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Summer is supposed to be a slow time in the State Capitol.  But that wasn’t true this summer on at least one day in July.  It was standing room only in the largest Capitol hearing room on the 28th.  


That was the day the Assembly Natural Resources Committee heard testimony on the bill to restore the independence of the Department of Natural Resources.  Assembly Bill 138 will again make the DNR Secretary an appointee of the Natural Resources Board.  


An incredible coalition of hunters, fishers, environmentalists and good government groups turned out to testify in favor of the bill.  Nina Leopold Bradley, the daughter of famed Wisconsin conservationist Aldo Leopold, was there, as was Herb Behnke, the longest serving member of the Natural Resources Board.  Supporters of an independent Secretary outnumbered opponents nine to one.


For almost 70 years, Wisconsin’s Secretary was appointed by the seven citizen members of the Natural Resources Board.  That process successfully kept the DNR separate from constant political influence and made Wisconsin a model of conservation.  Unfortunately, in 1995, Governor Thompson eliminated the non-partisan status of the DNR.  Now the DNR Secretary is a political appointee who is hired and fired on a moment’s notice by the Governor.  


The idea of an independent conservation agency was originally established by Aldo Leopold.  Leopold wrote that the 1927 law was needed because "Conservation must have continuity of purpose and policy and freedom from interference by political control or manipulation.”  


Decisions about our natural resources should be future-oriented, but in the political arena decisions are all too often made only looking at the short term.  A DNR with “freedom of interference from political control” gives our conservation agency more ability to look to the long term.  It allows the agency to make decisions based on science and what is good for our environment, not what is good for politicians and special interests.    


Conservation also needs “continuity of purpose and policy,” as Leopold said.  The damage done to our resources by one Governor cannot be readily cleaned up or repaired by the next, no matter how well intentioned.  Once we pollute an aquifer, destroy a natural area or wipe out a species, repairing the damage is difficult and expensive at best and often just impossible.


The independent DNR Bill is co-sponsored by 51 members of the Assembly and 17 Senators - a majority of legislators in each house of the Legislature.  It is virtually unheard of for a contested bill to be sponsored by a majority of the Legislature. This unprecedented strong and bipartisan support shows how important restoring the independence of the DNR is to the citizens of the state.  Opposition came only from special lobbyists for developers and polluting industries that have a long record of opposing responsible environmental laws.  


This fall, the Legislature will be voting on Assembly Bill 138.  It is time that we return to the Aldo Leopold system of conservation that served our state so well for almost 70 years.  Our resources are too important to our state and our future to allow political control over conservation to continue.  
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