Appendix B

Turtle Valley Wildlife Area, Wetland Restoration
In May 2001, the USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) enrolled the largest Wetlands
Reserve Program (WRP) site in the state's history, the 1,822 acre Vander Veen Farms parcel. After WRP
enrollment, the Wisconsin Deptment of Natural Resources (WDNR) purchased
fee title from the Vander Veen family. This tract became the core parcel of WDNR's newly
approved 5,500 acre Turtle Valley Wildlife Area.
The project area contains the headwaters of a historically mapped branch of Sugar Creek, as well as the
headwaters of a tributary to Turtle Creek. The parcel is extensively drained by over 130 miles of tile, more
than 6 miles of deep ditches and straightened and dredged creeks. Farmed since the early 1900's, the land
has a history of growing peppermint, potatoes, carrots, sweet corn, and more recently corn and soybean.
The entire parcel contains 1,559 acres of former wetlands, 3 acres of existing wetland, 169 upland acres, 40
woodland areas, 45 share-cropped acres and 6 acres of buildings.
The parcel is being restored in three phases. The first phase, the Western Segment, restored during the
summer of 2002, was comprised of three large wetland restorations on 421 acres. The Central Segment,
which contains 459 acres, is being designed for restoration and scheduled for construction during the
summer of 2004.
The 942 acre Eastern Segment is being restored in 2003 and began in July. The goal of this project is to
return wetland hydrology, wetland functions and habitat to a site that has been drained for use as cropland.
The major activities that will be undertaken this year include disabling tiles, constructing two embankments
and one berm (with control structures) for hydrologic diversification, de-leveling, seeding disturbed and
buffer areas with native grasses, sedges and forbs, and replacing perforated tile with non-perforated to
provide for adjacent landowner drainage. Based on these efforts, a mosaic of habitats benefiting wildlife will
be established. The parcel will contain shallow marsh, sedge/fresh wet meadow, sedge meadow, low
prairie, mud flats and open grassy areas.
Successful restoration of this parcel has been facilitated by the cooperation of USDA-NRCS, Wis. DNR,
Walworth County Conservation, Pheasants Forever and US Fish & Wildlife Service.

Turtle Valley Wildlife Area

This event is co-sponsored by
Town and Country Resource Conservation
and Development, Inc. Council
www.townandcountryrcd.org

Special thanks to the
Piper Road Spring Band
for their performance.

Many other partners contributed to the success of the project:
• Pheasants Forever
• US Fish & Wildlife Service
• Walworth County Land Use & Resource Management Department

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national
origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to
all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print,
audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD).
To ﬁle a complaint of discrimination write USDA, Director, Ofﬁce of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence
Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964 (voice or TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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The Turtle Valley project began as a collaborative effort between the
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service and the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources in 1999. NRCS’s Wetlands Reserve
Program offered an opportunity to restore over 1800 acres to a high
quality wetland complex. Two landowners enrolled land into the
program. These two parcels form the core of the current 2300-acre
Turtle Valley Wildlife Area, which is now owned and managed by the
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.
Since restoration began, Turtle Valley has become home to great
numbers of bobolinks, upland sandpipers and other sensitive grassland
birds, as well as mallards, blue-winged teal and a host of other waterfowl
and shorebirds. Habitat has also been improved for threatened and
endangered species in the area including American bittern, Wilson’s
phalarope, and king rail, Blandings turtle, and eastern massasauga
rattlesnake.

The Turtle Valley Wildlife Area contains part of the headwaters of both Sugar and Turtle
Creeks. The area was extensively drained by over 130 miles of tile and over 6 miles of
deep ditches and straightened and dredged creeks. Twelve wetland areas consisting of
over 650 acres of water, more than 950 acres of wet prairie, and more than 200 acres of
upland prairie are being developed.

Turtle Valley Wildlife Area
The Turtle Valley Wildlife Area, currently extends for over 2300 acres
in southeast Wisconsin. The area includes 1800 acres of prime wetland
stretching for more than ﬁve miles in the northwest part of Walworth
County.

