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Patty Loew:

Welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week, reclaiming a birding oasis in the heart of Milwaukee. Plus bridging a generation gap in Appleton's Hmong community and she's doing it with food. Also a journey to the top of a northern Wisconsin waterfall for a spectacular view. 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 of Milwaukee and Oshkosh working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin providing for dental problems of small companion animals with additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin. 

Patty Loew:

We begin this week with a success story about a park with a long history and a notorious past. Today it's a birding haven for school children to learn and migrating birds to flourish and it is the place that citizen scientists can conduct their many research projects. "In Wisconsin" reporter Jo Garrett takes you to the Urban Ecology Center in the heart of Milwaukee. 

Man:

This bird is called a red-eyed vireo. Why do you think it's called that? 

Girl:

It's eyes are red. 

Man:

Excellent. 

Jo Garrett:

Every year more than 35,000 students make their way to this place. The Urban Ecology Center. It’s an environmental organization located in the middle of Milwaukee. 

Man:

You know the way this bird probably came from, where it was a couple months ago? 

Children:

Where? 

Man:

It was an egg a couple of years ago. It was definitely in a nest at some point. 

Girl:

In a net. 

Man:

It was in a net. These are great answers. A lot of the birds that we're studying here, this is their gas station and where they're going to stop and rest for a few days and get some food. 

Jo Garrett:

The Urban Ecology Center is adjacent to the city park, Riverside. It is just one of many pockets of forest land in this bustling city of two million. Bordered by the Milwaukee River this 12-acre park serves as an outdoor classroom for the center. It is hands-on learning. 

Man:

I think it likes you. You must have warm hands.

Jo Garrett:

This is Tim Vargo, and the reason why he has birds in hand, many birds, to show the children. 

Tim Vargo:

A warbler, black bird. 

Jo Garrett:

Because it's spring and Vargo is directing a team of volunteers who are mist netting migrating birds and collecting data. They're doing science. They are citizen scientists. 

Tim Vargo:

Just let it go. 

Jo Garrett:

Vargo is the manager of research and citizen science at the Urban Ecology Center. Every research project here requires the use of citizen scientists. No degrees required. 

Tim Vargo:

The work our volunteers are doing is real science. 

Jo Garrett:

Here is a volunteer citizen scientist. 

Woman:

We'll blow to see how much Fat the bird has on it. There is a V bone here in their chest. If it's real concave that means the bird has just migrated and not real fat. 

Tim Vargo:

As long as they're trained well and we have a good protocol it's real science whether it's a graduate student or a bartender or somebody else you've trained. Our volunteers run the gamut. There is a public relations assistant, a homeschool student, a retired professor, a ballet dancer. 

Woman:

What we want to do is see what side of the net he came in on and that's this side. They fly in and hit and fall into a pocket. Hi, babe, how are you doing? 

Jo Garrett:

Robin Squires is a retired school teacher and she's trained here in the techniques of science for the past two years. 

Robin Squires:

It's the idea that you can do science and not have a zillion degrees after your name and you aren't in a lab doing it. You're out here and your observations have value. I live right across the river and knew about this place when it was a park that had a lot of crime in it. You stayed totally away. 

Jo Garrett:

Riverside Park has a long and winding history. It was created in 1890 by Frederick Law Olmstead, the father of landscape architecture. The same man who designed New York's Central Park and the capitol grounds in Washington, DC. Over the years, Riverside, once so popular, was allowed to decay. The river was fouled and polluted. There was actually talk of giving up on the park and turning the land over to developers. 

Tim Vargo:

In the 1970s crime got to its peak. An active drug trade, murders and rapes. Everybody knew it wasn't a safe place and people stopped using the park. 

Jo Garrett:

Neighbors got mad. They wanted this green space. 

Tim Vargo:

The simplest way they thought of saving it was to get people back using the park. You get more eyes here. If you're a criminal you'll feel less secure if there is a lot of people around. 

Woman:

There he goes. 

Boy:

That was awesome. 

Jo Garrett:

It's a different place now, busy and safe. And the Urban Ecology Center is a critical part of that turnaround. The current day sound track, kids, city noise and a chorus of bird songs speaks to the surprising importance of this place and the need for research. 

Tim Vargo:

I think urban forests tend to be overlooked. It's the importance of urban habitat for migration. 

Jo Garrett:

Birds stop here and refuel. One of the studies the center is involved in, is looking at triglycerides in migrating birds. How fast can birds pack on the fat? 

Tim Vargo:

For a bird that’s trying to get fat as quickly as it can so it can fly, high triglycerides are a good thing. It will put on fat quickly and minimize the time it spends here and continue on. We're taking blood. 

Jo Garrett:

You're collecting a drop? 

Tim Vargo:

Just a little drop. By measuring the triglycerides that will tell us how quickly the bird is refueling. The skin is very translucent. That's fat. You can see right through it and when the fat collects it’s orange. The only reason they'll have that much fat is if they'll head out. This bird is getting ready to hit the road. A bird putting on that much fat is probably going several hundred miles, at least. 

