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Kathy Bissen:

Hello and welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Kathy Bissen in for Patty Loew. This week discover how things are getting steamy as a paper and pulp mill tries to move from bankruptcy to banner times. Meet a family that's made a living in a Florence County forest throughout four generations. And find out how one community turned a little used sandy strip into one of the best beaches around. We'll also take you up to the Chequamegon National Forest to see a summer parade of butterflies. “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.  The University of Wisconsin Carbone Comprehensive Cancer Center, comprehensive as designated by the National Cancer Institute. Providing cancer research, education and treatment for people throughout Wisconsin.  UW Carbone Comprehensive Cancer Center, cancer care for the greater good. 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.

Bissen:

Ok. We don't often ask you to do this for television, but close your eyes. Now picture your favorite beach. Do you see Racine? If not, then consider this. Reporter Frederica Freyberg discovered that Racine is home to one of the best beaches, not just in Wisconsin but in the entire country. 

Frederica Freyberg:

When you think of Racine, you often think of smokestacks, industry and not perhaps its most enduring resource, the Lake Michigan waterfront. But for decades, the beach here was neglected and ignored. 

Racine Resident:

More major drug busts took place here than anywhere else. There were homeless people living in the trees in the woods around here. 

Freyberg:

Besides that, who would want to go near the water? 

Julie Kinzelman:

There was the perception that the beach was bad. It wasn't a good family place, the water was dirty, you would get sick if you went in there. 

Freyberg:

Then something happened. 

Dave White:

I just got mad. 

Freyberg:

Racine native Dave White got mad about not being able to swim in the lake. He then tapped into community anger to form a group called "Keep our Beaches Open." That was 10 years ago. In those days, health advisories for high levels of e-coli would force beach warnings and closures for more than 60 days out of every summer swimming season. The group's education efforts included marking every storm drain in the city with signs saying, no dumping, drains to lake. Connections about the sources of contamination were starting to be made. 

Richard Jones:

The contaminants off of yards, off of roofs do wash into the river and the lake. 

Freyberg:

And so, Racine's Department of Public Works spent nearly $1 million building a new storm water drainage system, a system that includes a series of nine basins. In the basins, sediment settles out of the water along with bacteria. The water then evaporates without flushing to the lake. 

Jones:

From the testing that's been occurring, the discharge from the outflows is much closer than what the original design had from the 1970's. 

Freyberg:

One source of beach closing water contamination solved. But the biggest source of lake contamination is on the wing. Seagulls. That problem is not easily solved. 

Kinzelman:

If we could get rid of the gulls, that would be great. They're nationally protected, migratory birds. We can't just get rid of the gulls, but if you can reduce the impact of what they leave behind, that's another way of getting at the same problem. 

Freyberg:

Racine Public Health Department scientist Julie Kinzelman. She literally wrote the book on reducing the impact of what seagulls leave behind. In 2005 she wrote her PhD thesis on water quality  remediation for the protection of public health. She used the Racine beach as her research site.  We found that if there’s high waves, greater than a foot, they wash over beach sands they can act as a mechanism of transport to take e-coli from the sand which is likely from the seagulls into the surface water.  And so Julie Kinzleman focused on the sand. Coming up with the new way to groom the beach. The new grooming method rakes the sand leaving furrows. The old method compacted the sand leaving a wet blanket of e-coli to wash into the water. Now the sand dries out, allowing the sun to penetrate it, killing the e-coli. The city grooms the beach five days a week, eight hours a day.

Kinzelman:

The other thing is to put a lot of waste cans out for people, try to encourage people to throw away their trash because seagulls are scavengers and they're attracted to food left on the beach. 

Freyberg:

The City Health Department tests the water off the beach every day. The results speak for themselves. 

Kinzelman:

The beach as of today has had zero water quality advisories for 2006 which is really good. 

Freyberg:

In all, Racine's beach had just one beach closure because of high levels of e-coli for the entire summer of 2006. It's a to die for number for any beach. 

Gary Becker:

Come on down and visit us. It's -- I would argue it's probably the nicest beach in Wisconsin and we take great care of it. We would love to have you come on down. 

Freyberg:

Much to the Mayor of Racine's delight, North Beach is now attracting a lot of new visitors. 

Beach Visitor:

It's clean sand and the water seems to be nice. 

Freyberg:

All most people know is that the sand is clean, the water is nice and the beach is well tended. What most people don't know is that this is a so-called Blue Wave Beach. 

Bonnie Prochaska:

It gives us a stamp of approval. Like a good housekeeping stamp of approval for our beach. And it's very unique because in the Great Lakes, we're one of two beaches on all of the Great Lakes that have this designation. 

