PFAS action plan. 

 

PFAS are human-made chemicals used for decades that can be found in a variety of products we all use 

from non-stick cookware to fast-food wrappers.  

 

These forever chemicals are a public health concern that can build up, move through the soil, seep into 

groundwater or are carried through the air. 
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PFAS are known to build up in fish and wildlife tissue and even our bodies which poses several health 

risks such as certain types of cancers, heart issues and developmental delays. 

 

The DNR has undertaken several measures to mitigate PFAS pollution in Wisconsin, including 

establishing the Wisconsin PFAS Action Council in 2020, spearheading the statewide PFAS Action 

Plan, issuing fish consumption advisories and we recently helped provide clean drinking water to the 

residents on French Island in La Crosse County after PFAS was discovered in private drinking wells. 

 

Our dedication to clean water and protecting the people of Wisconsin doesn’t stop with PFAS.  

 

Nitrates and pathogens from fertilizers and manure spreading is a growing area of concern for 

Wisconsin.  

 

Pathogens cause bacterial contamination and excess nitrates in drinking water cause a range of health 

problems, including blue baby syndrome. 

 

State test results indicate that tens of thousands of private drinking water wells in Wisconsin have water 

unsafe to drink due to high nitrate levels.  

 

Contaminated private drinking wells are especially problematic here considering nearly one in three 

Wisconsinites get their drinking water from private wells compared to 10% of Americans nationwide 

who get their water from private wells.  

 

Since private wells are largely unregulated in our country, wells may be put in according to well 

construction codes, but you are largely on your own after that. 

 

That is why we will continue rulemaking for targeted performance standards in areas of Wisconsin that 

are most susceptible to nitrate contamination and where rural families are suffering most.   

 

By making sure we are out front of these issues, we protect the people of Wisconsin and continue to be 

the economic driver we need to be as a state. 

 

And when it comes to protecting people, the DNR stands at the ready.  

 

While spring is always much-welcomed after a long winter, the spring is the most dangerous time of 

year for wildfires in Wisconsin – with 60% of all wildfires happening in March, April and May alone. 

 

After the snow melts and before plants, trees and grass turn green, fires can spread quickly. 

 

The DNR continues to protect public health and safety through fire suppression activities in addition to 

critical habitat management through prescribed burning.  

 

Last year, DNR fire crews responded to more than 700 wildfires that burned roughly 1,600 acres across 

Wisconsin and conducted prescribed burns on 12,000 acres of DNR-managed land.   
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The DNR’s forestry staff is also helping at the state’s vaccination distribution hub in Eau Claire making 

sure those very important doses get to where they need to be. 

 

In addition, forestry staff and our wardens worked tirelessly alongside volunteers to find a 3-year-old 

girl who went missing last August with her dog in the woods in Sawyer County. Luckily this story has a 

happy ending – the child and her dog were found after 24-hours and they were returned home safely.  

 

Our DNR Wardens also answered the call by helping with security and public safety at the State Capitol 

and in Kenosha County during times of civil unrest.   

 

And earlier this year, DNR wardens in the northeast braved frigid temps to help rescue more than 60 

anglers stuck on the ice that broke away from shore on Sturgeon Bay.  

 

As the pandemic continues, so does our work, especially in other areas that are not so glamourous.   

 

Our External Services division safely conducted a round of emergency in-person operator certification 

exams required for drinking water well drillers and pump installers in December, with more in January 

and February. 

 

We have also held numerous trainings, public meetings and information sessions that have reached 

thousands of Wisconsinites virtually.  

 

Throughout the pandemic, DNR staff never stopped answering the call to public service all the while 

being more than safe.   

 

Whether grappling with the challenges associated with COVID-19, emergency preparedness or the 

critical work needed to make sure that every Wisconsinite can confidently turn on their tap to drink the 

water, we are here.   

 

On behalf of myself and the Wisconsin DNR, we look forward to continuing our important work and 

remain at the service of Wisconsinites.  

 

Thank you for having me here today. I am joined by DNR Deputy Secretary Todd Ambs and Assistant 

Deputy Secretary Steven Little, and we are happy to answer any questions you may have.  
 


