
Farmland, Yahara River Paddler 
Scenery Protected Forever 

Tony Abate, Senior Conservation Director

This spring, Groundswell Conservancy and the Town 
of Dunn partnered to protect 48 acres of land along the 
Yahara River. The land is now protected forever by a  
conservation easement.

The project was made possible by the landowners, Alan 
and Carol Breed. Alan and Carol have cared for this land 
for 25 years. They built a home, farmed the land, and 
maintained a buffer of trees along the Yahara River.

“Protecting the Breeds’ land with the Town of Dunn 
shows how strong partnerships and a shared love for the 
land can lead to lasting conservation,” shared  

Heidi Habeger, Groundswell’s Executive Director.

A peaceful stretch of the Yahara River curves along the 
north and east boundaries of the property. It’s a scenic 
view for anyone paddling by. Even though the land isn’t 
open to the public, it can still be seen from public county 
land across the river.

“This property is remarkable for its agricultural,  
environmental, and historical significance,” said  
Ben Kollenbroich, who helped lead the project as the 
Town of Dunn’s former Land Use and Conservation 
Manager. “Thank you so much to the Breeds for wanting 
to ensure that this property is protected forever.”

	 Continued on page 3
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Groundswell, the Town of Dunn, and landowner Dana Sperloen worked together to protect Dana’s farmland  
in the Town of Dunn. 

Tony Abate, Senior Conservation Director

In late August, Groundswell Conservancy and the 
Town of Dunn partnered with landowner Dana 
Sperloen to protect 46 acres of land near Lake  
Kegonsa. This special place is located right on  
Highway 51, just south of the lake.

Heidi Habeger, Groundswell’s Executive Director, 
shared why this is so meaningful: 

“We’re not only conserving 46 acres. We’re  
protecting some of the country’s best soil and  
connecting it to other protected lands,” she said. “By 
doing so, we help sustain farming, preserve our rural 
character, and leave a legacy for future generations.”

Nearly all of Dana’s property is classified as prime 
farmland soils. These are the most productive soils 
for growing food. They are an important resource 
that we must protect for future generations.  
However, they are a resource that’s under threat  
from increasing development — especially in  
Dane County, which is growing faster than any other 
county in Wisconsin.

Dana recognized the importance of protecting the 

land. He shared: “It’s an honor to be a part of  
preserving the land and to be recognized for it.”

Kelsey Shepperd, who helped lead the project as the 
Town of Dunn’s Land Use and Conservation  
Manager, had this to say:

“This property is located along a well-traveled 
highway. It will be a visible reminder of the Town 
of Dunn’s commitment to preserving open space to 
many passers-by,” she said. “This easement is also  
located less than a mile from both US Fish and 
Wildlife Service and Wisconsin DNR lands.  
Expanding protected lands supports the Town’s goal 
of creating connected corridors of conservation. 
Many thanks to the USDA’s Natural Resources  
Conservation Service (NRCS), Groundswell  
Conservancy, our townspeople, and Dana Sperloen 
for their commitment to preserving this property  
in perpetuity.”

Funding for this project came from multiple sources. 
Thank you to the USDA NRCS’s Regional  
Conservation Partnership Program, along with  
the Town of Dunn and its Purchase of  
Development Rights Program. And of course, thank 
you to Groundswell’s supporters. n

46-Acre Farmstead Protected  
in Town of Dunn 
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BJ Byers, Land Management Director

The 2025 Prairie Partners Crew wrapped up another 
season of hard work helping advance conservation 
where you live! 

This year’s crew was in the field from late May to 
mid-August, rotating between the partners:  
Riverland Conservancy, Ice Age Trail Alliance, the 
Wisconsin DNR, and Groundswell Conservancy. 
One day a week the interns helped Groundswell care 
for Westport Prairie and Patrick Marsh by removing 
invasive plants and restoring habitat for wildlife. 

The Prairie Partners program made a successful  
return this year after taking 2024 off. This year’s  

interns were Jack Maurer, Lexi Kohn, Karina Kloth, 
Cody Hennings, and Sam August.  

We’re proud of the crew’s dedication and the real  
impact they made. Their efforts help keep these  
special places healthy for people and nature alike. 

We also want to express our gratitude to the sponsors 
who made this program possible. They provided these 
students with hands-on conservation experience. 
 
