
A Triumph for Wetlands 
and Public Recreation 

Tony Abate, Conservation Director

On Feb. 21, Groundswell purchased 42 acres of wetlands 
at Lake Mills Wildlife Area in Jefferson County. That 
means more wildlife habitat, better water quality, and 
increased public access.

Marilyn Trieloff and her sons worked with Groundswell 
for years to protect this land for future generations. But 
as David Trieloff, one of Marilyn’s sons, put it, “We knew 
this was the right thing to do.”

The addition to Lake Mills Wildlife Area offers habitat  
for waterfowl, amphibians, and other wildlife. It is 
important for migratory species that depend on large, 
protected areas for feeding and resting during their long 
journeys.

It will also be great for public access as well. Partnering 
with Groundswell, Jefferson County plans to redevelop 
a small part of the property. These plans include putting 
in better parking facilities, and easier access for canoeing 
and kayaking. 
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Welcoming Two New Faces to GroundswellBen Jones

BJ Byers, Land Management Director

Groundswell Conservancy recently had the privilege 
of partnering with Operation Fresh Start’s Conser-
vation Academy for a week of habitat restoration 
at Westport Prairie. With skill, determination, and 
hard work, the OFS crew tackled a large invasive 
sumac clone that had taken over part of our remnant 
prairie. Using chainsaws, brush cutters, and sheer 
grit, they removed the invasive brush, giving native 
wildflowers and grasses a chance to thrive once again.

OFS’s Conservation Academy provides young adults 

with valuable workforce skills and hands-on training 
in conservation. By investing in both people and the 
land, its work strengthens the health of our environ-
ment and our community. OFS’s efforts are help-
ing us turn the tide against invasive species, restore 
biodiversity, and create opportunities for the next 
generation of land stewards.

Thank you to Operation Fresh Start for making a 
difference — on the land and in the lives of young 
adults. We would also like to thank the John C. Bock 
Foundation for providing funding for this wonderful 
habitat work. n

Heidi Habeger, Executive Director

I’m excited to welcome some new faces to our staff. 
These two will round out our office and make us fully 
staffed again after several months of vacancies.

As our Director of Major & Planned Gifts, Amy 

Brandon Mann

2023 Prairie Partner Intern (Emma) at Patrick Marsh

An Operation Fresh Start crew takes a break from clearing brush at Westport Prairie.

Amy Mertz JT Cestkowski

Restoring Prairies, Building Futures

Mertz will secure vital support for our growing foot-
print of protected places. For 15 years, she was a 
nonprofit communications consultant, directing PR 
and marketing strategies for Madison Public Library 
Foundation, the Wisconsin Book Festival, and other 
clients. A UW-Madison journalism and women’s stud-
ies graduate, then a writer and editor at The Capital 
Times, she’ll weave personal stories that demonstrate 
Groundswell’s impact into our fundraising efforts.

You might recognize JT Cestkowski. Before joining us 
as our new Communications Coordinator, he was a 
TV reporter for WKOW for the last couple of years. 
He’s also worked in various news and communications 
roles with WKOW, Madison.com, UpNorthNews, 
and the City of Columbus, Wisconsin. He covered the 
state’s natural resources and land use as a journalist. 
Now, he’s bringing that passion to his work with us. n

BJ Byers, Land Management Director

After taking a year off to make some improve-
ments, the Prairie Partners Summer Internship 
Program is back and stronger than ever! This 
program gives five hardworking interns the chance 
to get hands-on experience in habitat restoration 
while helping to improve local conservation lands. 
From late May through August, the interns will 
spend their workweek clearing invasive plants, 
restoring native habitats, and building skills for 
future conservation careers. 

We’re excited to team up with three new partner 
organizations: Ice Age Trail Alliance, Wisconsin 

Department of Natural Resources, and Riverland 
Conservancy. Along with Groundswell, these 
groups will host the interns on their properties. 
Each day, the interns will work at a different site, 
helping to restore a variety of natural areas. 

When the interns are with Groundswell, they’ll 
focus on habitat restoration at Westport Prairie and 
Patrick Marsh. Their work will help control invasive 
species, and improve the land for native plants 
and wildlife. We’re excited to once again offer this 
amazing opportunity for young conservationists to 
learn, grow, and make a real difference. With their 
help, we’ll get even more valuable restoration work 
done on the lands we love.  n

Prairie Partners Internship Returns
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Rachel Barker (Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources)

JT Cestkowski, Communications Coordinator

Groundswell Conservancy has secured its first 
conservation easement in the Town of Dunkirk, 
protecting 175 acres of wetlands and rewilded farm 
fields near the Yahara River. This conservation ease-
ment is hopefully the first of many in a partnership 
between Groundswell and the Town of Dunkirk.

Property owner Joyce Brehm, along with town 
officials, celebrated the closing, ensuring the land 
will remain untouched for future generations. “My 
husband wanted this to be his legacy: what he was 
giving back to the earth. And I kind of want it to 

be mine too,” Brehm said.