Freyberg:

One of only two in the Great Lakes and the only one in Wisconsin. But to become a Blue Wave Beach, as designated by the National Environmental Group Clean Beaches Council, it's more than clean water. A beach also has to have facilities and services. Lifeguards and first aid. It must be clean and safe, a place that attracts people to the shore. 

Paul Curtin:

How are you doing? 

Freyberg:

Racine businessman Paul Curtin is a major reason more people are coming to the beach. He turned the abandoned beach, bath house into the North Beach Oasis, a concession stand and outdoor music venue. Its cheerful paint job and tables invite crowds. 

Curtin:

It's about people being able to come down to the beach like they do in California and Florida and the kids can have an ice cream and their parents can enjoy a beer. 

Freyberg:

Racine’s North Beach is building on its own success. Volunteers erected a huge beachfront playground and the city built a bike path along the lake. 

Curtin:

This is one of the nicest natural resources that the city has to offer and we've got it back and the people are using it and it just keeps growing. 

Freyberg:

More people using the beach brings water quality remediation efforts full circle because the best gull buster is a crowd.  Seagulls don't like people and they'll stay away. Fewer seagulls mean less e-coli and a cleaner beach. 

White:

So many kids who live close to the beach in these neighborhoods are never going to go to the Dells or have a cabin up north. Here’s this great opportunity for water recreation that was cut off for them all those years. Now this is available again. 

Beach Visitor:

There's much more people coming since the water is not polluted a lot now. They take care of the water much better and stuff and I'm starting to like it. 

Freyberg:

What do you say to the people who work so hard to make this a great place? 

Beach Visitor:

Thank you. 

Beach Visitor:

Thank you so much. 

Beach Visitor:

Thank you. We got our beach back now. 

Bissen:

Last week the US Department of Energy awarded a $40 million grant to a paper mill in Park Falls. Flambeau River Papers will use that money to develop a bio-refinery that procedures fuel from wood waste. Art Hackett reports that marrying a paper mill to a bio-refinery turns out to be a hot deal. 

Art Hackett:

This is a story about the old and dreams of making the old new again. First the old. People have been making paper at the Flambeau River Mill in Park Falls since the 1890s. The plant is small and a bit of an antique. In fact, this paper making machine, still in use today, dates back to 1905. The one next to it was installed in 1919. The mill has operated under a number of different owners throughout the years. Providing 300 of the better paying jobs in a community of about 2,500 people. But in 2006, the mill's owner went bankrupt and the plant closed. 

William Johnson:

We really wanted to start where we could get somebody else to buy the mill. 

Hackett:

William Butch Johnson was involved in the bankruptcy proceedings because the old owner owed him money. 

Johnson:

And as we worked forward, it was obvious that the people trying to liquidate the mill didn't really want to reopen it. 

Hackett:

Johnson is a modern day timber baron. He was a major supplier of wood for the plant and owned the chippers that processed logs into pulp. To avoid the fate of the previous owner, he had to improve the plant’s bottom line. 

Johnson:

Natural gas is one of the things that sunk the previous owner. 

Hackett:

This is where the old made new again part of the story begins. Engineers rearranged the plant's plumbing. The mill now uses waste heat from inside the plant to bring water from the Flambeau River up to temperature so it can be used in the papermaking process.

Johnson:

We’ve had $7 million savings over the course of time.  That’s a big number.  

Hackett:

Over how long? 

Johnson:

Per year. 

Hackett:

Then there's the other fuel source for the paper mill, wood. 

Hackett:

Flambeau River doesn't just use wood to make paper. The mill actually runs on wood. They take bark and small scraps, grind it up and burn it in a boiler along with coal to make steam. Now the mill has a new idea, taking the wood and using it to make what the Beverly Hillbillies called black gold or Texas tea. The initial efforts to make the plant more energy efficient brought them in touch with Clean Tech Partners in Madison.  It used to be called the Center for Technology Transfer. Clean Tech is headed by a former researcher at the US Department of Agriculture Forest Products Lab, Masood Akhtar. 

Masood Akhtar:

Right in the meeting I had with Butch, we had a copy of the deal. I said hey, If you're going to reduce your manufacturing costs, we can help you focus energy programs short-term, but the long-term goal is going to be that you should be looking into this producing liquid transportation fuels. 

Hackett:

Liquid transportation fuels created out of the wood. 

Bob Byrne:

Did I think it was off the wall? No. We didn't violate any laws of science or nature, but it was not something that I would have considered as a paper mill executive in any other paper company. 

