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Patty Loew:

Welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week see why 75 years later this prairie restoration holds worldwide significance. 

Woman:

This is a microcosm of problems and solutions globally. 

Patty Loew:

Plus water in Wisconsin is disappearing faster than you might think. 

Man:

This area here was a bubbling spring. 

Patty Loew:

It is a controversy with deep undercurrents. Thousands of foreclosed homes in Milwaukee. 82-year-old Julius Holmes is one face of foreclosure. 

Julius Holmes:

I said I can't pay that. I couldn't. 

Patty Loew:

Those reports next on "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, we're on for you. And the Animal Dentistry and Oral Surgery Specialists in Milwaukee and Oshkosh, a veterinary team working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin providing care for the oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals with additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin. 

Patty Loew:

This week we begin with a report out on the prairie. Deep in the heart of our capitol city. The 1260 acre University of Wisconsin arboretum is an oasis of nature in an urban setting. Not only the oldest but the most extensive collection of restored ecosystems in the United States. "In Wisconsin" reporter Liz Koerner shows you how it started 75 years ago as an experiment and the research continues to this day in Madison. 

Man:

I want to see if you can notice the smell that we have coming from here. That nice, pleasant kind of smell. Kind of a buttery smell. 

Liz Koerner:

The scents and sights found here were nearly lost to history. Curtis Prairie stretches over 60 acres in the heart of the university arboretum in Madison. It has the distinction of being the oldest prairie restoration in the world. 

Jim FitzGibbon:

The most beautiful things about it are very small. You have to come close and take a look at the little flowers. The history of it goes back of course thousands of years when it used to be an oak opening. Then it was disrupted by human activity. 

Liz Koerner:

This land south of Lake Wingra was disrupted by farming before the university bought it in the 1930s. It was here that the arboretum founders set out on an inspired experiment. Aldo Leopold, remembered now for his writings about a land ethic, was one of them. 

Kevin McSweeney:

It was articulated in Aldo Leopold's speech in 1934 at the dedication of the arboretum where he expressed this vision of recreating representative ecosystems of Wisconsin in one place and so this was a fairly revolutionary vision. 

Liz Koerner:

It was revolutionary because they wanted to roll back time on this former farm, something that had never been attempted before. It was a trial and error process and sometimes they got it right on the first try. Joy Zedler is a professor of botany at the university and heads up restoration research. 

Joy Zedler:

The first lesson is that planting entire sods of prairie from sites that were destined for destruction was more effective in establishing native plants than either bringing in, let's say hay, from a mowed natural prairie or seeds that were collected. 

Liz Koerner:

They had to scavenge these clumps of sod from out of the way places like railroad right of ways and took advantage of the youthful energy of the civilian conservation corps for the heavy lifting. Another lesson learned over time was how to use fire to keep the prairie from losing out to encroaching trees. 

Joy Zedler:

We are on the forest-prairie border. So in this region it's fairly well understood that Native Americans were using fire and that fire was a frequent part of the natural landscape. Fire was an obvious restoration tool to favor the development of prairie instead of woodland. 

Liz Koerner:

75 years after setting out on this restoration experiment researchers are still carrying out studies in curtis prairie investigating things like climate change and pollinating insects. Even the impact of road salt. 

Joy Zedler:

All of those things have monetary value. People care about those things. 

Liz Koerner:

One study is trying to answer the question, will more plant diversity provide more benefits to humans? 

Joy Zedler:

So I thought Curtis Prairie would be a great place to test that idea and have found willing students to participate. 

Liz Koerner:

Graduate student Jim Doherty is one of them. 

Jim Doherty:

I'm going to pick a set area to just lay down a sample frame and within that I'll identify the species, count how many there are and then make an estimate of their cover. Then I will analyze it from about 60 plots within this prairie and try to discern some relationship between the diversity and the productivity. 

Liz Koerner:

Another research project is aimed at answering questions about a growing problem in Curtis Prairie. It's an invasive species called reed canary grass. 

