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On this Earth Day, 

state budget risks 

land preservation 
Wisconsin is a great place for hunting or fishing, hiking or bird watching. Tourists pour into the Badger 

State to enjoy these and other outdoor pursuits. 

As we mark the 45th anniversary of Earth Day today, Wisconsinites have much to celebrate. They also 

have cause for concern. 

Gov. Scott Walker’s biennial budget proposes a freeze on buying land for the next 13 years under the 

Nelson-Knowles Stewardship Program—named for Govs. Warren Knowles, a Republican, and Gaylord 

Nelson, a Democrat and Earth Day’s founder. 

When Janesville residents consider Stewardship land, most probably think of forests, hunting land and 

lake-pocked properties up north. Much open space in this “City of Parks,” however, was bought with 

Stewardship dollars. 

Tom Presny, retired parks director, says the money has benefited the city tremendously. Many of 

Janesville’s larger parks—including Rockport Park and the Rock River Parkway to its south, Northeast 

Regional Park and La Prairie Park—were bought using at least 50 percent Stewardship matches. The 

purchases were possible only because of that incentive. Clauses required that the primary function of the 

parks be nature-based recreation. 

Stewardship isn’t the only state program that has enhanced Janesville recreation. Associate planner Terry 

Nolan says the city tapped transportation enhancement funding to help build most of Janesville’s almost 30 

miles of paved bike trails. That program was the predecessor of the Transportation Alternative Program, 

which Walker proposes cutting by $2 million. Communities often use TAP money to build trails when roads 

are improved or resurfaced. 

Nolan says a $2 million cut doesn’t sound like much, but it represents 14 percent of program dollars at a 

time when competition for grants has become stiff. Janesville, she said, was groundbreaking a decade or 

two ago in acquiring grants for trails. 

Dave Cieslewicz, former Madison mayor, directs the Wisconsin Bike Federation. He told the Eau Claire 

Leader-Telegram that federal dollars still will flow into TAP but that Walker’s budget is unfriendly to bikes 

because TAP and Stewardship funds both helped build trails. 

Nolan says the Janesville City Council will consider, perhaps as soon as Monday, a resolution opposing 

the squeezes on TAP and Stewardship. 

Yes, the state must be prudent about borrowing to buy more land under Stewardship because interest 

payments are gobbling more and more tax dollars. A 13-year freeze, however, risks losing crucial open 

spaces to development as urban sprawl continues. 

In 1969, Gaylord Nelson, then a U.S. senator, witnessed devastation caused by a massive California oil 

spill. He envisioned a way to transfer student anti-war energy into environmental protection. He persuaded 

Republican Congressman Pete McCloskey of California to serve as his co-chair for a “national teach-in on 

the environment.” The gamble paid off when 20 million Americans joined rallies on that first Earth Day in 

1970. 

It marked a political rarity—Democrats and Republicans uniting in a cause. 

As we observe Earth Day, it would be nice if Madison lawmakers on both sides of the aisle could see the 

forest for the trees. 


