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Wisconsin Remembers a Visionary Leader in Agriculture 
By Bill Berry, Columnist to the Capital Times, reprinted by permission  
The recent passing of Rod Nilsestuen, Secretary of the Department of 
Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection, sent a wave of devastation 
and sadness throughout the agricultural community and the state of 
Wisconsin.   

Rod was truly a remarkable man. A leader for many years in the rural 
cooperative movement, he answered the call when Jim Doyle asked him to 
be secretary in 2003. Rod brought with him a rare combination of vision 
and a tireless work ethic. For the Doyle administration, he lent immediate 
credibility and respect. Rural Wisconsin is conservative turf. It usually leans 
Republican. But Nilsestuen could and did work with anyone, regardless of 
their political stripes. In doing so, he taught an important lesson: Doing the 
right thing rises above political differences. It didn’t hurt that he was one 
of them, a dairy farm boy of Norwegian stock from Arcadia, who had spent 
years as a leader in the rural cooperative movement. The Nilsestuen family 
farm is still in operation. 

Wisconsin accomplished a great deal on behalf of farming and rural life in 
Rod’s years as agriculture secretary. He led initiatives to explore how to 
protect Wisconsin’s working lands, build the state’s renewable energy and 
biofuels sectors and strengthen dairy farming in the state. He provided 
encouragement and support to the state’s organic farming sector and local 
foods movement. By virtually every account, Rod was a success. 

If you’d ask him, he would tell you that protecting working lands and 
supporting dairy farming in the state were closest to his heart. He 
promoted the Working Lands Initiative at gatherings across the state. 
Those who saw him in these settings will remember three things about a 
Rod Nilsestuen speech: He’d share a Norwegian joke, read from a dog-
eared copy of Ben Logan’s “The Land Remembers” and speak with passion 
about protecting working lands. 
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Public Hearings on Agricultural Enterprise Areas Scheduled 

Areas recommended for designation as Agricultural Enterprise Areas must go through the state’s 
rulemaking process in order to be officially designated.  Public hearings are a part of this process 
and provide an opportunity to learn more about the AEA program, to offer support or to share 
concerns or ask questions.  

The department will host two hearings from 2 p.m. – 6 p.m. at the following locations:  

 Eau Claire: Aug. 12, Town of Washington Town Hall, 5750 Old Town Hall Rd. 

 Madison: Aug. 16, Board Room, 1st floor, Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection, 2811 Agriculture Dr. 

If you are unable to attend the hearings, written comments will be accepted until Tues., Aug. 31, 
2010. Send comments to DATCP, Attn: Coreen Fallat, PO Box 8911, Madison WI, 53708-8911. 
Comments will also be accepted electronically at either DATCPWorkingLands@wisconsin.gov or 
online at http://adminrules.wisconsin.gov then search on “ATCP 53.”  

Following DATCP Board review of the final rule draft this fall, the AEAs will become effective on 
January 1, 2011. 

His jokes were corny, but people loved them nonetheless. 
Rod loved telling them just as much. He’d throw his head 
back and laugh along with the crowd after delivering the 
punch line. When he’d get down to business, talking about 
protecting working lands, it was easy to see it came both 
from the heart and the brain. As for the latter, he was one 
of the smartest people ever to lead a state agency. 

You can learn a lot from a guy like Rod if you listen and 
watch, and many did. When Doyle included the package of 
farmland protection measures in the current state budget, 
Nilsestuen’s efforts were rewarded, and Wisconsin’s 
precious working lands got new protections. This legacy 
will live on for decades. 

But one is not measured by his or her professional accomplishments alone. Rod Nilsestuen and his 
wife, Carol, lent countless hours to humanitarian causes like Habitat for Humanity. The two 
cherished family and friends and would do just about anything to help others. They were in Upper 
Michigan, volunteering on a Habitat project when he took a fateful swim in Lake Superior. 

As summer rains fall on the land Rod Nilsestuen so loved, those of us who knew him are drenched in 
memories. We know what Rod would say. He’d tell us to get on with our work, because time is short 
and there is much to be done. We’ll do that, Rod, but not before we pause to remember a great 
man.          

(photo courtesy of Ashley Schaffer) 
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Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP):  A Resource to Help Farmers Meet 
Soil and Water Conservation Compliance Standards 

Farmers and landowners who take farmland preservation tax credits starting in 2010 must meet 
state soil and water conservation standards.  Meeting these conservation standards can sometimes 
be costly and cost-sharing is not required for farmers who claim the credit.  Fortunately, CREP is a 
program that can provide some financial assistance to help farmers meet these standards. 

CREP was created as a joint effort between the Federal, State and County governments to 
complement working agriculture and the protection of Wisconsin’s soils and water resources. The 
program pays farmers and landowners to install filter strips along waterways or to return continually 
flooded fields to wetlands while leaving the remainder of the adjacent land in agricultural production.  
The size of land put into CREP is variable and allows farmers to put what land is needed into the 
program and leave the remainder for farming.  Lands eligible for CREP are those that are located in 
one of about 50 designated CREP counties, have history of being in crop or pasture land, and are 
within 150 feet of a ditch, stream, lake, or wetland.   Options for enrollment are through either a 15 
year agreement or a perpetual easement. 

Financial incentives include cost sharing of conservation practice installation, up-front incentive 
payments and annual soil rental payments for up to 15 years.  CREP participants on average receive 
total combined state and federal payments of $2000 per acre for the 15-year contracts and $2,850 
per acre for the perpetual conservation easements over the agreement timeframe.                          