Jo Garrett:

The data collection. 

Tim Vargo:

65 is the band number. 

Jo Garrett:

The careful accumulation. Bird... 

Tim Vargo:

No fat. 

Jo Garrett:

...by bird. 

Tim Vargo:

13.5 grams. 

Jo Garrett:

Faces different challenges in an urban forest. 

Robin Squires:

What happens? A dog went through our net. 

Tim Vargo:

There is urban research for you. We've had a snake take a bird out of a net and trailing away with the net and the bird trying to take it away. 

Jo Garrett:

This urban forest is a critical stopover for  migrating birds. It's a great place for learning, research, and a touch of the wild. Kerry Jean Buhk is the public relations manager for the Urban Ecology Center. She's volunteered as a citizen scientist for years. 

Kerry Jean Buhk:

You're holding a bird that might have started in Mexico or Panama or somewhere else and realizing you're only a part of the way of where it's going and we're just a tiny part of its life. You can go now. There you go. You realize that you're part of something really big and yet really small at the same time. 

Child:

Goodbye, birdie. 

Children:

Bye-bye. 

Patty Loew:

To learn more about the Urban Ecology Center, including those citizen science projects, check out our website, wpt.org. When you click on "In Wisconsin" you'll also find information about a new program called Bird City. It's a new one-of-a-kind program tackling the dwindling population of urban birds. Two years ago "In Wisconsin" brought you news of a $40 million US energy department grant. Flambeau River Papers got the grant to produce fuel from wood by-products. Art Hackett is still on the money trail and has an update on a hot idea in Park Falls. 

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 “Butch” Johnson:

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

Art Hackett:

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

Butch Johnson:

As we worked for it, it became obvious the people trying to liquidate the mill didn't want to reopen it. 

Art 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, Johnson had to improve the plant's bottom line. 

Butch Johnson:

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

Art 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 paper-making process. 

Butch Johnson:

Conservation saved us that kind of money. Probably a $7 million savings over the course of time. That's a big number. And it also...

Art Hackett:

$7 million over how long? 

Butch Johnson:

Per year. 

Art Hackett:

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

Art 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. Flambeau's initial efforts to make the plant more energy efficient brought him 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's forest products lab, Masood Akhtar. 

Masood Akhtar:

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

Art Hackett:

Liquid transportation fuels created out of the wood. 

Bob Byrne:

Did I think it was off the wall? No, we didn't violate 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. 

Art 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 a 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 vaporizer. It will also run on wood. 

Bob Byrne:

We're going to take wood and dry it and we're going to put it in a pressure tank and we're going to add heat and change that wood into a gas. And that gas is a hydrocarbon gas which is what wood is made of, then we'll 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. 

Art Hackett:

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

Butch Johnson:

There is not a better spot to open up a refinery-type operation that we're doing than a biodiesel plant in a paper mill. 

Art Hackett:

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

Masood Akhtar:

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

Art Hackett:

This will cut your gas bill. 

Butch Johnson:

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

Art Hackett:

No coal, no gas. 

Butch Johnson:

No coal, no gas. And excess electricity will also be produced at the same time. 

Art Hackett:

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

Art Hackett:

This actually process...

Bob Byrne:

It's 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. 

Art Hackett:

As for environmental issues the process has some inherent advantages over current technology. According to a renewable energy advisor, emissions from existing boilers go up the stack. In the case of the proposed biorefinery, emissions are intentionally captured since they would be used to produce the biofuels. Flambeau River and another mill, New Page Papers in Wisconsin Rapids are working together on the project since both mills are exploring the same process, though in different scales. 

Masood Akhtar:

The US department of energy thought that if they can -- 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%. 

Art Hackett:

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

Butch Johnson:

I know we can do it on an industrial scale, and we'll do it. 

Art Hackett:

Bruce Johnson is banking on the biorefinery to help keep open a mill that has already closed once. 

Butch Johnson:

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

Art Hackett:

A mill that means a lot to Park Falls. 

Patty Loew:

Construction on the biorefinery is set to begin in December, pending final approval of federal grants and loan guarantees. It's estimated that more than 47,000 Hmong live in Wisconsin and some are recent immigrants. A clash of cultures for elders raised in Laos can make the transition to a new homeland difficult. On that note, Bao Thao Vang came up with a recipe for success involving good food that's good for you in Appleton. 

Liz Koerner:

Bao Thao Vang has a job that keeps her on the move. She covers three counties in the Fox Valley teaching nutrition to the large Hmong community in this area. 

Bao Thao Vang :

A lot of the Hmong people now have high blood pressure and diabetes. 

Liz Koerner:

One place where she teaches is Appleton North High School. Here she lets teens know not only how to make healthy meals, but how to make connections with their elders. 

Bao Thao Vang :

What I teach the younger Hmong, I told them that this is what you are eating in this country but your in-laws or your parents, they like their own food so you can make this into Hmong food, too. 

