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Water Guardians: Empowering Communities 
to Protect the Yahara Watershed
Damayanti Rodriguez-Ramos, Program Coordinator, Wisconsin EcoLatinos

The Water Guardian (Guardián 
del Agua) program is a 
bilingual (English–Spanish) 
community education and 
leadership initiative led by 
Wisconsin EcoLatinos to 
protect water resources in 
Dane County, especially 
Lakes Mendota and Monona. 
It empowers Latino and 
underserved communities to 
understand how everyday 
actions aff ect stormwater, 
drinking water, and 
environmental health.
Developed in collaboration 
with UW–Madison Extension, 
the UW Arboretum, and 
partners such as Water 
Action Volunteers (WAV) 
and Rock River Coalition, the 
program trains families in 
water science and practical 
steps to reduce stormwater 
pollution. Launched in 2023, 
it has engaged more than 
80 participants and was 
recognized by Yale Climate 
Connections for its climate 
leadership.

The initiative grew from 
the Tu Agua Project, a 
hands-on outreach eff ort 
encouraging Latino leadership 
in stormwater management 
and water protection. 
Through workshops and fi eld 
experiences, participants 
monitor stream health, explore 
aquatic ecosystems, and 
build skills for environmental 
decision-making.

During a stream monitoring 
training at Pheasant Branch 
Conservancy in Madison, 
participants shared how 
the program deepened 
their understanding of how 
daily choices impact lakes. 
Youth participants described 
learning how street runoff  
carries pollutants to local 
waters and how they can help 
protect wildlife.
Through bilingual materials 
and interactive workshops, 
families learn how trash, 
fertilizers, road salt, and PFAS 
move through stormwater 
systems into lakes and 
groundwater. The program 
highlights practical solutions 
such as proper waste disposal, 
reducing chemical use, 
planting native species, and 
safeguarding drinking water.

Water Guardians also 
promotes community 
leadership by 
encouraging participants 
to share knowledge, 
volunteer, and engage 
in conservation eff orts. 
By combining science 
education, environmental 
justice, and community 
engagement, the 
program strengthens 
collective responsibility 
for clean water and 
healthy neighborhoods.
Since its launch, Water 
Guardians has expanded 
environmental awareness 
and pollution prevention 
eff orts across Dane 
County, helping protect 
Wisconsin’s lakes for 
future generations.
Check more about our work: 
https://www.wisconsinecolatinos.org/guardian-del-agua

Family (Left to right - Luis, Paula and Nadine) showing what creatures they 
found on the water.

All Photos by Cristina Carvajal

Maria, in the Pheasant Branch 
Conservator workshop.

 Creatures living in the stream.
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Thank you for reading our spring 
issue of Rock River Refl ections. 
We’re excited to share meaningful 
updates from across the region and 
to celebrate the work we are building 
together.
At Rock River Coalition, we believe 
that improving the health of our 
watershed goes hand in hand with 
strengthening the communities who 
call it home. We believe that every 
person—regardless of race or place 
of birth—deserves to belong, to feel 
valued, and to have a meaningful 
place within their community.
We believe that caring for our rivers, 
streams, and shared natural resources 
is inseparable from caring for one 
another. By expanding access to clean 
water, restoring local habitats, and 
creating opportunities for community 
engagement and stewardship, 
we work to ensure that everyone 
benefi ts from a healthier watershed. 
We believe in the inherent dignity 
of all people and in the power of 
communities that welcome, uplift, 
and support one another—because 
thriving waterways and thriving 
communities depend on each other.
Our values guide everything we 
do. We are committed to fostering 
inclusivity, acting with integrity and 
compassion, and cultivating kindness 

in every space we touch. We believe 
that strong communities are built 
through shared responsibility, mutual 
respect, and steady, intentional action.
With that said, I am excited to provide 
an update on an upcoming Rock River 
Coalition project that is beginning in 
2026, but won’t be fully grown for 
many years.
This spring, Rock River Coalition staff  
and volunteers will be partnering with 
staff  and students from Watertown’s 
Riverside Middle School and The 
City of Watertown Forester to design 
and create an educational forest on 
school grounds. By enhancing an 
underutilized natural space next to the 
Rock River and adjacent to the middle 
school, this program will expand the 
school’s outdoor learning and climate 
resilience capabilities.
This project will involve planting 20 
trees and erecting educational signage 
throughout the lot, which students will 
learn from for years to come. 
Many of the trees, particularly those 
planted near the bank of the river, will 
help improve stormwater by reducing 
erosion and runoff . If resources allow, 
additional plans include creating a 
trail through the forest, restoring a 
boardwalk in a wet area, and building 
a blind for birdwatching. If you’d like 
to contribute to this project or have 

any questions, contact me becca@
rockrivercoalition.org.
I think this project is a great 
example of the work we do at Rock 
River Coalition. The forest will be a 
collaborative eff ort between our staff  
and members of the community, it will 
be fully owned by the school, and its 
impacts will grow stronger long after 
our role is done.
Thank you for helping make our work 
possible. I am grateful for everyone 
who participates in our mission, and I 
am looking forward to continuing this 
journey – together!
Sincerely, 