A wetland and wildlife area of this magnitude and in this part of the state, which is
urbanizing so rapidly, is an asset to the region. Future generations will be grateful for the
cleaner water, open space and wildlife habitat that this wetland will secure.
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In the early 1900’s, this vast wetland prairie was drained for farming with
an extensive network of ditches and drain tile. Because the soil, primarily
Houghton Muck, has high amounts of organic matter, it is very fertile and
produces good crop yields, although it ponds frequently and has high risk
of early frost. In dry weather, this soil dries to a powdery ﬂuff that suffers
from severe erosion by wind. Over time the soil subsides, shrinking down
signiﬁcantly from its former depth.
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The wetland is being restored to its original condition by the USDA
Natural Resources Conservation Service through its Wetlands Reserve
Program (WRP) in cooperation with the Wisconsin Department of Natural
Resources. This 1800-acre easement is the largest individual Wetlands
Reserve Program restoration to date in Wisconsin. The easement will
secure the wetland for future generations. The property is now owned by
the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and joins with 500 acres
of existing DNR land. It is the centerpiece of the state’s new Turtle Valley
Wildlife Area, which offers outdoor recreational opportunities such as
hiking, hunting and wildlife viewing in the part of the state with the most
people and demand, but with the least amount of public recreational land.
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Restoration involves ﬁlling drainage ditches, breaking drain tile, as well as
seeding. Some wetland restoration enhancements were made by reshaping
potholes and swales and constructing low embankments.
The three primary functions of wetlands are to store ﬂoodwaters, provide
wildlife habitat, and ﬁlter sediment and pollutants from water. This area
also has unique wildlife value, because historically, several endangered
species were known to exist here. The project spans the watershed divide
at the headwaters of two streams -- Turtle Creek, ﬂowing to the Rock
River, and Sugar Creek, ﬂowing to the Fox River.
Of the 1,800 acres, nearly 1600 acres will actually be wetland with
the remaining upland and buffer areas to be seeded to native prairie
species. Wetlands will vary from saturated conditions with a diverse
plant community such as rushes and sedges to areas with semi-permanent
and permanent open water areas. Upland and non-restorable areas will
be restored to native grasses and prairie ﬂowers to provide habitat and
nesting cover for wildlife.

Farm Fields Restored To Wetlands
Walworth County Project Underway
12/12/01

Elkhorn, WI -- The herons and blue-wing teal are not back yet, but plans are underway to
re-establish nearly 1800 acres of prime wetland in southeast Wisconsin, an irresistible
attraction for these water birds and other wildlife.
“The wetland will extend for more than five miles in the northwest part of Walworth
County and will become the largest individual Wetland Reserve Program easement to
date in Wisconsin,” according to Greg Igl, the District Conservationist for the USDA
Natural Resources Conservation Service in Elkhorn.
The wetland is being restored by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
through its Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) in cooperation with the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources. Currently the land is drained through an extensive
network of ditches and drain tile.
The planned restoration work will most likely be phased in over a three year period with
seeding and construction activities beginning next spring.
The land was previously owned by Curt and Libby Vander Veen of Elkhorn. The Vander
Veens applied and were selected for USDA’s Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP).
Through this program, the Natural Resources Conservation Service restores the land to its
original wetland condition and places an easement on the property to ensure the wetland
is protected in perpetuity.
The Wisconsin Department. of Natural Resources has since bought the property from the
Vander Veens. It will become the centerpiece of the new state’s Turtle Valley Wildlife
Area. (Click here to see a graphic of the Turtle Valley project - this is a big file and may
take a minute to load.)
According to Jim Jackley, DNR Wildlife Biologist, “The Turtle Valley Wildlife Area will
offer outdoor recreational opportunities such as hiking, hunting and wildlife viewing in
the part of the state with the most people and demand, but with the least amount of public
recreational land.”
Since the early 1900’s, the land was farmed with extensive artificial drainage. The soil,
primarily Houghton Muck soil, is difficult to farm, with frequent ponding and high risk of
early frost.
Because it has high amounts of organic matter, muck soil is very fertile, but it dries to a
powdery fluff that suffers from severe erosion by wind. Over time the soil subsides,