Joy Zedler:

It's Wisconsin's worst wetland weed because of the extent of the area it dominates. Some 500,000 acres of Wisconsin wetlands are dominated by this plant. 

Liz Koerner:

To understand this acreage, take Lake Winnebago and multiply the surface area by 3.6. That's the current acreage of reed canary grass in Wisconsin. 

Joy Zedler:

So it is a plant that is worthy of control not only because it spreads rapidly but because the plants that live with it, the native species, are rapidly eliminated. 

Liz Koerner:

Their initial research proved that reed canary grass grows better than native grass given certain conditions: shallow flooding with water that brings along topsoil and other nutrients like storm water. 

Woman:

I'm standing in a creek bed for storm water that has developed in Curtis Prairie. 

Liz Koerner:

Storm water that pours into the arboretum has increased over time. It now averages almost half a billion gallons a year. To address the invasion of reed canary grass Zedler first needs to figure out where that water flows. 

Joy Zedler:

We don't really understand how much of Curtis Prairie is wet either historically or as the result of inflowing storm water. Madeline Fisher is a research associate with us and she is mapping the canary grass as one indicator of where we have wetlands and three other species as well. 

Madeline Fisher:

I'm looking for places where these plants are 75% of the coverage or greater so they are basically areas where these plants dominate and I'm walking along the edge and taking a GPS reading every 15 feet or so to be able to map their distribution so the arboretum can see how the distribution is changing. 

Liz Koerner:

There are other experiments in Curtis Prairie attempting to learn how to control reed canary grass and other invasive species. Along the way it's certain that less aggressive native plants will be lost. The work today is not about returning to the past. 

Kevin McSweeney:

Rather we need to try and think of the ecosystem functions that we consider desirable for a healthy urban and rural landscape. 

Liz Koerner:

Zedler and others continue to work toward that goal improvising and improving on the experiment known as Curtis Prairie. 

Joy Zedler:

We see Curtis Prairie as unique. It is a special place. It's where the arboretum began and looking back now, not just to the 1960s, but to 1934, 1935 when the arboretum was designated as a research and teaching area, I can see that it was way ahead of its time. 

Patty Loew:

Research done over the years in Curtis Prairie is applied in many areas around the world and throughout Wisconsin. Russ Hefty is the director of Madison's Conservation Parks, including Cherokee Marsh. He talks about some of the lessons learned from arboretum research in our web extra. To view it log onto our website at wpt.org and click on “In Wisconsin” for his comments and some beautiful footage of that prairie restoration. 

Patty Loew:

Continuing coverage now on a fish kill problem in central Wisconsin along the Big Eau Pleine reservoir. As we first reported last April thousands of game fish suffocated in the oxygen-starved water near Mosinee. A broken aerator contributed to the die-off. A new aerator will be installed when the lake ices over. It is considered a first step to address chronic water quality problems caused by farm runoff, low water, and recent drought conditions. 80% of the game fish there died. The hope is to eventually restock the fish. Water problems in central Wisconsin are resulting in a lot of finger pointing as the state legislature considers new rules. Last week we showed you how some lakes and streams in Waushara and Portage counties have vanished. This week "In Wisconsin" reporter Art Hackett investigates whether the problem is drought-related, new irrigation wells, or both. Either way, farmers are standing their ground near Stevens Point. 

Art Hackett:

The Little Plover is a small trout stream running through potato fields and rural subdivisions east of Stevens Point. For the past three summers it's gone dry. 

Barb Feltz:

The day it dried up and I came out here the banks were -- there was black mud usually underneath the water were cracked and dried. 

Art Hackett:

One county to the south near Plainfield, Long Lake has gone from a fishing hot spot to a prairie. 

Butch Bredow:

It just kept going down and down and down and it was gone, completely. 

