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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week, work with this wildlife detective to investigate reports of big cats stalking Wisconsin's wilds. What would it take to get you to make this plunge? How about a good cause? And we'll continue to examine some of the top issues in the presidential campaign and discover what the candidates have to say about them. We’ll also head to the Dells of Eau Claire to experience an antidote for cabin fever "In Wisconsin." 

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin running smoothly.  Alliant Energy, offering energy-saving ideas on the web.  UW Health providing specialty and primary care for all ages throughout Wisconsin.  Information on UW Health physicians and clinics and on University of Wisconsin Hospital is available on the web.  And by the Animal Dental Center of Milwaukee and Oshkosh.  A veterinary specialist working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals.  

Loew:

We start with a story about an animal that disappeared from our state many years ago. The animal is the cougar, and it has been more than a century since Wisconsin has had an established population of the big cats. But reports of cougar sightings have increased in the last few years. How are these reports analyzed and what is the likelihood of cougars returning to our state? Producer Jo Garrett reports. 

Jo Garrett:

For more than a century, Wisconsin's woods have been empty of this sound. That yowl belongs to this animal, the North American Cougar, aka, the mountain lion, the panther, the puma. All of these different names describe the same big cat. An animal that once ranged from the Yukon in Canada to the tip of South America. In the United States, the population is estimated at about 10,000. And nearly all of those are in the western US . East of the Mississippi there is only one established population, a sub species of approximately 80. The so-called Florida panthers. That’s not to say that individual cougars haven't been sighted in our neck of the woods. They have, in Minnesota, Missouri, Iowa and in Wisconsin. A sighting that received a great deal of attention occurred this January in Rock County. This sighting may turn out to be the real deal, an actual confirmation of a cougar in the state. Something that hasn't happened since the Department of Natural Resources began tracking what they call cougar observations in 1990. 

Adrian Wydeven:

This is one that was reported to me as being near moose lake which is just east of Hayward. 

Garrett:

We sat down with Adrian Wydeven.  He’s the DNR employee who investigates these sightings. We wanted to find out what kind of reports he gets. And why this one is different. 

Garrett:

How often do you get these reports? 

Wydeven:

Last year -- well, I guess we haven't put the 2007 report together yet but the 2006 report we had 86 reports that we listed as possible. 

Garrett:

Wydeven is well suited as an animal detective. He has a master's degree in wildlife biology and decades of experience tracking animals. What is he looking for? To start, like any detective, Wydeven needs evidence. 

Wydeven:

Unfortunately probably less than 10% of these can we actually evaluate something where we have pictures of tracks or pictures of animals or can go back to the site and look for sign. So probably less than 10% of the time can we make any kind of evaluation. 

Garrett:

In those cases where people have sent him photos of the animal or tracks, what are the clues that point to a hoax? Or separate cougars from other suspects? Here's one. 

Wydeven:

Here is an animal that was suspected as being a cougar but something that's very noticeable on this animal is the back of the ears. It's very characteristic of a bobcat is to have the big white spot in the back of their ears. A cougar ear would be just dark black or grayish. There wouldn't be a white spot at all. That tells me it's a bobcat, not a cougar. 

Wydeven:

This picture was sent to me in November of 2006 and reported cougar observation near Butternut, Wisconsin. I get this picture and something doesn't look right about it to me. It's an obvious cougar, everything about it tells me it’s a cougar. It's got the long tail, the tan-ish brownish coloration, white underneath, darkish colors around its face, rounded sort of ears. All of that says cougar to me, but the vegetation wasn't right. The trees look like lodge pole pine. 

Garrett:

So we don't have that here? 

Wydeven:

No, no, we have Red Pine, Jack Pine, White Pine and we have some Scotch Pine planted in Wisconsin but we don't have Lodge Pole Pine occurring naturally. Then the other vegetation looks like bitter brush or some kind of sagebrush. It is not likely a Wisconsin scene. Not likely a scene near Butternut. 

Garrett:

Not likely but somehow familiar. 

