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Coon Creek Community

Watershed Council releases its first annual report detailing accomplishments

By GILLIAN POMPLUN

The Coon Creek Com-
munity Watershed Council’s
(CCCWQ) first annual re-
port, ‘Making Running Water
Walk,” was released on Janu-
ary 4. CCCWC’s president
Nancy Wedwick presented
the report that day to both
watershed council mem-
bers as well as the Monroe
County Climate Change Task
Force (CCTF).

In her presentation to the
CCTF, Wedwick explained
that she had come to be elect-
ed president of the group by
volunteering to send some
e-mails. She joked that Coon
Creek Watershed grassfed
dairy farmer Tucker Grete-
bek, had come to be elect-
ed vice president when he
missed the meeting where the
vote was held.

“I really have no back-
ground in conservation, but
became involved in the group
through my work with the
Coon Valley Business Asso-
ciation,” Wedwick explained.
“My background is in educa-
tion and work in local gov-
ernment, and I am trained as
an attorney.”

Wedwick told CCTF mem-
bers that the problems with
erosion and flooding had
started in the Coon Creek
Watershed after settlers from
Northern Europe had tried to
practice the same agricultural
techniques here that they had
used in their homeland. She
said that those settlers were
not familiar with the kinds
of rain events common in the
watershed.

“The solutions that in-
spired the world began when
H.R. Davis at the experimen-
tal station in LaCrosse part-
nered with Hugh Hammond
Bennett of the Soil Erosion
Service and Aldo Leopold
from UW-Madison on the na-
tion’s first watershed project
in the 1930s. The three sub-
mitted an application for the
project to Washington D.C.
and modern soil conservation
was born.

“When our watershed
council got started, we
learned that there had been
a previous Coon Creek Wa-
tershed Council,” Wedwick
said. “The work of those wa-
tershed councils had resulted
in the building of the PL-566
flood control dams.”

Wedwick said that their
group got started after the
catastrophic floods of 2018
and 2020, when members of
the Coon Valley Business As-
sociation had gotten together
to ask, “what can we do to
help with this situation?”

“Vernon County Conser-
vationist Ben Wojahn en-
couraged the formation of
a watershed council, and
we applied for and received
funding from DATCP’s Pro-
ducer Led Watershed Coun-

cil grant program in 2022,”
Wedwick said. “While the
movement started in 2020,
COVID restrictions meant
the group didn’t hold its first
meeting until July2021.”

Wedwick said that at that
meeting, a decision was
made not to limit the group
to farmers only, but rather to
open membership up to all
members of the community
who wanted to help make a
difference.

“We recognized that the
issues around flooding and
soil erosion are broader than
just the farming communi-
ty,” Wedwick said. “And we
knew that it was going to take
all of us to grapple with the
problems we’re facing in the
watershed.”

Wedwick said that the in-
spiration for their group had
come from comments made
by Ernest Haugen, a teenager
in the watershed in the 1930s.
When his teacher asked him
to describe the work of the
Civilian Conservation Corps
on his family’s farm, Haugen
had replied, “they’re trying to
make running water walk.”

The report

CCCWC’s first annual
report, spanning the time
between July of 2021 and
December of 2022, details
the groups vision and mis-
sion. Their vision: a water-
shed nurtured, cherished and
flourishing. Their mission: to
continue the historic legacy
of conservation leadership
through improving and re-
storing our soil, water and
air as stewards of the Coon
Creek Watershed.

In the spring of 2022,
CCCWC engaged in a stra-
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tegic planning process and
decided that their best path
forward would be to become
a nonprofit organization. Fol-
lowing approval of the non-
profit applications by state
and federal agencies, the
group elected their first board
of directors in May of 2022.
Directors serve 1-3 year
terms, and meet monthly.
The annual report lists the
group’s accomplishments in
their first year:
¢ volunteers donated 1,000+
hours of time

¢ hosted 18 events

e awarded DATCP grant
funding for the installation of
cover crops in the watershed

* built 12 partnerships and
collaborations

e created a website and e-
mail, and social media ac-
counts on Facebook and In-
stagram.

In the “Ways we are learn-
ing to make running water
walk’ section of the report,
they list conservation prac-
tices, collaborations and out-
reach.

Conservation practices de-
ployed or educated around
include: no-till  farming,
cover crops, prairie strips,
grassed waterways, contour
strips, crop rotation, rotation-
al/managed grazing, silvo-
pasture, drone seeding, grade
stabilization structures and
healthy forest management.

Collaborations include
with the Land Conservation
Departments of LaCrosse,
Monroe and Vernon counties,
with sister watershed coun-
cils from the Tainter Creek,
Bad Axe River and Rush
Creek watersheds, Valley

Stewardship Network, Coon

Valley Conservation Club,
Coon Valley Business Asso-
ciation, Norskedalen Nature
& Heritage Center, and UW-
Madison and UW-LaCrosse.

Oral narratives

An  exciting develop-
ment has been the launch
of an oral narrative project
with staff and students from
UW-Madison. Greener Pas-
tures partners Dr. Caroline
Gottschalk-Druschke ~ and
Dr. Anna Andrzejewski ap-
plied on the watershed coun-
cil’s behalf for grants to fund
the project. The purpose of
the project is to capture the
history and experiences of
people in the Coon Creek
Watershed. The goal is to use
the lesson learned from those
narratives to guide future ac-
tions of the CCCWC.