Thank you to Mary Binkley & Dennis Petzke, Nancy 
& Lou Bruch, Nancy & Wes Carter, Doug & Sherry 
Caves, Nancy Heiden, Susan & Les Hoffman, Susan 
& Conrad Jostad, Jim & Rumi O’Brien, Cary & 
Scott Reich, and Lorette Wambach. n

The 2025 Prairie Partners crew and Groundswell staff stand in front of some brush they cleared at Westport 
Prairie. From left to right: Groundswell Land Management Director BJ Byers, Jack Maurer, Lexi Kohn, Karina 
Kloth, Cody Hennings, Sam August, and Groundswell Farm & Land Management Specialist Sam Douglass.

Future Conservationists  
Took Root This Summer 

The money to protect the land came from several 
sources. Thank you to:

•  Dane County and its Conservation Fund
• � �the USDA NRCS’s Regional Conservation  

Partnership Program
• � �the Town of Dunn’s Purchase of Development 

Rights Program

And as always, thank you to Groundswell’s  
supporters who make projects like this one possible.

Since 1997, we’ve teamed up with the Town of 
Dunn to protect more than 4,000 acres of farmland 
and wetlands. With your continued support, we’ll 
keep going — one property, one partnership, one 
meaningful place at a time. n

Farmland, Yahara River Paddler Scenery Protected Forever 
(Continued from page 1)

BJ Byers 



Tony Abate 
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Hope After a Hard Fight:  
What’s Next for Knowles-Nelson  
Heidi Habeger, Executive Director

This summer, we fought hard to protect Wisconsin’s 
conservation future. One of the state’s crucial land 
protection tools — the Knowles-Nelson  
Stewardship Program — needed renewed funding. 

With support from Knowles-Nelson, Groundswell 
has helped protect more than 6,000 acres of land 
forever in south central Wisconsin, including  
special places where you hike, paddle, and explore. 

Despite strong bipartisan support and a powerful 
advocacy push by thousands of Wisconsinites, led 

by our partners at Gathering Waters, leaders in 
both political parties failed to act. As a result, we 
must now plan to complete conservation projects 
without Knowles-Nelson funding once it expires 
on June 30, 2026. 

But we remain hopeful. 

Some lawmakers are still fighting for conservation. 
State Sen. Kelda Roys showed true political courage 
and leadership, voting against the state budget and 
naming the lack of Knowles-Nelson funding as a 
key reason. State Rep. Tony Kurtz and  
Sen. Patrick Testin have introduced a stand-alone 



Protected with 
Knowles-Nelson 
Stewardship funds, 
Ferry Bluff hosts one 
of only three winter 
concentrations of 
bald eagles in all of 
Wisconsin. 

Hope After a Hard Fight:  
What’s Next for Knowles-Nelson  
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bill to bring Knowles-Nelson back. And most  
recently, Sen. Jodi Habush Sinykin and Rep.  
Vinnie Miresse introduced a new proposal to  
reauthorize Knowles-Nelson for six years, funded 
at $72 million annually. This proposed legislation 
is co-sponsored by all 60 Democratic lawmakers 
and lays the groundwork for negotiations as the 
two parties seek ways to work together to  
reauthorize the program. 

To get a solid conservation funding bill passed, 
we need your help. Over the last seven months, 
you sent thousands of messages in support of 
Knowles-Nelson to lawmakers and called the  
Governor’s Office. Your voice was heard and may 
be the reason that conservation funding still has a 
future. Please continue to contact your legislators 
to demand that the state provide robust  
conservation funding. Keep an eye on our emails 
and Facebook page for specific calls to action. 

In the meantime, our work continues. We received 
a Knowles-Nelson grant for an upcoming project 
and are working with Ducks Unlimited on another 
state-supported land protection effort. It’s possible 
that a stand-alone bill could pass before we run 
out of Knowles-Nelson money, and we never have 
to confront a world in which our state leaders have 
abandoned conservation. 

We’re going to work hard, alongside our partners 
at Gathering Waters, to renew Knowles-Nelson 
and advance conservation where you live. 

And we did have one big win: The One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act preserved federal funding that 
helps protect farmland. We’re excited for future 
partnerships, like those with the towns of Dunn and 
Dunkirk, to keep farmland available for the next 
generation. n

Tony Abate 
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Board President Todd Shucha (left) and Board  
Vice President Cate Harrington (right) 

New Faces, Same Mission: Board Leadership Transitions  

Heidi Habeger, Executive Director

Tony Abate has been promoted to Senior  
Director of Conservation. This new title reflects 
the incredible work Tony has done over the past 
10 years, and the growing role he plays as we  
advance conservation where you live in Dane 
County and the surrounding counties. 