Hackett:

Bob Byrne had worked at the Park Falls mill years ago. He was nearing retirement when Butch Johnson hired him as the mill's Chief Engineer. Currently, the mill simply burns wood in a conventional boiler along with the small amount of coal. Steam from the boiler powers the plant. In the future, the heat to generate steam will come from a device called a vaporizor. It will also run on wood.

Byrne:

We're going to take wood and dry it and we’re going to put it in a pressure tank and add heat and change the wood into a gas, and that gas is hyrdro-carbon gas which is what wood is made up of and then we're going to send that gas to a reactor which is like a big heat exchanger, and a liquid will come out and a solid material like wax will come out. And that liquid material will look a lot like diesel fuel. Simple process. 

Hackett:

The diesel fuel can be used as is to power trucks and equipment. The waxy material, the parafin, can be sold to oil refineries and turned into a variety of petroleum products. 

Johnson:

There's not a better spot to open up a refinery type operation that we're doing and a bio-diesel plant than a paper mill.

Hackett:

Masood Akhtar says paper mills aren't doing this to be in the oil business on the side. Paper makers are interested in something the bio-refinery generates in the process of making oil, lots and lots of heat. 

Akhtar:

Anything you produce like a steam to replace natural gas, they can use it to reduce their costs. Once they do that, then basically they become competitive for even the product that they're making which is pulp. 

Hackett:

This will cut your gas bill -- 

Johnson:

We will have zero gas bill. We will not have any natural gas cost. All of the mill will be heated off of wood. 100%. 

Hackett:

No coal,  no gas. 

Johnson:

No coal, no gas. 

Hackett:

It sounds like fantasy, something that’s too good to be true. But the process, it turns out, is also a case of the old made new. It's known as the Fischer-Tropsh process. Named for the two chemists who invented it, it dates back to pre World War II Germany. 

Byrne:

The actual Fischer-Tropsh process, this is old technology. The difference is it didn't pay. The economics weren't there. When oil was $40 a barrel, it didn't pay. Now when oil is more than $100 a barrel, it has a good return. 

Hackett:

As for environmental issues, the process has some inherent advantages over current technology. According to our Renewable Energy Advisor for the Natural Resources Defense Council, emissions from existing boilers go up the stack, in the case of the proposed bio-refinery, emissions are intentionally captured since they would be used to produce the biofuels. Flambeau River Papers is the second Wisconsin mill to receive federal funding for a bio-refinery. New Page Papers in Wisconsin Rapids was awarded a $30 million grant in early 2008. Masood Akhtar, who was the consultant on both proposals, says the DOE views these as pilot plants. 

Akhtar:

The US Department of Energy thought that if these guys can actually demonstrate at paper mills at a 10% commercial level, then venture capitalists will start believing in it because you can scale it up to 100%. 

Hackett:

Even before his mill won the grant, Johnson was convinced the technology would work on an industrial scale.

Johnson:

I know we can do it on an industrial scale, and we're going to do it on an industrial scale. 

Hackett:

Johnson is banking on the bio-refinery to help keep open a mill that's already closed once. 

Johnson:

I think this mill means about $20 million in payroll and benefits. That's a pretty good number. You look at the amount of wood that it purchases and you're talking 140,000, 150,000 cords of wood. That's another $12 million. 

Hackett:

A mill that means a lot to Park Falls. 

Bissen:

Keeping paper mills, like the one in Parks Falls, open means a lot to the economy in northern Wisconsin. It also means a lot to a related industry, logging. And just as the price of fuel greatly affects the bottom line at a paper mill, the rising price of gas is also a challenge for logers. Just one of the pressures that people in that industry face. Jo Garrett reports. 

Joanne Garrett:

We're in a workplace, no kidding. Some work in the office, some work on a farm, some work in the woods. These woods are part of the Wild Rivers Legacy Forest. I sat down here with some loggers to talk with them about their work, the pressures and changes in the business of logging. 

Tom Kowalkowski:

The young generation, there ain't too many of them going into logging. 

Garrett:

These four are part of a family business. This is Andrew Kowalkowski. 

Andrew Kowalkowski:

As a little kid I used to go out with my dad in the woods. 

Garrett:

His brother Anthony. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

Yeah, all the time, we used to cut firewood, he used to cut the tops off and we’d go out and pile the firewood for him and carry sticks.

Garrett:

Their dad, Tom Kowalkowski. 

Tom Kowalkowski:

I used to go with my dad when I was a young tyke and they had the horse barn in the woods and worked with horses. 