Wydeven:

Right away with this picture I thought there is something -- I have seen this scene before and went back through my files and from two years ago I came up with this other picture. Initially somebody said this is near their home near Baraboo in Sauk County in the Baraboo Hills. Well, I don't think we have Mule Deer there. This is an obvious Mule Deer. The white rump and black tip on the tail like that. A white tail deer would have just a tan-ish rump and there wouldn’t be a black tip on the tail like that. This is the exact same scene. The same pine tree here with the cavity right here. The same downed tree in front. It may be we have part of a picture of a deer that walked by and another picture of the cougar and they are just pasted together. This is an animal that a person saw swimming on the Chippewa Flowage. They were convinced what they were seeing was a black panther. What we're looking at there, looking at the size of the tree and the roots, this is a Fisher. A large member of the weasel family but at a distance sometimes it's hard to gauge the size of an animal and they're convinced it is a 70 or 80-pound animal. This is a set of tracks that were taken near Milton in Rock County investigating this cougar observation on the 19th of January. I was surprised when I opened up my email and looked at the pictures and I thought “darn, those do look like cougar tracks.” 

Garrett:

Look close. Here is why. 

Wydeven:

We have a set of tracks that is about 3 inches long, 3 inches wide, very large interdigital pad. We have those three even-sized lobes at the back of the pad. We've got a bit of an indentation at the top of the pad. We have a leading toe that sticks out ahead of the other toe. The toes are not quite symmetrical. The overall size is the typical size of a cougar. I measured the width of the interdigital pad as 43 centimeters and that would put it at the size range of an adult female cougar or a young male. 

Garrett:

In addition to the tracks, it's the stride, the length between the tracks and what's called the bounding pattern. 

Wydeven:

This is a very typical cat bounding pattern. It is called a one by three bound. 

Garrett:

That spells cougar. 

Wydeven:

All those are indicative of a cougar-sized cat. 

Garrett:

So you’re saying it may be here.

Wydeven:

I would call it a probable. 

Garrett:

And several weeks later DNA tests from blood the cat left at the scene confirmed it. It is a cougar. Next up, more DNA tests to help determine if it's truly a wild animal or an exotic pet let loose on the landscape. 

Wydeven:

We believe cougars may eventually reestablish in Wisconsin. We have habitat, we feel, that's suitable for cougars. A very high deer population, their main food source. There is a source populations in the black hills of South Dakota, and we’re within the dispersal range of those cougars and one of the things as an agency we want to be on top of that when cougars start to reestablish in the state we want to be able to detect them and determine there are cougars and document their presence and monitor their populations. 

Loew:

This week the presidential candidates have been making their case around the state. And on February 19 Wisconsin voters will have their say in the primary election. Coming up next we examine what the candidates have to say about a series of issues important to our citizens. Art Hackett looks at agriculture issues. Andy Soth checks out healthcare. But first, Frederica Freyberg starts us off with a report about the federal education call called “No Child Left Behind.” In Milwaukee as elsewhere, the law has come down hard on schools unable to meet the mandated test scores for reading and math. 

Frederica Freyberg:

The sanctions of “No Child Left Behind” resulted in this school having to start over after years of not making the grade under the federal law. The question here is, has it helped the students? 

Cheryl Clancy:

I have kind of mixed feelings about “No Child Left Behind.” 

Freyberg:

The principal of Kosciuszko Middle School says the law has raised the bar. 

Clancy:

The scores have risen dramatically. I mean we’ve gone from you know 3% proficient to almost 40% proficient in math, 47% in reading.

Freyberg:

But the law has also lowered the boom. Because rising scores that sound like wild success are failure by “No Child Left Behind” standards. And so, Kosciuszko middle school was forced by the law to close and reopen with a new teaching plan. That new plan reinvents Kosciuszko as a bilingual Montessori school. The goal is Pre-K through eight, but so far it only goes through first grade. That means the current middle school remains largely unchanged. 

Clancy:

What we've seen with the little ones is we've seen a resurgence of hope in the community. 

Freyberg:

For the existing middle grades, the situation is far bleaker. 

Clancy:

This year we do not have a librarian, we do not have a guidance counselor, we do not have any music classes, we have half of an art teacher, no computer teacher, no shop or home-ec teacher. 

Freyberg:

Because the principal says if she needs to hire a teacher it won’t be in music or art.  It will be in reading and math to try to meet the test scores mandated by “No Child Left Behind.” 

Clancy:

It is tremendously underfunded. That in addition to the fact that we are spending as a nation $600 million to test is outrageous. And when you think about what could be done with $600 million in the classroom. 

Freyberg:

Kosciuszko Middle School also suffers from dramatic cuts in state funding due to low enrollment. Next year the school would have to lay off another ten teachers. Instead it is expected the school board will simply close Kosciuszko Middle. 

Clancy:

We've had fewer and fewer dollars each year to do more and more. 