Tony leads Groundswell’s conservation programs 
and oversees our land protection work. He brings 
a thoughtful, strategic approach to every project. 
With more people wanting to protect special places 
forever, Tony’s leadership is helping Groundswell 
meet the moment. 

Tony has built strong relationships with landowners, 
partner agencies, and community members. He leads 
our Stewardship Committee and has guided exciting 
efforts like our community conservation projects at 
Patrick Marsh and Westport Prairie. 

At the heart of Tony’s work is a deep belief:  
Everyone should be able to enjoy the outdoors. 
Whether you’re connecting to nature or spending 
time with friends and family outside, Tony knows 
that these experiences create lasting memories, and 
passionate supporters of conservation. 

Congratulations, Tony! n

Groundswell Promotes Tony Abate 
as Demand for Land Protection Grows  

Heidi Habeger, Executive Director

On July 1, Groundswell Conservancy welcomed 
new leadership on our Board of Directors. Todd 
Shucha is stepping into the role of president, and 
Cate Harrington will serve as vice president. 

Todd joined the board in 2023 and has more than 
30 years of experience as an educator. He’s  
passionate about getting students outside and has 
even brought his class to Westport Prairie to help 
restore native habitat. 

Since joining Groundswell’s board in 2024, Cate’s 
wealth of knowledge from her 33-year career in 
marketing and communications at The Nature 
Conservancy have proven invaluable. Her expertise 
is already shaping our outreach efforts. 

We also want to thank our outgoing leaders, Tracy 
Wiklund and Alexandria Baker, who served as  
president and vice president the past three years. 
Their dedication and leadership have made a lasting 
difference, and we are deeply grateful for their service. 

We’re excited for what’s ahead with Todd and Cate 
helping lead the way! n

Tony Abate 



Board and Staff
PRESIDENT  
Todd Shucha, DeForest 

VICE PRESIDENT 
Cate Harrington, Madison 

TREASURER
Alton Multhauf, Oregon 

SECRETARY 
Rodee Schneider, Madison 

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

ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANT 
Jennifer Krzak 

SENIOR DIRECTOR OF CONSERVATION 
Tony Abate 

COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER
Danika L. Mink 

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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7Trillium blossoms 

Have you considered charitable giving 
through a donor-advised fund, a stock  
donation, or IRA distributions? Lots 
of giving options exist, but there’s no 
need to feel overwhelmed! Learn more at 
groundswellconservancy.org/ways-to-give n

Bari Yang 

Yimmuaj Yang, Community Director  

This year, Groundswell is trying something new at Westport Farm: growing rice. 
While most people don’t expect to see rice in southern Wisconsin, highland rice 
can grow here just like other garden vegetables. 

We planted more than half an acre and featured the grain at this year’s Fall 
Harvest Picnic. Attendees learned how to properly harvest and prepare rice for the 
dinner table. The picnic provides a recurring opportunity for the Lifting Hearts 
Therapy Garden elders to thank the community for supporting Westport Farm. 

For many of the Hmoob growers, planting rice brought back joyful memories 
from their youth. The frequent weeding — and anticipation of the harvest — 
also reminded us how easy it is to take store-bought rice for granted! 

Special thanks to the Southeast Asian Healing Center, Boyden Financial,  
Dane County, Nimick Forbesway Foundation, Schlecht Family Foundation, 
Oberweiler Foundation, Roger Garms, Greg Rosenberg, an anonymous donor, 
Peg Whiteside, and everyone who supports the Lifting Hearts Therapy Garden. n

Participants in the Lifting Hearts Therapy Garden at Westport Farm  
helped plant rice in May. 

Rice Grows in Wisconsin?  
It Does at Westport Farm 

Many Ways to Support  
Our Work

http://groundswellconservancy.org/ways-to-give
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You have protected  
forever 14,690 acres of  
cherished local land

Roberta Herschleb

Volunteer With Us at the
Black Hawk Ridge Trail Run  
Date: Oct. 19, 2025 
Time: 10 a.m. 

Groundswell will once again be the major beneficiary 
of the Black Hawk Ridge Trail Run! The 8K and 16K 
courses near Sauk City take runners through restored 
prairie, hardwood forest, and a pine plantation with 
views of the Wisconsin River valley. Volunteers make 
this wonderful fundraising event possible, helping with 
parking, registration, and water stations. Want to be 
a part of the food, fun, and giveaways? To volunteer, 
reach out to Danika at (608) 258-9797 or danika@ 
groundswellconservancy.org.  

Conservation Where You Live
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