
To:         Legislative Colleagues 
  
From:    Representative Amy Loudenbeck  
                
Date:     January 14, 2020 
  
Re:       Co-sponsorship of LRB-4190; relating to: the ending date of the Warren Knowles-Gaylord Nelson 

Stewardship 2000 Program and granting bonding authority. 
 

Deadline: January 24th at Noon 
 

 
Dear Colleagues, 
 
The Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program (KNSP) was created in 1989 Wisconsin Act 31 to preserve 
valuable natural areas and wildlife habitat, protect water quality and fisheries, and expand 
opportunities for outdoor recreation. The conservation and recreation goals of the KNSP are 
achieved through the acquisition of land and easements, development of recreational facilities, and 
restoration of wildlife habitat. 
 
Under the program, the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) acquires land and provides grants to 
local units of government and nonprofit organizations for land acquisition and property development 
activities through the issuance of 20-year tax exempt bonds. Annual debt service payments for principal 
and interest on stewardship bonds are primarily funded from general purpose revenues (GPR), with a 
portion paid from the segregated (SEG) conservation fund. 
 
Since its creation in 1989, the program has been reauthorized twice—in 1999 Wisconsin Act 9 and in 
2007 Wisconsin Act 20. The 2019-2021 budget did not include a plan to reauthorize the program long 
term. 2019 Wisconsin Act 9 included a two year authorization, at current bonding levels of $33.25 
million annually. Governor Evers stated when he introduced his budget it was his intention to bring 
together a taskforce of stakeholders and interested parties to work on a plan for reauthorizing the 
program. Nearly a year later, that still hasn’t happened. 
 
As legislators, it is our responsibility to set both the policy and the appropriate spending level for any 
future KNSP reauthorization.  Therefore, we are sharing our ideas for the next stewardship authorization 
and hope that others will consider signing on to our proposed legislation LRB – 4190. 
 
According to the Wisconsin Policy Forum after an extensive analysis of information provided by the 
Legislative Fiscal Bureau, annual KNSP borrowing rose over the first two decades of the program’s 
history but has since fallen1: 

 KNSP was originally enacted with borrowing of up to $23.1 million per year for the first 10-year 
cycle beginning in 1991. 

 KNSP was renewed for another cycle that began in 2001 with two years of borrowing of as much 
as $46 million and then $60 million annually from 2003 to 2010. 

                                                           
1 https://wispolicyforum.org/research/public-property-state-faces-deadline-for-conservation/ 

https://wispolicyforum.org/research/public-property-state-faces-deadline-for-conservation/


 The KNSP borrowing level increased to $86 million in 2011 only to be lowered in the following 
years. It now stands at $33.3 million a year – the least since 2000 without an inflation 
adjustment. 

We recognize the path forward to the next KNSP reauthorization must include actionable steps to 
address legitimate concerns about the cost of existing and future principal payments and debt service 
obligations.   
 
Our KNSP reauthorization reduces the current level of annual bonding by approximately 30% and 
reduces overall spending by approximately 7%.  The biggest difference going forward, is that $10 million 
of the proposed $31 million in total authorized spending is cash, which helps trim back the amount of 
bonding and future debt dramatically, without compromising the goals of the Stewardship program.  
 
This reauthorization plan would be for 8 years, with the next reauthorization to be in 2030. Below are 
the new proposed funding levels with GPR bonding of $21 million annually and SEG Forestry of $10 
million annually.   
 
New Stewardship Bonding Levels and Subprograms would be as follows annually: 
Land Acquisition 
NCO Grants (grants to non-profit conservation organizations)   $7,000,000   
DNR Property Development       $3,000,000 
DNR Land Acquisitions        $2,000,000 
 
Recreational Boating Aids 
Recreational Boating Aids       $2,500,000 
 
Property Development and Local Assistance 
Motorized Stewardship        $500,000 
LUG Grants (grants to local units of government)    $6,000,000 
 
Total Annual Bonding         $21,000,000 
 
Add these amounts to Forestry SEG Appropriation annually:  
DNR Land Acquisition        $5,000,000 
County Forest Grants        $5,000,000 
 
Total Added to Forestry SEG Annual Appropriation    $10,000,000 
 
In addition to the funding changes, this reauthorization would include several policy changes to the 
Stewardship program to ensure its stability moving forward.  

 Disallow the use of land match for government purchases 

 Place a 20% cap on public land in each county – NCO and LUG grants would still be allowed 

 Unused NCO grant dollars may be used for LUG grants (currently goes to County Forest)  

 Close out all unused GPR bonding authority at end of each biennium 

 Allow for purchased parcels containing agricultural/farmland to be leased and remain farmland, 
which is not allowed under current law 

 



 
Fiscal Impact 
 

Stewardship Funding 
Levels prior to 2019 Act 

9 Current Law  New Plan 

Annual GPR Bonding $33.25 million $33.25 million $21 million  

Total 10 yr GPR Bonding $332.5 million would be $332.5 million would be $210 million 

Total Authorized GPR 
Bonding $332.5 million (10 yrs) $66.5 million (2 yrs) $168 million (8 yrs)  

        

Stewardship Funding 
Levels prior to 2019 Act 

9 Current Law  New Plan 

Annual Forestry SEG $0  $0  $10 million 

Total 8 yr Forestry SEG $0  $0  $80 million 

        

TOTAL ALL FUNDS $332.5 million (10 yrs) $66.5 million (2 yrs) $248 million (8 yrs) 

  
The total funding for this new plan reflects a reduction of $2.25 million in the DNR land acquisition 
subprogram and a reduction of $250,000 in the DNR property development subprogram. The reduction 
in the DNR land acquisition subprogram was made to more adequately reflect the demand in the 
subprogram. 
 