The wetlands on the property help to reduce  
flooding by soaking up rainfall. This is especially 
important as Wisconsin experiences heavier rainfall 
due to climate change. The easement also protects 
the nearby Yahara River from pollution runoff.

Funding for this easement acquisition came from 
the Town of Dunkirk, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service North American Wetlands Conservation Act 
(NAWCA) grant, and supporters of Groundswell 
Conservancy. Special thanks to Ducks Unlimited for 
its partnership in obtaining the NAWCA grant. n

“We are deeply grateful to Groundswell Conservancy 
and to the Trieloff family for their ongoing support 
and hard work on improving access to Marsh Lake 
in Lake Mills,” said Kevin Wiesmann, Director of 
Jefferson County Parks. “Their dedication, along 
with generous contributions from our many spon-
sors, is helping us move closer to making this project 
a reality.”

After construction is completed, the land will be 
donated to the Wisconsin Department of Natural 

Resources (DNR) and opened for outdoor activities 
like paddling, hiking, hunting, and fishing.

Groundswell would like to thank the Jefferson 
County Parks Department, Lake Mills Area Com-
munity Foundation, Wisconsin DNR, Ducks Un-
limited, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for 
their important financial and practical help on this 
project. The project would not have happened with-
out Groundswell’s supporters. Thank you for helping 
to protect this special place forever. n

Jay Furseth

A Triumph for Wetlands and Public Recreation
(Continued from page 1)
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The new easement features a wetland area that will provide crucial flood prevention.The Trieloff Addition provides vital habitat for native wildlife.

Groundswell Protects First  
Property in the Town of Dunkirk

Groundswell, the Bjugstads, and elected leaders celebrated the farm’s preservation at an 
event in October.

Tony Abate, Conservation Director

Thanks to the visionary efforts of Brian and Renee 
Bjugstad, we secured a conservation easement on 
189 acres of prime farmland near the Footville State 
Wildlife Area in Rock County. This easement ensures 
the land will remain undeveloped, preserving it for 
farming while also allowing public access for hunting, 
hiking, and other nature-based outdoor activities.

“We want to continue to pass the love of farming 
down to future generations,” the Bjugstads said. 
“This easement deal has brought back some  

fantastic memories.”

Mike Foy, a Land Protection Volunteer at Groundswell, 
led this land conservation effort and played a key role in 
bringing together all the partners on this project.

Funding came from the USDA’s Regional  
Conservation Partnership Program by way of  
American Farmland Trust, the state’s Knowles- 
Nelson Stewardship Program, and the Rock River 
Valley Chapter of Pheasants Forever. In addition, 
Groundswell’s generous supporters helped make 
this possible. n

Farmland Preserved, Opened to Public
 

Ben Lam
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Board and Staff
PRESIDENT  
Tracy Wiklund, McFarland

VICE PRESIDENT 
Alexandria Baker, Baraboo

TREASURER
Alton Multhauf, Oregon

SECRETARY 
Rodee Schneider, Madison

DIRECTORS
Curt Bjurlin, Madison
Lizzie Condon, Madison
Cate Harrington, Madison
Laura Hanson, McFarland
Susan Hoffman, Madison
Davin Lopez, Madison
Todd Shucha, DeForest
Rachel Snyder, Janesville
Sara Walling, Madison
Forrest Woolworth, Madison

ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANT 
Jennifer Krzak 

CONSERVATION DIRECTOR 
Tony Abate 

COMMUNICATIONS COORDINATOR
JT Cestkowski

COMMUNITY DIRECTOR 
Yimmuaj Yang 

DEVELOPMENT COORDINATOR
Amanda Dambrink

DIRECTOR OF MAJOR & PLANNED GIFTS 
Amy Mertz

EASEMENT STEWARDSHIP MANAGER 
Brandon Mann 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Heidi Habeger  

FARM & LAND MANAGEMENT SPECIALIST
Sam Douglass

LAND MANAGEMENT DIRECTOR
BJ Byers 

OUTREACH & TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 
MANAGER 
Baritan Yang

Mission
We protect special places  
forever. We want everyone  
to live in a world filled  
with green places where  
communities thrive. We  
believe that land is  
essential for all people’s  
physical, emotional, and  
spiritual wellness. If we 
don’t protect undeveloped 
land now, it may be lost 
forever.
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BJ Byers

Roberta Herschleb

Do you want to protect special places forever, connect people with nature, and 
preserve and build access to farmland for generations to come? Become part of 
our Legacy Circle by leaving a gift to Groundswell in your will or estate plans. 
It’s like a nest egg for conservation!

To learn more, visit groundswellconservancy.org/legacy. If you have questions or 
want to discuss options, contact Amy Mertz at amy@groundswellconservancy.org 
or 608-258-9797. n 
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BJ Byers, Land Management Director

On a cool, crisp Saturday morning in January, over 
40 enthusiastic volunteers joined us to hand-sow 
prairie seed across a freshly harvested soybean field. 
Walking back and forth, scattering seeds with every 
step, we laid the foundation for 7.5 new acres of  
native tallgrass prairie. If that doesn’t sound like a 
good time, we don’t know what does!