shrinking down drastically from its former depth. It is not prime farmland, and its best
use, with the least maintenance, is as wildlife land.
Restoration will involve filling in drainage ditches, disabling tile, as well as seeding. Not
all drainage ditches will be able to be plugged, according the Caroline Clarin, the NRCS
engineer overseeing the project. Therefore some wetland restoration enhancements will
be completed by reshaping potholes and swales or contructing low head embankments.
“As soon as the drainage system is shut down, this wetland will quickly return to duty,”
says Alice Klink, Wetland Biologist for the project. The three primary functions of
wetlands are to provide wildlife habitat, filter sediment and pollutants from water, and
store floodwaters.
This area also has unique wildlife value, because historically, several endangered species
were known to exist there. The project spans the watershed divide at the headwaters of
two streams -- Turtle Creek, flowing to the Rock River, and Sugar Creek, flowing to the
Fox River.
Of the 1,865 acres, nearly 1600 acres will actually be wetland with the remaining upland
and buffer areas to be seeded to native prairie species. Wetlands will vary from saturated
conditions with a diverse plant community such as rushes and sedges to areas with semipermanent and permanent open water areas. Upland and non-restorable areas will be
restored to native grasses and prairie flowers to provide habitat and nesting cover for
wildlife.
“A wetland and wildlife area of this magnitude and in this part of the state, which is
urbanizing so rapidly, is a blessing for the future,” says Igl. “Future generations will be
grateful for the cleaner water, open space, wildlife habitat that this wetland will secure.”

For more information, contact Greg Igl at 262-723-3216 x 3 or
Renae Anderson at 608-276-8732 x 227
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Property Owner: WDNR
Wetland Types Present: marsh, sedge meadow,
low prairie, ephemeral pond

•

Funding for this project provided
by The McKnight Foundation,
which seeks to improve the
quality of life for present and
future generations through
grantmaking, coalition-building
and encouragement of strategic
policy reform, and the Wisconsin
Coastal Management Program
and National Oceanic &
Atmospheric Administration,
Office of Ocean and Coastal
Resource Management under the
Coastal Zone Management Act,
Grant # NA07NOS4190064.

Wetlands are often cited as the most productive ecosystems
on Earth because of their great capacity to capture and use
the sun’s energy as well as to recycle energy and nutrients.
A strong food web base, made up of plants, algae and
microbes, means that wetlands can support an abundance
of wildlife. Many mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish
and insects rely on wetlands as feeding grounds, nesting
habitats, spawning grounds, travel corridors and more.
Two-thirds of the 12 million waterfowl of the continental
U.S. reproduce in the prairie pothole wetlands of the
Midwest. In Wisconsin, three-quarters of wildlife species
use wetlands during some stage of their life cycle, and more
than a third of the state’s threatened and endangered species
depend on marshes, swamps, bogs, fens and other wetland
habitats. Turtle Valley Wildlife Area exemplifies the value of
wetlands as wildlife habitat.

TURTLE VALLEY & WILDLIFE
Spanning the headwaters of Sugar and Turtle Creeks in
northwest Walworth County, the Turtle Valley Wildlife Area
comprises 2300 acres of restored wetlands and prairies.
Once drained by an extensive network of tile and ditches,
the area now features more than 1800 acres of open wetland
habitats, including shallow marshes, sedge meadows and low
prairies. Ephemeral mud flats are exposed when water levels
are low. Prairies with native grasses and flowers surround the
wetlands and buffer the wetlands from disturbance. Turtle
Valley is now home to abundant and rich wildlife, including
more than 120 species of breeding and migratory birds that
flock to the valley in tremendous numbers. The site provides
especially good habitat for waterfowl and shorebirds like

WILDLIFE HABITAT

mallard, redhead, wood duck, blue-winged teal, hooded
merganser, ruddy duck, killdeer, lesser yellowlegs, and
several species of sandpiper. Numerous rare, threatened and
endangered birds use these wetlands including American
bittern, Forster’s tern, Wilson’s phalarope, king rail, great
egret and whooping crane. Rare reptiles like the state
threatened Blanding’s turtle are also found here. A wildlife
area of this size and quality is especially valuable in the
rapidly urbanizing southeastern portion of the state.

