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Patty Loew:

Hello, and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I'm Patty Loew.  This week, she was arrested and lost her children because of methamphetamines.  Find out how this courtroom may give this woman a chance to rebuild her life.  Discover how the mating call of this little bird may soon be a sound of the past.  And spend a pleasant interlude with this young violinist, and see how her passion for music will be tested in a statewide contest.  We'll also take you on a welcome midwinter tropical tour “In Wisconsin.”  

Loew:

A year and a half ago, northwest Wisconsin was overcome by a methamphetamine crisis.  Skyrocketing meth cases broke local law enforcement budgets, shattered families and filled state prisons with addicts.  In the summer of 2005, communities like Hudson and St. Croix County were sounding the alarm.  Help came from both the state and federal level.  And while meth is still a problem, the state Justice Department now reports that across Wisconsin meth cases are now down more than 30%.  In Hudson, police say that in all of 2006, they discovered not a single meth lab.  Fredericka Freyberg reports on what's changed, and why, and revisits once heartbreaking meth story that could now have a happy ending.  

Freyberg:

When it comes to the war on methamphetamine, the law enforcement landscape has changed in northwest Wisconsin.  

Man:

All of our local meth labs have disappeared.  

Freyberg:

That's mostly thanks to a recent state law that strictly limits the sale of a certain type of cold medicine that home cooks use to make meth.  Shutting down local meth labs reduces local supply of the drug and frees up police to go after the big guys.  

Man:

Police!  Get on the ground.  Get on the ground.  

Freyberg:

And authorities say they're making a dent in the larger outside supply of meth coming into Wisconsin from across the border in Minnesota.  Undercover agents say big-time dealers selling Mexican-made meth within our borders are now running scared.  Word has spread about how tough Wisconsin is on meth.  

Man:

The dealers are very reluctant to come to St. Croix County because they're afraid we're going to get caught.  If they come across the river into Wisconsin, they'll receive anything from five, ten, 15-year sentences in the state prison.  

Freyberg:

When we last visited in 2005, the county jail population had exploded with meth inmates, costing millions of dollars.  The number of inmates has now dropped from around 170 to 130, preventing another new jail addition.  

Sheriff Dennis Hillstead:

Our perception in talking with my drug guys, is that the number of new users is beginning to slow down.  

Freyberg:

Slowing the number of new users is heartening news in these parts.  Widespread education and outreach to warn young people against the dangers of meth became a community-wide effort when the alarm was sounding over the crisis in 2005.  

Man:

It makes me feel good about the community.  It makes me feel good about the people in the community.  

Freyberg:

But perhaps the biggest change on the law enforcement landscape in the battle against meth in St. Croix County, a recognition that treating meth addicts interrupts the cycle of crime.  

Man:

We reached a point where something has to be done.  

Freyberg:

Something has to be done, according to this judge, because state prisons are full of meth addicts, meth addicts who sold the drugs or committed crimes to support the habit.  Keeping them in prison costs the state about $26,000 a year.  And statistics show nearly 70% of prison inmates are rearrested within three years of their release.  

Man:

We were having people go to prison, come back out and re-offend.  We needed to look at something else.  We needed to try something different.  

Liesl Nelson:

There is word coming down from higher up that we just can no longer afford to incarcerate these people.  

Police:

Hands on the car.  

Freyberg:

People like these people, arrested in the summer of five in a small town in St. Croix County.  Arrested for using and dealing meth.  Among those arrested that day, this wife and mother.  

Woman:

It seems glamorous.  You think you're having fun.  It only takes, you know, 20 minutes and your whole life comes crashing down.  

Freyberg:

But for this woman, that crash had been building for more than a decade.  

Woman:

So like at 13, I would use like once every now and then.  But by 15 or 16, it was an all the time habit.  And then I got pregnant at 16, pregnant at 17, pregnant at 18.  

Freyberg:

By her own account, her children lived a traumatic life with meth addicts for parents.  

Woman:

Well, I used their whole life, so I never parented sober.  

Freyberg:

The children's trauma culminated with police sirens in the summer of 2005.  

Woman:

You give mama hug goodbye.  

Freyberg:

The children were taken from their home, from their parents.  Their father is now in prison.  The children went to live with their grandmother.  Their mother sat in jail.  

Woman:

I was sadly content in jail.  You know, you don't have to worry about anything there.  You don't have bills to pay.  You don't have to worry about using.  So I got sadly content with being in jail.  

Freyberg:

But when she was arrested again for dealing meth, the system tried another tact.  She was given one last chance to change.  