The project began in ear-
nest in September of 2022,
and to date, 37 interviews
have been recorded. Those
interviews will be archived
at the UW-LaCrosse Oral
History Project. Throughout
2023, the watershed coun-
cil will receive projects cre-
ated by the students about
the Coon Creek Watershed
and the CCCWC. By mid-
2023, the students will have
transcribed the interviews,
drawing out the themes and
lessons to share with the wa-
tershed council.

Grant applications

In 2022, the watershed
council submitted applica-
tions for four grants, and also
submitted a pre-application
proposal. Those applications
are as follows:

* DATCP Producer-Led Wa-
tershed Protection Grant —
they requested $40,000, and
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were awarded $30,800

* DNR Surface Water Grant —
they have requested $10,000
to develop a nine-element
watershed plan to iden-
tify watershed stakeholders,
compile watershed research,
set goals and develop plans
to restore and improve the
watershed

¢ Wisconsin Idea Collabora-
tion Grant — in partnership
with UW-Madison, they sub-
mitted a request for $60,000
to collaborate with the uni-
versity and their sister water-
shed councils to build orga-
nizational capacity, advance
leadership opportunities and
skills, and to fund the first
steps in developing a water-
shed plan

e Advancing Climate Readi-
ness and Rural Economic
Opportunity — Vernon and
Monroe County Pilot Project
— in partnership with Mon-
roe County, they applied for
funding to provide technical
assistance for on-the-ground
projects in the watershed, and
funding for continued pro-
motion, education, outreach
and website development
e Baldwin Wisconsin Idea
Grant Pre-Application Pro-
posal — in partnership with
UW-Madison, they submit-
ted a pre-application pro-
posal to apply for $120,000
to continue the oral narra-
tive project, develop public-
facing educational materi-
als including a podcast, and
further develop their website.
The pre-application proposal
was accepted, and they have
been invited to apply.
Past funding

In 2022, DATCP awarded
CCCWC $20,105, $5,000 of
which was spent on adminis-
trative support by the Vernon
County Land Conservation
Department.

Using this funding, six
farmers took advantage of

the cover crop program for a
total of $2,850 in payments;
a total of $2,000 was paid di-
rectly to producers in speak-
er honorariums; education
funds were spent to purchase
copies of Stanley Trimble’s
book ‘Historical Agriculture
and Soil Erosion in the Up-
per Mississippi Valley Hill
Country,” and given away to
attendees at CCCWC’s first
anniversary celebration; and
they are carrying over $3,972
for perennial cover crops,
general supplies and dinners
at monthly meetings.

In 2022, CCCWC was
also awarded $40,000 from
Vernon County’s Ho-Chunk
funding, with Vernon County
as the fiscal manager. These
funds were used in part to
help with startup costs to
become a 501(c)3 nonprofit,
general liability and director
and officer liability insur-
ance, and a website domain
purchase. The funds also
paid for food at meetings and
events, and initial oral narra-
tive expenses. The group will
carry over $34,584 into 2023.

The group included a sec-
tion in the report, ‘With
Gratitude to the Ho-Chunk
Nation.” That section reads:
“When the first Europeans
arrived in the Coon Creek
Watershed, they found a
beautiful and bountiful land.
We acknowledge this area is
the ancestral homelands of
the Ho-Chunk Nation. It is
to them we give our respect,
thanks and gratitude for our
place here today. The har-
mony in which they live with
nature is why the Northern
European immigrants found
such rich soils, clear streams
and abundant wildlife. We
also thank them for funding
the work of the CCCWC in
the spirit of involving com-
munity and improving the
environment. Our gratitude
and thankfulness run deep.”

Coming up Jan. 29-31
Fresh Fruit/Vegetable conference

Wisconsin specialty crop
growers and winery/agri-
tourism operators are encour-
aged to attend the Wisconsin
Fresh Fruit & Vegetable Con-
ference (WFFVC) being held
January 29 - 31, 2023, at the
Wisconsin Dells.

The WFFVC offers 7 edu-
cational tracks for apple, ber-
ry, grape, fresh market veg-
etable and Christmas Tree
growers and agri-tourism and
winery operators. In addition
to the educational sessions,
there is a trade show and net-
working opportunities.

Over 85 sessions will offer
attendees information on pro-
duction, business strategies,
marketing, labor and other
topics affecting specialty ag-
riculture operations. To see
specifics, go to https://fresh-

fruitvegetable.org/Complete-
Schedule.

The goal of the associa-
tions sponsoring the confer-
ence is to provide pertinent
information that will help
attendees be successful in
their operations. Also, the
conference provides an op-
portunity for networking be-
tween growers and business
operators to build relation-
ships that can be beneficial to
both parties.

In an effort to allow as
many attendees as possible
to participate, the WFFVC
continues to be value-priced.
Registration for the Confer-
ence is just $85 per person.
Register today at https:/
freshfruitvegetable.org/  or
call 920-478-4277 for more
information.
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