We are also grateful for the help of Waunakee High 
School students and their incredible teacher, Todd 
Shucha, who joined us the month prior. Thanks to 
their hard work, 2.5 acres of the total planting area 

were seeded ahead of schedule.

Next winter, we’re aiming even higher: 10 acres of 
new prairie. But to make that happen, we need your 
help. More prairie means we need to collect more seed 
throughout the growing season. If you’re not already 
on our outdoor volunteer mailing list, reach out to me 
at bj@groundswellconservancy.org so he can add you.

A special thank you goes out to the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources and Southern 
Wisconsin Bird Alliance for donating hand-collected 
seeds, and Kaylee Nelson for the work she does every 
year gathering seed for the project. n

Sam Douglass, Farm & Land Management Specialist

“You just sequestered one ton of carbon dioxide,” 
volunteer Alex Tanke said after spending the day 
demonstrating how to make biochar from brush piles 
at Groundswell’s Westport Farm.

At Westport Farm, Groundswell is always changing 
our stewardship to take better care of the soil and 
conserve native habitat. After removing an under-
story of buckthorn and honeysuckle from a tree line 
this winter, we looked for a way to turn a byproduct 
of environmental restoration into a tool to support 
healthy soil. Biochar, which is gaining popularity 

Biochar: Turning Brush Piles 
Into Soil Gold at Westport Farm

Groundswell Expands Prairie Habitat

Red-winged blackbird nest with eggs

The community helps sow new native prairie at Westport Prairie.

for its benefits when 
added to garden soil, is 
an ancient method of 
improving soil fertility.

What we made and 
spread on our fields will 
remain for 1,000 years 
or more. It will house 
beneficial microorgan-
isms, store water, assist 
plants with absorbing 
nutrients and minerals, 
and reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions. These compounding benefits are hard 
to measure, but we know they contribute to a world 
we want to live in — full of clean air, intact ecosys-
tems, and tastier vegetables. n

Sam Douglass

A handful of the first 
biochar ever produced for 
Groundswell

Plant the Seeds of Tomorrow:  
Join Our Legacy Circle 

BJ ByersBee covered in pollen

Become a Groundswell Sustainer
Monthly giving is a convenient way to increase your impact on conserva-
tion every day. These automated electronic contributions save time, paper, 
and postage. Plus, you’ll help Groundswell plan further ahead knowing 
there are pledged monthly gifts — like pollen stored by thoughtful bees!

To sign up, visit groundswellconservancy.org/donate. If you have 
questions or want to make changes to your recurring donation, contact 
Amanda Dambrink at amanda@groundswellconservancy.org or  
608-258-9797. n

mailto:groundswellconservancy.org/legacy?subject=
mailto:amy%40groundswellconservancy.org?subject=
http://groundswellconservancy.org/donate
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Explore Special Places
We invite you to join us out on the land this summer! Don’t miss this chance to visit some of the places you’ve helped 
protect. These field trips are free and open to the public. Reserve your spot today at groundswellconservancy.org/events. 

Newsletter designed by Jeff Weyer
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/groundswell.wi

/groundswell.wi

You have protected  
forever 14,371 acres of  
cherished local land

Nancy McGill Dane County Parks Quackenbush Photography

Walk at Avon Bottoms
May 17, 2025
1–3 p.m.
Join Mike Foy, a former wildlife  
biologist with the state Department  
of Natural Resources, for a spring-
time walk through one of the most 
diverse natural areas in southern 
Wisconsin! Avon Bottoms is a 
massive wildlife area along the Sugar 
River featuring hundreds of acres 
Groundswell helped protect forever. 

Wetland Restoration  
at Walking Iron
June 26, 2025
4–6 p.m.
Explore the varied landscapes, some  
of which Groundswell helped preserve,  
at this wildlife area just north of 
Mazomanie! Learn about the recent 
wetland restoration work completed 
by Dane County Parks in partnership 
with Ducks Unlimited, and the  
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Ho-Chunk Tradition  
and Cultural Landscape Tour
July 31, 2025
4–6 p.m.
Learn about Ho-Chunk traditions 
from Bill Quackenbush at the  
historic Kingsley Bend mounds.  
This cultural landscape was created 
by the people of the Effigy Mound 
Culture between 700 and 1000 AD. 

Thank you to 
our sponsors

http://groundswellconservancy.org
http://groundswellconservancy.org/events
https://www.facebook.com/groundswell.wi
https://www.instagram.com/groundswell.wi/?fbclid=IwAR24cNO9zeps_70DPNpCqEH4kUag91xw1sr_boPgFgKPpiqQ4tBtC0KK5lE_aem_AbzQHGqg0g4pk-R47VDw-UlU_gyS69YbYBfVr9zXvN6L6bWQRY3kpsMjou4dDe3pgl8fY-Z5hqCOhxdB_5mQo9_g