Garrett:

And his dad, Ed. And Ed's dad was a logger. The Kowalkowski Logging Company is now owned by Tom. Four generations of this family have made their living working in the woods. The decades have seen changes in the methods of harvesting timber. Horses and chain saws are now a thing of the past. A past, but in Wisconsin has been shaped by logging. Many of the cities in the state grew up around saw mills. And to this day,  tens of thousands of jobs are dependent on the trees in our forests. But the business of logging faces pressures. 

Tom Kowalkowski:

Is there going to be money in it anymore? I don't know. It's a big ticket: fuel, insurance, Workman’s Comp insurance is through the roof. You can't offer your guys health insurance anymore because you have to cut. What do you do? Fuel keeps going up. It is a big impact. We used to buy oil for the saws for $1.25 a gallon. In the last four years I'm paying $4.25 a gallon now. No more money to show for it. There is no one subsidizing us. Farmers can get subsidies and low interest loans. We can’t get that.  If I borrow a half million dollars it's 8 1/2-9%. 

Garrett:

Do you work a 40 hour work week? 

Tom Kowalkowski:

Average about 70. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

I was going to say 40 on the first two days. 

Andrew Kowalkowski:

Out of my graduating class I think I'm the only one that went into the logging industry. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

Of the kids that went to my high school, there were 60 kids in our graduating class. I can count three that went into the logging industry. 

Garrett:

There is another issue these loggers face, an issue based on perceptions. 

Tom Kowalkowski:

People in the cities, Chicago and that, they come up here, you know, logger, oh, you're a butcher. They don't understand. 

Garrett:

Loggers in Wisconsin's past, indiscriminately clear cut the northern hardwoods forest. In fact it was called “the big cutover,” and extreme clear cuts continue around the globe today. But that picture doesn't ring true here. In fact, this forest was the first sustainably harvested forest in all of Wisconsin. No clear cuts in these hardwoods, only selected trees are harvested. It has been that way here since 1927. That kind of care, that standard of sustainable harvest, is now the rule on much of the state's public and private lands. But that's not the picture people see. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

You can't help but go on these websites and see how you are viewed. You think you're going out and making a living for your family but then you go home and you see–just pop up on you tube and you can start at baking and then you end up watching a logging video where it shows us as like we're killing everything and just taking and robbing the forest of it. We're not clear-cutting forests. We're going in selecting certain trees to be harvested so they overall can keep growing so we can come back in here. It is not something that people are going and butchering. It is not what they see down in South America or not what they're seeing down in Africa where they are going in and taking, taking, taking. 

Garrett:

But because they log sustainably, is this family business in Wisconsin's northwoods at a competitive disadvantage in a global market? In a market flooded with cheaper clear-cut timber. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

Right now there is docks offloading Chinese wood or South American.  You can’t stop it because there is a need.  People want that cheap stuff, so it’s going to keep flowing in.  Until people finally stop and say hey we're not doing this, this is not good for our woods and our economy. 

Garrett:

All of us use wood products. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

They hate logging but everything they have–their wood floors come from the companies up here. They don't think about anything they're walking on. Chairs, sofas, recliners, they're not made of metal, they're made of wood wrapped with fabric. Their paper, everything they write on when they go to work, their folders, everything that they use, paper cups. 

Garrett:

We use what these woods provide and managed well, these woods can continue to provide. 

Anthony Kowalkowski:

If we were to just go in here haphazardly and start cutting, it wouldn’t be sustained and we wouldn't have anything to come back to. 

Tom Kowalkowski:

I'm hoping that it's here, 50 years from now,100 years.  If they manage it right it will be. 

Andrew Kowalkowski:

Oh yeah, I would love to work in the woods the rest of my life if I could.

Anthony Kowalkowski:

I see myself retiring someday from this and then my kids going into it, and so on and so forth. 

Bissen:

Tom Kowalkowski tells us that his family's business has been able to maintain but that the ever rising fuel prices have been, in his words, a killer. And that's our program for this week. Join us next time when Patty Loew will be back and we'll explain why gang buster crop prices may come with an environmental cost. We'll investigate the mysterious disappearance of honey bees from our fields and gardens, and we'll hit the track at top speed with no brakes allowed. That's next week. In the meantime, we leave you with a walk through Moquah Barrens State Natural Area in the Chequamegon National Forest. On the day Videographer Frank Boll was there, the butterflies decided to put on quite a show. For "In Wisconsin" I'm Kathy Bissen. Have a great week. 

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.  The University of Wisconsin Carbone Comprehensive Cancer Center, comprehensive as designated by the National Cancer Institute. Providing cancer research, education and treatment for people throughout Wisconsin.  UW Carbone Comprehensive Cancer Center, cancer care for the greater good. 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.