WETLAND RESTORATION PARTNERSHIP
The Turtle Valley restoration project began as a collaborative
effort between the USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service through the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) and
WDNR in 1999. WRP is the largest source of funds for
wetland restoration in Wisconsin, and Turtle Valley is the
state’s largest WRP restoration to date. The project would
not have been possible without the involvement of many
partners, including U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Walworth
County Land Use & Resource Management Department,
Pheasants Forever, and private landowners.

MULTIPLE VALUES
While the main purpose of this extensive wetland restoration
effort was to provide wildlife habitat, these wetlands were
also designed to store floodwaters and to filter sediment and
other pollutants. The wetlands of Turtle Valley thus provide
significant water quality and water quantity benefits to the
Rock River basin. The site also provides outdoor recreation
and educational opportunities such as hiking, hunting and
wildlife viewing for all of southeastern Wisconsin.

ACCESS
For details, visit the Wetlands Reserve Program’s Wisconsin
webpage: www.wi.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/wrp.html.

OTHER EXAMPLES OF THE WILDLIFE
HABITAT VALUE OF WETLANDS
All Wetland Gems, and many other wetlands of the state,
provide important wildlife habitat. The wide diversity of
wetland habitat types represented among Wetland Gem sites
is critical to supporting the state’s wealth of wildlife.

wisconsinwetlands.org

Sources:
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Wetland and grassland restoration has been taking place on over 2,200 acres that were purchased in
partnership with the USDA-Wetland Reserve Program. Restoration efforts focus on returning both hydrology
and vegetation to a natural state and improving wildlife habitat in an intensively farmed area. Some of the
wildlife species that are benefiting from the wetland restoration work are: sandhill crane; northern harrier;
great blue heron; great egret; bitterns; rails; mallard, blue-winged teal, redhead, and ruddy ducks, sedge
and marsh wrens, Forster’s and black terns, yellow-headed blackbirds, and numerous sandpiper species.
Grassland nesting species currently include and savanna sparrows, bobolink, upland sandpiper, dickcissel,
and meadowlark. A variety of wetland types (shallow marsh, sedge and wet meadow, mud flats) along with
associated grasslands have been created.
During 2003, five wetlands consisting of 352 acres of wetland habitat, along with 100 acres of grassland and
wet prairie were planted. The five wetlands were created by constructing 14,800 feet of berms, with the
longest being 4,800 feet and the shortest 1,450 feet in length. The wetlands are 134, 101, 57, 48, and 12
acres in size. Due to the wet spring conditions, 200 acres will be planted during the spring of 2005.
Prescribed burning was completed on six blocks totaling 460 acres to improve native plantings and control
brush seedlings. Exotic and invasive plant species are actively being controlled and monitored on an
ongoing basis.
In addition, surveys and management for the federally endangered massasauga have been completed.
Breeding bird surveys have been conducted for the last three years to document the colonization and use by
grassland and wetland bird species. The Turtle Valley Wildlife Area also provides outdoor recreation and
educational opportunities for all of southeastern Wisconsin.
During 2004, the 459 acres of wetlands were restored into a mosaic of shallow marsh, fresh wet meadow,
sedge meadow, low prairie, mud flats and open grassy areas to benefit a variety of wildlife species. Two
embankments for hydrologic diversification and numerous tile breaks were completed, along with
installation of rip-rap and erosion control matting on several previously constructed berms for increased
stability. Native wet mesic plantings will be conducted on about 150 acres during the spring of 2005. In
addition, several past planting will be burned to stimulate growth of the natives.