If you are interested in co-sponsoring LRB-4190 please call Rep. Loudenbeck’s office at 266-9967. 

 
 

Analysis by the Legislative Reference Bureau 
This bill reauthorizes the Warren Knowles-Gaylord Nelson Stewardship 2000 Program until 2030 

and makes some changes to it. 
Current law authorizes the state to incur public debt for certain conservation activities under the 

stewardship, which is administered by the Department of Natural Resources. The state may incur this 
debt to acquire land for the state for conservation purposes and for property development activities and 
may award grants to others to acquire land for these purposes. Current law establishes the amounts that 
DNR may obligate in each fiscal year through fiscal year 2021-22 for expenditure under each of five 
subprograms of the stewardship program. 

This bill reauthorizes the stewardship program until fiscal year 2029-30.  For fiscal years through 
2021-22, the bill maintains at $33,250,000 the amount that DNR may obligate under the program each 
fiscal year, and for fiscal years beginning with 2022-23 and ending in 2029-30 the bill sets this amount at 
$21,000,000.  The bill increases to $1,214,250,000 the total amount of public debt that the state may 
contract under the program. 

Beginning in fiscal year 2022-23, the bill reduces the amount DNR may obligate under the land 
acquisition subprogram from $21,000,000 to $9,000,000 and eliminates requirements that DNR set aside 
$5,000,000 for grants awarded to counties for land acquisition and certain amounts for DNR to acquire 
land and to match grants DNR receives under the federal forest legacy program.  The bill maintains the 
requirement that DNR set aside, in each fiscal year, $1,000,000 for the department to acquire land for 
the ice age trail and $7,000,000 for grants awarded to nonprofit conservation organizations (NCOs). 

Beginning in fiscal year 2022-23, the bill also reduces from $9,750,000 to $9,500,000 the amount 
DNR may obligate for the property development and local assistance subprogram. 



This bill provides that, in each fiscal year beginning in 2022-23, DNR set aside $5,000,000 to 
acquire forest land and $5,000,000 for grants to counties to acquire land for county forests from certain 
amounts transferred from the general fund to the conservation fund.  2017 Wisconsin Act 59 eliminated 
the forestation state property tax, and replaced it with this annual transfer from the general fund to the 
conservation fund of an amount equal to 0.1697 mills for each dollar of assessed valuation of property. 
Under current law, DNR must use this amount for forest acquisition, preservation, and development. 

Under current law, DNR's authority to acquire land is limited to a specified set of purposes, 
including such purposes as state parks, state forests, state trails, stream bank protection, and habitat 
areas and fisheries.  Current law generally limits DNR's acquisition of land under the land acquisition 
subprogram of the stewardship program to this set of purposes as well.  This bill allows DNR to acquire a 
parcel of agricultural land under the land acquisition subprogram for the purpose of leasing a portion of 
it to any person for agricultural purposes if the remainder of the parcel is used for one of the allowable 
purposes. 

Under current law, in each fiscal year ending in 2019-20, if DNR does not obligate an amount 
authorized for a stewardship subprogram in a fiscal year, it may not adjust the annual bonding authority 
for that subprogram by raising the annual bonding authority for the next fiscal year. Under this bill, this 
restriction applies again beginning in fiscal year 2022-23. 

Under the land acquisition subprogram, DNR may award grants to counties to acquire land for 
county forests, or for projects that promote nature-based outdoor recreation or conservation and for 
which DNR is requesting the county's assistance (county grants). Under the bill, a county is not eligible 
for a county grant if the number of acres of public land in the county that are used for nature 
conservation purposes constitutes 20 percent or more of the number of acres in the county. 

Under current law, one exception to the prohibition on obligating unobligated amounts under 
the stewardship program is that, if in a given fiscal year the amount that DNR obligates to provide grants 
to NCOs is less than the amount set aside for that purpose under the land acquisition subprogram, DNR 
may obligate the unobligated amount in the next fiscal year but only for the purpose of awarding a 
county grant.  Under this bill, beginning with fiscal year 2022-23, this unobligated amount may only be 
obligated for the purpose of awarding a grant to a governmental unit under the property development 
and local assistance subprogram. 

This bill eliminates current law provisions that require DNR, if it receives a donation of land for 
state parks, state trails, habitat areas, stream bank protection, the natural areas heritage program, or 
the ice age trail, to determine the value of the donated land and release an equal amount of stewardship 
moneys to be used for the same project or similar activities. 

For further information see the state fiscal estimate, which will be printed as an appendix to this 
bill. 