Judge Edward Vlack:

That either it's go through drug court or else you go to prison.  

Freyberg:

Judge Edward Vlack presides over St. Croix County's drug court.  It's new here, but one of 1,000 now operating across the country.  In the Hudson Court House, it’s a weekly closed session hearing that so far has eight participants, including the young mother with the long history of meth abuse.  

Vlack:

How you doing today?  

Woman:

I'm good.  

Vlack:

Tell me about your week.  

Woman:

It was okay.  Just worked, went to treatment.  

Vlack:

I've had a situation sentencing people to prison, hoping they get treatment and they don't.  At least when I do this, I know I'm monitoring this case every single week.  

Freyberg:

Participants must go to drug court for 18 months.  They are closely monitored.  Drug tested up to three times a week.  

Brent Standaert:

This particular test tests for narcotics.  And this is an alcohol test that everybody gets for drug court every day.  

Man:

The owner come and talked to me the other day and he said he heard some good things about me and that they'd like to keep me there permanently.  

Freyberg:

Drug court involves a system of rewards for good behavior, simple items like a pencil or small gift certificate.  It also involves consequences and sanctions for bad behavior, up to and including jail.  It involves support from a courthouse team and uncommon interaction from the bench.  

Vlack:

I have one last question.  That is what did you cook for Thanksgiving dinner?  

Woman:

I got to bring milk.  (Laughter)

Vlack:

And then, I meet with them every Wednesday and ask them what's your week been like, tell me from your point of view.  And what’s the outcome going to be like, any stressors, anything you're going to have to face that might make you want to use.  

Woman:

Then he come up and said I got some good meth.  You want some?  I said no.  

Freyberg:

But most importantly, drug court mandates treatment and St. Croix County is using a new brand of meth treatment proving successful at the Minnesota-based Hazelton facility.  

Linda Cooper:

One of the lessons is called Be Smart, Not Strong.  In other words, it addresses the fact that there's things that you need to do to stay clean, rather than to just decide you want to.  If it was that easy, we wouldn't have such a big problem.  

Nelson:

We're not just treating their addictions, but someone who's been abusing meth often the rest of their lives has really crumbled in the meantime.  

Mike Langin:

These are people that have lived very much undisciplined lives, living from one day to the next.  And that's pretty much the way they operate.  

Vlack:

Let me ask you this.  Have you ever been on a budget?  

Woman:

No.  

Freyberg:

In drug court, the judge guides participants through everyday tasks.  

Woman:

I have to answer to him.  Did you do this appointment?  Did you do that appointment?  Then I'm more apt to do it.  Right now, that structure is what I need.  

Freyberg:

The mother who lost custody of her children to meth is now getting her own life back on track, working and going to treatment.  But it is an uphill climb, a climb she must finish before getting her children back.  

Woman:

I'm not at all financially or mentally ready for them to come home.  

Freyberg:

And yet, she vows to forever change.  

Woman:

I just -- I can't take it anymore.  I can't live that life anymore.  It's not fair to myself.  It's not fair to them.  

Vlack:

How many days?  

Woman:

264.  [applause] 

Freyberg:

That's days clean.  

Nelson:

When you hear those numbers, just in terms of small successes on a weekly basis, I think those are really great to hear.  

Freyberg:

Recidivism rates drop as sobriety increases, and that is the whole point of drug court.  

McQuillen:

My measure of success with drug court, ultimately, will be when our drug court participants start filing income tax returns.  

Freyberg:

In St. Croix County, authorities say drug court is too young to declare it a success.  Just as in Wisconsin, victory cannot yet be declared in the war on meth.  On this day, the county prosecutor had five new meth cases to charge.  The danger after some measure of success, we're told, is complacency.  

McQuillen:

No community should go through what we went through.  And I hope that we can remember that.  

Loew:

The St. Croix County sheriff tells us that he's frustrated that just as his department is making progress against meth, federal money for local meth interdiction is drying up.  He says the money is increasingly being funneled into homeland security instead, a move he calls shortsighted.  

Loew:

This week finally reminded us of what a Wisconsin winter can be like.  Bundled up in down coats and warm boots, it's almost impossible to imagine that spring is just a few months away.  To that end, we thought we'd give you a glimpse of light at the end of the seasonal tunnel.  JoAnne Garrett brings us a report about a site in central Wisconsin that draws in visitors every April to hear and see something remarkable.  