Liz Koerner:

One of the recipes they're learning to make is from Hmong rice cake, what most of  them eat at home. 

Girl:

This is my first time to make it. 

Liz Koerner:

Thao-Bang also goes out to educate the elder Hmong. They gather for classes sponsored by Lutheran Social Services at the Thompson Community Center in Appleton. She gives this group the same advice as the teens but in reverse. 

Bao Thao Vang :

For example, for the elders I will make some American food and say, this is your children, what your grandchildren, when they go to school, this is the food that they eat. 

Liz Koerner:

Bao Thao Vang is in a good position to understand the elders in her community from Laos and the generations of Hmong growing up here because she was born in Laos and at the age of eight came to America. 

Bao Thao Vang :

My first day in school when the teacher talked you just hear the s sound. So it's really difficult. I thought how am I going to learn this language? 

Liz Koerner:

It's her memories of learning a new language and culture that she calls on when teaching the elders about good nutrition. For them even shopping for groceries is a challenge. 

Bao Thao Vang :

For Hmong people when they go there they don't take canned or boxed food. Because it's not that they don't like it. It is that they don't know how to cook. 

Liz Koerner:

In addition to her in-person education efforts Bao Thao Vang hosts a Hmong language show on television. It is called “Bridging Hmong American” and presents a wide range of helpful ideas. The most popular show so far tackles the topic of turkeys. 

Bao Thao Vang :

I had people come to me and say oh, we saw your show on the turkey and it is good. 

Liz Koerner:

She says the turkey show came about because new immigrants were confused when offered a gift basket with a raw Thanksgiving turkey. 

Bao Thao Vang :

And they go, well, this chicken is so big. How do we cook this chicken? Sometimes they cut it up and boil it like a chicken. 

Liz Koerner:

With her media exposure and many nutrition classes, Thao Vang continues to spread the word about the health benefits that come from eating nutritious foods. That and a sympathetic ear make her a valuable resource to young and old in the Hmong community. 

Bao Thao Vang :

I listen to them and try to be a person that they can go to if they have any questions on anything. 

Patty Loew:

Repeats of the show “Bridging Hmong American” still air in the Fox Valley, but new production has been cancelled by Time Warner cable. An extensive list of programs in the Hmong language is available through the Appleton public library. To find a link log onto our website at wpt.org and then scroll down and click on "In Wisconsin." Topics include health, safety and culture. Warmer weather may have you thinking about a weekend getaway. The next adventure was suggested by a viewer. Videographer Frank Boll and reporter Jo Garrett found the spot where you can take a gentle hike to explore a waterfall or venture on for a rugged trek and breathtaking view of the Penokee range near Mellen. 

Jo Garrett:

Some claim it's the prettiest waterfall in all of Wisconsin. It's called Morgan Falls. It is nestled deep in the forest. It goes down 70 feet pool by pool. The falls are hidden sometimes behind this granite uplift. It concludes here. It's an easy walk to Morgan Falls, just over a half mile and handicapped accessible. If you continue, the trail divides and becomes more treacherous.  You are on your way up 1,565 feet. To the top of St. Peter's Dome. It's the tallest point in the whole forest. It's at the west end of the Penokee range, formed some 1.8 billion years ago. And you are surrounded by the St. Peter's Dome state natural area. Over 5,000 acres. Up top this granite dome there is a place the locals call Old Baldy. Look down. There is a US geological survey marker from 1939 and a newer one. It was a hazy day but when it’s clear you can see out past these farms to the big lake, Superior, and the Apostle Islands. St. Peter's Dome is a place of small details. And big views. Sit a spell. 

Patty Loew:

The hike past Morgan Falls to St. Peter's Dome is 3 1/2 miles round-trip. Again, we want to thank a viewer for that suggestion. If you have a story idea or feedback, let us know by going to wpt.org and click on "In Wisconsin." We hope you come along for the journey next week. Here is what we're working on for "In Wisconsin." 

Jo Garrett:

This is "In Wisconsin" reporter Jo Garrett solving a mystery. Here is a clue. 

Man:

That's it right there...dit, dit, dit. 

Jo Garrett:

Find out what links this Panamanian rainforest and a cemetery in La Crosse. 

Patty Loew:

An adventure on the North Country Trail. 

Man:

It goes through different places. 

Patty Loew:

Come along on a hike deep into Wisconsin's historic northwoods. 

Liz Koerner:

You're looking at an endangered species. The Hines emerald dragonfly. This is Liz Koerner. A researcher is trying to save them from extinction in Door County. 

Patty Loew:

Those reports next Thursday at 7:00 on Wisconsin Public Television. We leave you this week with the magic of the marsh. Just north of Madison the Cherokee marsh covers more than 4,000 acres and was created by the former glacial Lake Mendota. Enjoy the landscape and 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 of Milwaukee and Oshkosh working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin providing for dental problems of small companion animals with additional funding provided by Bike Wisconsin. 

