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Natural Resources Foundation Establishes 

Lower Wisconsin State Riverway Fund

An anonymous donor gives $25,000 for the long-term protection of one of Wisconsin’s most unique natural landscapes.

The Natural Resources Foundation of Wisconsin recently established the “Lower Wisconsin State Riverway Fund” with an anonymous gift of $25,000. The Fund will be managed as an endowment, and the interest earned from the fund’s growth will go towards the Department of Natural Resource’s Bureau of Wildlife Management for wildlife conservation and habitat protection along the Riverway.  

The donor is hopeful this fund will have a lasting impact on the protection of the river and that others will want to contribute toward the Fund, thereby expanding the Fund’s effectiveness. “I hope this fund will grow and in the future there will be a reliable source of annual revenue to do work along the river.” 

“Something like this is really good,” says Steve Colden, Natural Resources Property Supervisor for the Department of Natural Resources.  “It takes the first person to love a property so much that they make this kind of donation. It can really do a lot for us especially in these budget times.”  

The Lower Wisconsin State Riverway was officially dedicated in 1989 when the Wisconsin Legislature, recognizing the area as an exceptional water resource, passed a law that protected 92 miles of free flowing waterway extending from Prairie du Sac to the confluence of the Mississippi River near Prairie du Chien. 

The Riverway boundary encompasses 79,275 acres of which approximately 40,000 acres are currently owned and managed by the Department of Natural Resources. The Riverway represents the longest stretch of undammed river in the Midwest. The Lower Wisconsin is unique in its historical significance, high quality aquatic and wildlife resources, beautiful scenery and abundant recreational opportunities. The Riverway serves as critical refuge for a variety of unique wildlife and plant species, along with high quality fisheries.

The lower Wisconsin supports a rich diversity of aquatic life, fish and insects. The river and its backwaters support 95 native fish species, 20% of which are state endangered or threatened. The Riverway also hosts a variety of threatened or endangered amphibians, reptiles and birds. The natural water cycles of this Riverway create critical wildlife habitat including over 12,000 acres of wetlands and ponds, which are home to an abundance of plant species and waterfowl.*

According to Bill Ishmael, Wildlife Biologist with the Department of Natural Resources, there’s a lot of work that needs to be done along the Riverway to protect these unique natural resources. “It’s especially gratifying, during this time of shrinking budgets and personnel cutbacks, that people are willing to step forward and make this kind of contribution. I’m really excited about this funding source as there are many wildlife management projects that are not getting done right now because there is no money to do them. There is huge potential for habitat restoration all along the Riverway so this fund is going to help out a lot.”

Ishmael points out that there are 18 State Natural Areas within the Riverway, including gems like Ferry Bluff, the Avoca Prairie and the Blue River Sand Barrens.  These natural areas include unique or rare remnants of Wisconsin’s native vegetation communities.  In addition, the Riverway is home to a number of endangered or threatened plant and animal species.  Ornate box turtles, red-shouldered hawks and osprey are a few of the species that depend on the habitats found in the Riverway. Bald eagles, although no longer endangered or threatened in Wisconsin, continue to increase in number and build new nests each year in the Wisconsin River valley.

The Riverway faces a variety of threats to its aquatic, recreational and aesthetic values such as rising mercury levels in its fish, non-point and point pollution sources and development. The Natural Resources Foundation will apply the Lower Wisconsin State Riverway Fund to the conservation and protection of the Riverway’s unique natural resources. Anyone interested in donating to the fund can contact the Natural Resources Foundation at (866) 264-4096 or at conservation@nrfwis.org.

* Source: Wisconsin DNR http://dnr.wi.gov/org/gmu/lowerwis/watersheds/lower%20wisconsin.pdf