JoAnne Garrett:

This is the place.  You sit inside to see it.  It's a blind made of plywood, with a window overlooking the beautiful Buena Vista Grasslands in Portage County.  Which is where, at dawn, on an April morning, you can hear one of the state's more amazing sounds.  And as the light breaks, you can see an annual April ritual.  It's the greater prairie chicken, out on what's called its booming grounds.  That X-files-type sound you hear, well, that's the birds booming.  This goes on for a month, face-off after face-off, as the males try to claim territory and attract a mate.  

Sharon Schwab:

These males just kind of have these imagine walls that they kind of come up to one another.  

Garrett:

Sharon Schwab is a prairie chicken aficionado.  

Schwab:

They're so intent on their small, little territories and on protecting it from another male prairie chicken.  The neck feathers go up.  The orange air sacs fill up, foot stomping and the snapping of the tail feathers.  They whoop and they holler and they jump and they dance.  When you're in a blind and you see these prairie chickens in action, and you see their antics on the booming ground, you can kind of bring yourself back and try to imagine what it must have been like when Wisconsin had tens of thousands of these birds.  We just don't have very many anymore.  

Garrett:

At one time, you could find them across Wisconsin, this small bird with the honking big handle.  Tympanuchus Cupido Pinnatus.  Translation: drummer of love.  The greater prairie chicken, at its peak, numbered more than 54,000.  Now there are fewer than 1,500 birds.  And most of them can be found here, at Buena Vista Grasslands.  Jim Keir is a wildlife biologist for the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  

Jim Keir:

Canada doesn't have them anymore.  Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Kentucky, Arkansas, they used to have prairie chickens, but they don't.  And they don’t because they lost the habitat.  We've made the commitment several decades ago that we were going to try not to let that happen.  And the result is what you see here.  And so far, it's been working.  This is a 12,000 acre project.  It is identified and managed as a grassland habitat.  It is the only one of its type.  This project was started primarily to maintain grassland habitat for the greater prairie chicken, which back in the middle part of the last century was becoming a threatened species.  Numbers were declining.  Habitat was lost over time.  It changed.  The prairie chicken numbers declined.  And this was the best population left in the state at the time, and so the decision was made to try to save the prairie chicken right here.  

Garrett:

Right here is one of the rarer landscapes in Wisconsin.  

Keir:

We're standing in a grassland, as opposed to a prairie.  There's quite a bit of difference.  Prairie refers to something that's natural.  Certain species are commonly associated with prairies.  And we just don't have them here.  The grasses would be different.  

Garrett:

Wisconsin's landscapes hold stories of change.  

Keir:

It all relates to how the land was used.  Prairie chickens were found in the traditional prairies and oak savannahs in the southern third of the state, southern 40% of the state.  What happened, when settlers came into Wisconsin, they started plowing those prairie soils up.  

Garrett:

But while most of the southern prairies were plowed under, our northern forests were clear-cut, which created grasslands.  

Keir:

That created that non-native, but suitable habitat for the prairie chicken population, so they expanded northward.  At one point, because of this expansion, they were actually present in every county in Wisconsin.  

Garrett:

After the big clear-cut of the late 1800s, the northern forests grew back.  Since much of the prairies had been lost to farming, grasslands were greatly diminished.  

Keir:

So the prairie chicken population started declining all over.  

Garrett:

The bird needs these open grasslands.  Buena Vista was established in the 1950s by a unique private and public partnership that managed to raise the funds to acquire this land.  But now, they must manage this land continuously to keep it as grassland.  Consider the land where Keir is standing.  

Keir:

If you step back in time, maybe six, seven years, there was a 45-foot at all aspen forest.  And we use mowing.  We use fire.  We use farming.  And we use cattle.  

Garrett:

Yes.  You're looking at a land management technique.  Cattle, like these, can help save prairie chickens.  

Keir:

Well, grazing is grass.  And chickens need grass.  

Garrett:

In particular, they need the kind of grass that results from a particular kind of grazing, rotational grazing.  

Keir:

Rotational grazing splits that single pasture up into a series of paddocks or series of pastures, and you move the cattle around.  So, at any point in time the cattle are here, but they're not here.  So the grass inside that paddock can grow.  And so, somewhere in that system, you're going to have a decent stand of grass that wildlife species can make use of.  

Garrett:

They’ve had good success at Buena Vista, but the success here is only part of the story.  

Keir:

Oh, yeah.  It's hard not to worry about the future.  Once you get north of here, the populations are very thinly distributed.  They're definitely dependent on private land use, because we have no public land.  And private land use changes are occurring.  And the chicken numbers are declining.  It's because the habitat is being lost.  

Garrett:

And with that loss of habitat has come another problem.  