Freyberg:

Just as one principal has mixed feelings about the law, so, too, do the candidates running for president. Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton would end “No Child Left Behind.”  She promotes early childhood education. Democratic candidate Barack Obama would reform the law and ensure access to early education. Democratic candidate Mike Gravel would also reform “No Child Left Behind” and adequately fund it. He, too, would expand pre-school programs.  Republican candidate Mike Huckabee supports the law and supports school choice. Republican candidate John McCain supports “No Child Left Behind” and voucher programs. Republican candidate Ron Paul voted against “No Child Left Behind.” He would abolish the US Department of Education. Whatever happens to “No Child Left Behind” for now, every school in Milwaukee is in its sights. The entire district has been declared “in need of improvement.” 

Soth:

In 2004, prescription drugs were a big issue in the presidential campaign. While it hasn't been the case this year, the candidate views on prescription drugs may make a big difference to Wisconsin seniors. Back then, Frederica Freyberg introduced viewers to Marvin and Janice who traveled to Canada for their prescriptions. 

Marvin:

We're saving $2,568 a year. 

Soth:

But four years later Marvin is talking about costs, not savings. 

Marvin:

Last year I spent -- I just got a thing that we spent $7,600 on drugs. 

Soth:

He's now on Medicare Part D, the federal prescription plan which doesn't allow importing drugs and using what's called the donut hole. A gap in coverage. For about the first $2,000 spent on drugs, Medicare covers a share. After that, it pays nothing. After about $5,000 total has been spent on drugs, Medicare again pays a portion. 

Marvin:

The first two months or two and a half months I'm covered, and the last two months I'm covered by insurance. In between that, no way. 

Soth:

While they're not happy filling prescriptions with Medicare Part D, Wisconsin’s own plan,  Seniorcare gets better reviews. 

Lisa Lamkins:

It's an option for people but overall by and large Seniorcare is a much better program. 

Soth:

The state program doesn't have the donut hole and it negotiates prices with manufacturers, something Medicare is not allowed to do. It may be forced to end because it's operating under a special waiver from the US Government. 

Lamkins:

Our Seniorcare program is good through the end of 2009 thanks to some fabulous maneuvering by our entire congressional delegation. Once the next President and Congress takes office, of course, we'll be revisiting the issue of Seniorcare. We'd certainly like to hear from candidates where they stand on the issue of prescription drugs. 

Soth:

The candidates have not commented specifically on Seniorcare but do have positions on prescription drugs. Democrat Hillary Clinton voted against Medicare Part D, supports legal drug importation and negotiating with drug companies. Democrat Barack Obama also supports drug importation and negotiating prices. Democrat Mike Gravel advocates covering all Americans, not only seniors, paid by a national sales tax. Republican Mike Huckabee also proposes a national sales tax to fund Medicare and sees states as laboratory for developing new healthcare approaches as is against drug importation. Republican John McCain voted against Medicare Part D. He would like to see the benefit lowered for wealthy seniors. He does supports drug importation as well as price negotiation. And republican Ron Paul also voted against Part D, supports negotiation and importation and much less federal involvement. One of these candidates will have a lot to say about Seniorcare whether it's extending or ending the program. 

Art Hackett:

Sometime this year Congress is expected to pass a five-year farm bill which will effectively lock in US Agriculture policy for the entire first term of whoever gets elected in November. So, farm organizations are focusing on somewhat of a side issue involving agriculture, biofuels such as ethanol. Al Paulson operates a 1200-acre farm near Columbus. He used to sell most of his corn to a local grain elevator but now Paulson is about to jump in his truck and haul a load of corn 40 miles up the road to an ethanol plant. 

Al Paulson:

At the time when they first started buying corn, if you compare what their price was compared to the local elevator they could be as much as a dime more. 

Hackett:

That dime a bushel bonus could net Paulson up to $18,000 a year in added income. Wisconsin now has seven ethanol plants. University of Wisconsin agricultural economist Randy Fortenberry says they've made a significant impact on the state's economy. 

Fortenberry:

We know that there has been documented increases in the local corn price and the plants have generated relatively high-paying job in some of the rural communities and the multiplier jobs from other businesses that do business with the ethanol plants. 

Hackett:

Those jobs have come at a price to federal taxpayers. The government mandates the use of ethanol in gasoline to help reduce emissions. Oil companies get a 51 cent a gallon tax credit for every gallon of ethanol they sell. Paulson says the tax credit is fine as it is. He would like to see the federal government try something new. 

Paulson:

The first thing we need to spend money on is educating the public. 