Art Hackett:

Unlike the sudden rupture that drained Lake Delton in the summer of 2008, the loss of Long Lake happened in slow motion. In 2000, UW Stevens Point groundwater researcher George Kraft worried there was little water in the Little Plover. At that time he was worried mainly about the effects from a new well drilled by the village of Plover. 

George Kraft:

We've done some preliminary computer modeling that show if the wells get to their design capacity, that indeed will be missing maybe as much as 40% of the flow out of the stream. 

Art Hackett:

Kraft was concerned the area's groundwater resources were nearing a breaking point. Nearly a decade later, Kraft says the resource is broken. 

George Kraft:

Ten years ago I think this area here was a bubbling spring. You could see there is a side channel here that flowed in the day and obviously because the flows are low, we have just a few inches of water in most places. And now we can see that because the flows have been low for a significant time, we have more grass and such encroaching from the side. 

Art Hackett:

The creek's survival depends on pumped water added by farmers and canning companies. Barb Feltz who monitors the Little Plover's flow at an old gauging station on her property says the reason the creek dried up is one of the pumps keeping it alive failed. 

Barb Feltz:

Right now it's all artificial. After the dry-up with the dead fish, virtually if they would shut it off it would be dry. 

Art Hackett:

But Kraft says those pumps which draw irrigation water from the aquifer just below the surface and others used by local villages and cities are all part of the problem. 

George Kraft:

There have been much drier periods before and we didn't have these kind of low water levels. The work that we've done attributes about one fourth of the missing water to municipal pumping, about a quarter or so then to industrial pumping and about half to irrigation pumping. 

Brian Wolf:

I believe it's very important that you begin to take a look at the cumulative effects of a well. 

Art Hackett:

Waterfront property owners and representatives of the state's agricultural industries are both at the table as the state considers changes in Wisconsin's groundwater law. 

Jim Burns:

My father built the first irrigation well in 1950. 

Art Hackett:

Jim Burns’ family has been farming the central sands for over 100 years. He and other vegetable growers dispute their role in the problem. He said the problem is simple. It's been dry the last few years. 

Jim Burns:

Well, that's to my mind nothing more than a consequence of the cycles we go through. In the past hundred years of history I hear about from old people, those lakes have been dry before and I've seen them already when the water was running across the roads around them. The problem is there hasn't been enough runoff. The snow in the wintertime soaks right into the ground and the rains aren't heavy enough to ever cause a runoff into those lakes. There has just been no recharge from their natural sources of water. 

Art Hackett:

But Tim Asplund, a water resources scientist with the Wisconsin department of natural resources says something else is at work. 

Tim Asplund:

There is a certain proportion of the drop that's really not explained very well by just looking at climate and precipitation patterns. There is a role of pumping, a certain amount is due to pumping. And it's a significant amount I would say. In the order of a few feet, maybe three feet or even more. 

Art Hackett:

Burns, meanwhile, points to his own wells such as this one near Almond. It's been there since 1959. He says the depth of the groundwater has remained unchanged. The well has never been drilled deeper. 

Jim Burns:

In spite of all that's happened since then, the water table here is rather static. 

Art Hackett:

But Asplund says a better reference is a US Geological Survey monitoring well at UW's experimental station in Hancock, about ten miles from Long Lake. If you go to the USGS website, the well is marked with an orange dot meaning the water has hit an all time low. The graphs show ups and downs. 

Tim Asplund:

Since the mid 90s or so there has been a steady decline in the water table here. We're seeing these kind of conditions similar to what we saw in the late 50s and 60s and this was after this period of record here was after an extended ten-year drought, whereas the drought conditions here have been fairly minor. 

Art Hackett:

Match that against these maps prepared by UW Stevens Point professor George Kraft. They show a steady increase in the number of high capacity wells over that very same time period. At Lake Huron, Cris van Houten keeps moving his dock further and further from his house. At Long Lake two canoes wait, lending a new meaning to the term dry-docked. 

Cris van Houten:

I believe it will result in taking out some of the irrigators. 