Keir:

What we have found recently is that the genetic quality of the birds that we have here, even though they seem healthy, they're breeding fine, the genetic quality has declined over years.  And that tends to occur when you have a small population that doesn't have anybody to breed with other than others within its own population.  

Garrett:

The birds need more habitat.  They need what's here.  So, the pressure is on to increase the amount of grassland in the state.  Sharon Schwab is working toward that.  Schwab is not just a prairie chicken aficionado.  She's also the coordinator of the Central Wisconsin Grassland Area Project, which has among its goals, encouraging private landowners such as farmers, to engage in practices like rotational grazing to promote grasslands.  

Schwab:

For example, there may be federal dollars or county dollars that may be available to them to get some of the equipment, like some of the fencing and things like that.  So there are things that can help farmers, for example, change the way they farm that might be a little more wildlife friendly.  

Garrett:

And a wildlife-friendly landscape will benefit more than just the prairie chicken.  This showy star of the grasslands.  There's a whole community of flora and fauna that calls this distinct habitat home.  

Schwab:

What I like most about grasslands is that they're just open.  There's something about them that I think is very freeing.  You can see all around you.  And perhaps that's what the prairie chickens like as well.  There's a clear vista.  It's one of those things that if you've never experienced, it's worth seeing.  

Loew:

If you're interested in programs to protect the prairie chicken, you can find more information through our Web site at www.wpt.org/inwisconsin.  And if you're interested in accessing a blind and viewing the mating dance of the greater prairie chicken during April's Earth Day weekend, you can also find info on our Web site about how to make a reservation at a blind.  

Loew:

We turn now from the drama of a rare wildlife event to the high drama of a music competition.  The Bolz Young Artist Competition features the best of Wisconsin's young musical artists.  In a statewide competition, dozens of high school-aged musicians vied for a spot in the final four.  Those finalists earned the opportunity to perform with the Madison Symphony Orchestra in the final round of competition this week in front of a live audience in Madison’s Overture Hall.  Here's a look at one of the young artists.  

Narrator:

Sakura Takemitsu is an only child, but don't tell her that.  

Sakura Takemitsu:

I have a bunch of, well, stuffed animals I guess I consider my siblings.  (talks to her stuffed animals)  This is embarrassing, but I kind of talk back and forth to them.  It's interesting.  (laughs)

Narrator:

Sakura also likes to read and study with friends.  

Takemitsu:

If you ask my parents, they'll tell you like to read “way too much,” which is true.  I admit that.  

The problem is I sometimes like to read while I'm practicing, which can tick everybody off.  

Narrator:

Her love of studying paid off recently with a perfect score on her college entrance exam.  

Takemitsu:

I still don't know how that happened, I have to say.  

Narrator:

Since high school is a time when peer pressure counts, we asked Sakura if her friends think she's a “brain.”  

Takemitsu:

I don't know if they would say that I'm smart or not.  I've never asked for their opinion on that before.  Maybe being a smart aleck would be better.  

Narrator:

And even though music isn't her only interest, Sakura says there's something special about performing with an orchestra.  

Takemitsu:

My favorite part is when you, after all these whatever, months, weeks of hard work, then you're up on the stage, and you're making this music, and everything is going together, the different voices.  Especially with an orchestra, you know, the different sections, voices, just coming together.  

Narrator:

She has another good reason for playing and practicing.  

Takemitsu:

The violin keeps me out of trouble.  

Loew:

The final competition was last night.  Wisconsin Public Radio broadcast the event live.  But if you didn't listen, we're not going to give away the ending here.  You can tune into Wisconsin Public Television on Saturday, February 3, at 7:00 p.m., or Thursday, February 8, at 9:00 p.m., to hear some wonderful music and find out who won the top honors.  

Loew:

And now a few updates on some of our past reports.  As we previewed last week, it was announced Monday that the Western Great Lakes population of gray wolves, including those in Wisconsin, will be removed from the federal endangered species list.  The de-listing by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service becomes effective 30 days after it's published in the federal register.  After that time, the state wolf population will be managed by the DNR.  

And we first told you last spring from the advisory board formed by Governor Jim Doyle to devise a plan for using electronic medical records statewide.  Now the board's recommendations have made their way into the governor's budget plan.  Governor Doyle is proposing $20 million in grants to assist nonprofit health providers in creating record systems, as well as $10 million more in tax breaks for for-profit providers.  The state Budget Address happens February 13 and will be broadcast live by Wisconsin Public Television.  

And that's our program for this week.  We leave you with a walk-through the Bolz Conservatory at Madison's Olbrich Botanical Gardens.  For “In Wisconsin,” I'm patty loew.  See you next week.  
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