Hackett:

Ethanol's critics claims it takes more energy to produce the fuel than is saved by using ethanol. More recent studies have argued there is actually an energy gain. Ethanol has also been blamed for driving up the price of corn as a food source. Fortenberry says ethanol is only a small factor in the price of corn. 

Fortenberry:

The export market has been hot even as the ethanol industry has grown. The other thing that's happened is we have very large and oftentimes record positions of speculators in the commodity futures market for corn and that's also driven the price significantly higher. 

Hackett:

Here is what the candidates for president are saying about ethanol and other biofuels. Hillary Clinton is calling for $50 billion strategic energy fund to research and deploy renewable energy sources. Barack Obama wants to focus federal incentives on making ethanol from cellulose.  Cellulose come  from wood and grasses instead of corn kernels. Mike Gravel is concerned ethanol may require more energy to produce than it yields. He is also concerned corn based ethanol will reduce the food supply.  He feels hydrogen may offer for promise than cellulosic ethanol. John McCain opposes subsidies for ethanol and petroleum based fuels and feels biofuel producers could compete on a level playing field. Ron Paul supports what he calls a total free market in energy. Mike Huckabee supports expanded federal research funding in the cellulosic ethanol and bio-diesel from food processing wastes. Al Paulson meanwhile is convinced corn farmers will continue to play a role in energy production if given the chance. 

Paulson:

We can produce the fuel for the country and we can feed the country as well. We at least have to try to make a living at it, too. 

Loew:

Because we don't have time to go through all the positions of the candidates, we've posted links on the Wisconsin Vote website. There you can read through all the initiatives the candidates have offered on agriculture, healthcare and education. You can find the website by logging onto the address on your screen, Wisconsinvote.org. There you can also watch streaming video of all of our presidential reports. 

Loew:

Many people are willing to pitch in to help a good cause. But would you be willing to jump in? Well, apparently plenty of people are. They're the ones who sign up for the annual Polar Plunge to benefit Special Olympics-Wisconsin. Last year independent producer Alex Andre caught these folks on tape and it confirms that helping others can be a whole lot of fun. 

Kelly Kloepping:

Madison has been doing this for several years and we're crossing the million dollar mark just from money raised in the plunge in Madison each year. Special Olympics uses that money to expedite transportation, equipment costs, a lot of the things necessary to really keep our 75 competitions a year that we do for Special Olympics afloat. We have to say we're most impressed with the “Chill Seekers” sending 42 people.  42 of them have signed up and raised nearly $20,000 and it may actually have surpassed that since the last update. 

Chill Seekers Member:

Raising money for Special Olympics. Been doing it for three or four years now for Chastity. We're the Chill Seekers. 

Chill Seekers Member:

A very good cause and I get to wear a dress. 

Kloepping:

There is plenty of time to meet the thousands that are here. All the tents are warm. Certainly you don't have to freeze for multiple hours. They can go in the heated changing tent and get into their costumes or suits, whatever they're wearing. 

Plunger:

We just kind of stuck with it. 

Fighting Bob Member:

We're plunging because it's a good cause. 

Plunger:

We think it's important to be able to help the organization and it’s something fun and exciting and crazy. 

Plunger:

I'm really nervous. I think my heart is probably going to stop. [screaming and yelling] They’re going to have to push me in.

Plunger:

It's like an eight second bull ride. You're in the hot tub after that and everything is warm again. 

Plunger:

I think it was colder this year. 

Plunger:

It was so cold. 

Plunger:

It's kind of a momentary lack of sensation. It is so overwhelming that you really don't feel anything. 

Plunger:

I'll probably be sick on Monday. 

Plunging Group:

One, two, three, plunge! 

Loew:

This year's Polar Plunge in Madison will take place at Olin Turville Park on Saturday, February 16th. The proceeds will go to benefit some 10,000 Special Olympians in Wisconsin. That's our show for this week. Join us next time when University researchers take the pulse of a Northern Wisconsin lake building on studies started in the 1920s. We'll also tour the town in a car we don't actually own. It's called a community car. And we'll head out to the country to find out if there are enough young dairy veterinarians willing to take on this difficult job. That's next week. In the meantime, we leave you with a trip to a rocky gorge in the Dells of the Eau Claire River. For "In Wisconsin" I'm Patty Loew. See you next time. 

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin running smoothly.  Alliant Energy, offering energy-saving ideas on the web.  UW Health providing specialty and primary care for all ages throughout Wisconsin.  Information on UW Health physicians and clinics and on University of Wisconsin Hospital is available on the web.  And by the Animal Dental Center of Milwaukee and Oshkosh.  A veterinary specialist working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals.  