Art Hackett:

The idea of just restricting irrigation, much less pulling out wells, concerns growers like Jim Burns. 

Jim Burns:

Crops have become more valuable and the dollar volume is quite significant on 100, 200 or 1,000 acres of a certain crop year you're talking millions of dollars and that affects everybody in the area. 

Art Hackett:

And he doubts stopping irrigation would bring back the lakes. 

Jim Burns:

It wouldn't amount to no difference at all. You could quit irrigating tomorrow in the whole state and it wouldn't change the lakes one bit. 

Cris van Houten:

They put in much bigger irrigation systems. Added new irrigation systems the last few years and they've killed the goose that laid the golden egg and they're taking more water than can be made up. 

Jim Burns:

Wisconsin is blessed with plenty of water. Of all the states you couldn't hardly find one except maybe Michigan that has more water. 

Art Hackett:

Except that water, abundant or not, is definitely not in Long Lake. 

Butch Bredow:

I hope it comes back. It would be nice if it would. But you don't know. Nobody knows that. 

Art Hackett:

The water could come back. 

Tim Asplund:

It really does depend. This is where it's not independent of climate. 

Art Hackett:

Mother nature could work a miracle. But the return of the waters could face an uphill climb. 

Tim Asplund:

If we go in a wet cycle the lakes would come up on their own. When there is drought it will continue to go further down than what we've seen in the past. 

Patty Loew:

Early next month the city of Waukesha will file a formal request to divert water from Lake Michigan to replace its contaminated wells. The Great Lakes Compact allows Waukesha to pump water from Lake Michigan as long as the city has no other reasonable alternative. What constitutes a reasonable alternative? Next week "In Wisconsin" reporter Art Hackett investigates if all the options are being considered in Waukesha. We hope you'll join us for that report next Thursday at 7:00 on "In Wisconsin." 

Patty Loew:

In our “Money Matters” report this week home foreclosures dipped slightly in October but the state has recorded more than 25,600 this year and is on pace to beat last year's record number of foreclosures. Experts say the sub prime mortgage meltdown is compounded by unemployment and they predict it could get even worse. "In Wisconsin's" Frederica Freyberg reports on one man's foreclosure problems in Milwaukee. 

Frederica Freyberg:

A guided tour of vacant foreclosed homes in milwaukee's inner city. 

Man:

It's a shame to see these old houses that have been here forever. 

Frederica Freyberg:

As a law student, Nick Toman got to know these streets while conducting a survey of foreclosures. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Torn down because many of them are trashed and copper piping stolen for resale. 

Man:

This is remnants of the aftermath of a foreclosed home basically. What was left behind by the homeowners prior. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Chris Weifenbach works for a firm that cleans out vacant foreclosed home in Milwaukee. This one hit the auction block with bids starting at $1,000. The bank making a stab at selling it, unlike this home known as a walkaway. That’s when the lender walks away from foreclosure proceedings even after the homeowner has left. Attorney Nicole Penegor says walkaways are on the rise. 

Nicole Penegor:

The banks will say they don't want the properties. A lot of the properties are worth a lot less than what is owed on the loan. 

Frederica Freyberg:

That's true for Julius Holmes; the 82-year-old retired factory worker and minister got a call from a loan originator a couple years ago asking if he needed some money out of his house. 

Julius Holmes:

I told him I said I don't think I can do that. I have a loan on the house. Oh yeah, we can pay that off. 

Frederica Freyberg:

And so Holmes bit, refinancing the home he's owned for nearly 40 years. 

Nicole Penegor:

I think a lot of brokers were cold calling and lenders were cold calling people, enticing them into either lower payments or the promise of getting cash out of the equity in their home. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Holmes now owes $141,600 in principal, plus at least $12,000 in accrued and growing interest on the loan. The assessed value of his home is just over $108,000. 

Julius Holmes:

He told me that it would drop to $745 a month. When I got the note it was $900 and it was not under $1,000 a month. 