Practice payments include up to 70 percent cost-share assistance to install eligible conservation 
practices.  Annual payments from the USDA – Farm Service Agency are made each year for up to 15 
years with payments typically ranging from $30-$180 per acre with rates that are based on the lands 
soil quality.  Up-front payments include two, one-time incentive payments.  The first is a state-
provided incentive payment of 1.5 times or 12 times the annual rental rate based on whether you 
sign up for a 15 year agreement or a perpetual conservation easement respectively.  On average, 
this equals a per acre payment of $150 for the 15-year contracts and $1,000 for the perpetual 
conservation easements.  The second is a federally-provided signing incentive payment of $100 per 
acre for lands enrolled in riparian buffer, filter strip or grassed waterway practices. 

The program sign-up is first-come, first-serve on a continuous basis.  For more information, contact 
your local Farm Service Agency, county Land Conservation Department, or the Wisconsin 
Department of Agriculture Trade and Consumer Protection.   

Pasture streambank restoration Cropland with filter strip installed 

Established CREP Sites 
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2010 PACE Applications Selected for Funding  

More than 5,000 acres of farmland will remain in agriculture and will be protected by permanent 
easements as part of the first set of applications recommended for funding through the Purchase of 
Agricultural Conservation Easement (PACE) program.  

At a recent meeting of the PACE advisory council, the council reviewed 36 applications and recom-
mended that 16 applications move forward in the easement funding process. The applications were 
scored and ranked based on a number of evaluation criteria including farmland quality, consistency 
with local planning and zoning, water quality benefits, and community support. 

Under the PACE program, the state agriculture department will provide up to 50 percent matching 
funds to cooperating entities to purchase permanent easements. While the landowner is compen-
sated for the fair market value of the land, the landowner retains ownership and continues to farm 
but the easement permanently restricts non-agricultural development of the property. The easement 
remains with the land and all future landowners are bound by the terms of the easement.  

Before a conservation easement can be placed on the land, the landowners and local cooperating 
entities will work with the PACE program and in some instances, the USDA Natural Resource Conser-
vation Service Farm and Ranchland Protection Program, to ensure the land is properly protected. 
The department and the applicant will enter into a grant contract outlining the responsibilities of 
each party.  

Applications that were not selected this round will have another opportunity for consideration in the 
2011 grant cycle.  At its Sept. 15 meeting, the PACE Council will review application materials and 
make recommendations for improvement based on suggestions and comments from landowners, 
cooperating groups and staff. Application materials for the 2011 PACE grant cycle will be released 
later this year. The 2011 PACE application deadline will be in mid-February, 2011.   

For information about the PACE Program, contact Lisa Schultz at LisaJ.Schultz@Wisconsin.gov, or 
608-224-4604. 

Introducing Kathy Pielsticker, Director of the Land and Water Resources Bureau 

Kathy Pielsticker has been selected to serve as the new director of the Land and Water Resources 
Bureau at the Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection.  For the previous 5 
years, Kathy served as the administrator for the Division of Agricultural Resource Management, 
which included oversight of programs in the Land and Water Resources bureau.   

In addition to her time as an administrator at DATCP, Kathy worked for 18 years at the United 
States Department of Agriculture-Natural Resource Conservation Service, including nine years as a 
soil conservationist and soil scientist.  Her past professional experience has provided her with a 
sincere appreciation for the complexity and importance of agriculture and the land and water 
resources in our state.   

Kathy looks forward to working closely with many of the partners and programs critical to Wisconsin 
agriculture, including the Working Lands Initiative and Livestock Facility Siting.  Please join us in 
welcoming Kathy to her new position at the department.   

mailto:LisaJ.Schultz@Wisconsin.gov�


Tuesday, August 3rd 

Working Lands & Plan Commission Meeting  

Town of Stettin, Marathon County  

Thursday, August 12th 

AEA Public Hearing  

Town of Washington, Eau Claire County  

Monday, August 16th 

AEA Public Hearing  

DATCP Building, Madison, Dane County   

Monday, August 23rd 

Working Lands Informational Meeting  

Town of Mount Pleasant, Green County  

Thursday, August 26th 

Working Lands Informational Meeting  

Town of Eagle, Waukesha County  

Thursday, September 9th 

Working Lands Informational Meeting 

Sheboygan County and Manitowoc County 

 

Wednesday, September 15th 

PACE Council Advisory Meeting  

Town of Oakland, Jefferson County  

Sunday, September 26th-28th 

Wisconsin Counties Association  

Annual Conference 

Milwaukee, WI  

Requests for Information or Speakers  

DATCP has made a concerted effort to distribute 
information and provide assistance regarding the 

Working Lands Initiative and will continue to do so.  If 
you would like to request assistance from DATCP staff 

or a speaker to present information in your area, 
please contact Alison Volk at 

Alison.Volk@Wisconsin.gov.  Please be prepared to 
provide the following information with your request: 

 Intended audience 

 Expected number of attendees 

 Date, time and location of meeting 

 Time allotted for presentation, questions and 
answers 

 Specific topics or information to be discussed 
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Working Lands Calendar 

Working Lands Materials Available Online 

Now available on the Working Lands website (http://workinglands.wi.gov): 

 Model farmland preservation zoning ordinance 

 Maps of areas recommended for AEA designation 

 Petition text submitted in response to the 2010 request for petitions 

 Link to administrative rule materials to designate AEAs 

 July 15th, 2010 PACE Council meeting materials 

Please check back often as new materials are posted as they are developed. 

http://workinglands.wi.gov�
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