Nicole Penegor:

This is one of the most unconscionable loans that I've seen, which means that it shocks the conscience. 

Frederica Freyberg:

What Julius Holmes signed onto was a so-called exotic loan that included a low teaser rate that went up just a month later. He admits he didn't understand the terms. 

Nicole Penegor:

But it's very complicated and very difficult to understand. And even as I read through it, I have to read through it several times before I can understand exactly how the interest rate is going to be calculated and when it is going to adjust. 

Frederica Freyberg:

You're a lawyer that does this kind of work. 

Nicole Penegor:

That's correct. 

Frederica Freyberg:

According to the loan papers the mortgage brokers got a nearly $4,000 premium from the lender for making the loan. Holmes got $980 cash but had to pay a nearly $4500 pre-payment penalty on his existing mortgage. He ended up with a new loan he couldn't afford. 

Julius Holmes:

I said, I can't pay that. I tried as long as I could but I couldn't handle it. 

Frederica Freyberg:

And so Countrywide Home Loans foreclosed on Julius Holmes. Legal aid lawyers are alleging the loan was deceptive, unfair and not fully explained. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Holmes lawyer's alleged the broker falsified his loan application making his income look higher than it is. 

Nicole Penegor:

Social security income from Mr. Holmes is $890. Here it says $2,500. The pension income he received is $292 and here it states it to be $3,903. I don't know where they got those numbers from. 

Frederica Freyberg:

We sought comment from the mortgage broker but the address had changed. A call to the company resulted in a no comment from the manager except “that's what they all say when they can't afford it.” Set against the sea of foreclosures in Milwaukee and elsewhere state legislators held hearings on the issues and several measures to beef up regulations to help homeowners are on the table. Help couldn't come too soon for Milwaukee homeowners like Dorothy Bush whose home is surrounded by board-ups. 

Dorothy Bush:

Nobody wants to live in this neighborhood. 

Julius Holmes:

I'm living in the hope that we can make it. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Julius Holmes may well be speaking for himself and thousands of homeowners and renters in Milwaukee who find themselves in the middle of the foreclosure crisis. 

Patty Loew:

Since that report first aired in April the homeowner, Julius Holmes and his attorney have reached an out of court settlement with Countrywide. The terms are confidential but we’re told Holmes is satisfied. The state assembly passed three bills aimed at mitigating foreclosures including one that requires mortgage brokers to put a client's financial interests above their own. The bills have yet to pass the state senate. Now a look at some of the reports in the works for the next edition of "In Wisconsin." 

Art Hackett:

I'm Art Hackett. As the city of Waukesha prepares to pipe in Lake Michigan water another concept is under review. How about drilling wells next to or even under the Fox River? 

Patty Loew:

Football pride runs deep at this perennial powerhouse. It's the little church school that could in Cross Plains. 

Jo Garrett:

This is Jo Garrett. I'll show you an amazing aerial display. 

Man:

This morning we saw 250 at once. 

Man:

Wow. 

Jo Garrett:

As swarms of turkey vultures gather before their annual migration. 

Patty Loew:

Those reports Thanksgiving night at 7:00 on our statewide news magazine program "In Wisconsin" right here on Wisconsin Public Television. 

Patty Loew:

This week we leave you with a panoramic view of the Penokee Range, a small but pristine property in Ashland County. It stretches 80 miles across northern Wisconsin and into Michigan and where researchers are try to reintroduce pine martens. Have a great week "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, we're on for you. And the Animal Dentistry and Oral Surgery Specialists in Milwaukee and Oshkosh, a veterinary team working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin providing care for the oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals with additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin. 

Patty Loew:

On the next edition of "In Wisconsin." Waukesha wants water but where will it come from? Lake Michigan might not be the only option. We'll travel to Devils Lake state park for an amazing display of turkey vultures. Football pride runs deep at this perennial powerhouse. The little church school that could. Thanksgiving night at 7:00 on "In Wisconsin." 