Becca Dymzarov, Rock River Coalition 
Executive Director

Executive Director’s Message
By Becca Dymzarov, RRC Executive Director

President’s Message
Greetings Rock River Coalition community,
As spring returns and the Rock River watershed begins to wake after another Wisconsin winter, I’m reminded of the 
resilience and renewal that nature models for us each year. In a time when environmental work can feel increasingly 
diffi  cult—especially in a challenging and often uncertain political climate—our mission has never been more important. 
The commitment of this community keeps us grounded and hopeful.
Our spring calendar is in full bloom, and we hope you’ll take part in the activities that highlight the spirit of stewardship 
at the heart of the Rock River Coalition. From our rain barrel workshops in Watertown, Beloit and Waupun, to stream 
monitoring trainings across Dane, Rock, Jeff erson, and Dodge counties, to community meetings in Beloit to kick off  
our tree-planting initiative in underserved areas, this season off ers so many meaningful ways to learn, contribute, and 
connect.
Whether you’re a long-time volunteer, a curious newcomer, or a supporter cheering from the riverbank, there is a place 
for you in this work. Every workshop, training, and conversation strengthens our shared commitment to protecting the 
waterways that sustain our communities, wildlife, and future generations. And in moments when progress can feel like 
we’re paddling upstream, your involvement reminds us why this work matters—and 
why we keep showing up.
We truly could not do any of this without the steadfast support of our members, 
friends, and partners. Your generosity, your time, and your belief in the power of 
local action are what make the Rock River Coalition strong. Thank you for continuing 
to stand with us, especially now, when engaged and informed community leadership 
is so essential.
As we move through this challenging time in our country, let’s continue to stand 
together—strong, committed, and confi dent in the impact we make when we face 
these moments as a united community.
Warm regards,   

Christina VanGundy, Rock River Coalition Board President
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The Oconomowoc River Watershed 
Protection Program (OWPP) has 
reached a major milestone with the 
successful completion of its fi rst permit 
term. Dedicated to protecting and 
improving the ecological health of the 
Oconomowoc River Watershed, the 
program achieved key goals that refl ect 
the community’s commitment to this 
vital resource. Building on this progress, 
the OWPP has applied for permit 
reissuance to continue its work.
Success in the First Term
During its initial term, the OWPP 
made signifi cant strides across the 
watershed’s diverse ecosystems, 
including wetlands, forests, and 
agricultural lands. Key accomplishments 
included:

• Water Quality Improvement: 
The program reduced pollution 
through monitoring and targeted 
actions addressing nutrient 
loading, sedimentation, and 
agricultural runoff .

• Habitat Restoration: Multiple 
projects enhanced biodiversity 
and improved aquatic habitats 
along the river and its tributaries.

• Community Engagement: 
Education and outreach eff orts 
strengthened partnerships with 
residents, landowners, and local 
stakeholders.

These achievements were made 
possible through collaboration with 
the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources (WDNR), local governments, 
environmental organizations, and 
community members.
Reissuance for Continued Progress
Following its successful fi rst term, 
the OWPP has applied to the WDNR 
for a second permit term. Reissuance 
will allow the program to continue 
improving water quality, expanding 
habitat restoration, and strengthening 
community engagement while 
addressing emerging challenges such 
as climate change, invasive species, 
and urban development. Enhanced 
monitoring will help ensure eff ective, 
science-based management.
Looking Ahead
The OWPP’s progress highlights the 
value of collaboration and science-
driven strategies. As it enters its second 
term, the program remains focused on 
protecting the watershed and ensuring 
it remains a healthy resource for future 
generations.

Oconomowoc River Watershed 
Protection Program
By Erik Joost

Top: This photo of the stream is before construction on the lower reaches of the project area where 
steep gradients adjacent to agriculture was the greatest issue. Middle: Placement of toewood and root 
wads were a huge component of the project. The project had over 50 trees installed into the banks. 
Bottom: A look at the fi nal wetland  pool created for the restoration.

Photos by Erik Joost

Volunteers support 2025 spring prescribed 
burn at Jackson Creek Preserve

Completed observation deck at Jackson Creek 
Preserve. Thank you to YouthBuild Elkhorn! 
Come visit! The deck is open and available for all 
to enjoy, year round.

Faith Christian School students building trails 
(above) and seeding native seeds, into the 
newly prescribed burn area (below).

Preserve demonstrates the importance 
of ecological restoration fi rsthand 
to the public. KMLT’s partnerships 
with local schools like Faith Christian 
School and Elkhorn Area High School 
introduce the beauty of biodiversity to 
the next generation of potential land 
stewards. Their assistance contributed 
to the new trail system completed 
and opened to the public in spring. 
Collaboration with local organizations 
like YouthBuild increased KMLT’s 
capacity to complete public accessibility 
projects such as the new observation 
deck.

Jackson Creek Restoration Project
By Liza Fischel, Kettle Moraine Land Trust

Positioned near the headwaters of the 
Delavan Lake Watershed, Jackson Creek 
Preserve is a sanctuary for both wildlife 
and people in downtown Elkhorn. 
Consisting of tussock sedge meadow, 
wet prairie, and wetlands, the preserve 
protects a captivating selection of fl ora 
and fauna. Since 2009, Kettle Moraine 
Land Trust (KMLT) has managed the 
preserve by conducting prescribed 
burns, controlling invasive species, and 
spreading native seeds. 
The Jackson Creek Restoration Project 
continues this endeavor, encompassing 
an assortment of initiatives aimed at 
increasing accessibility to the preserve 
and restoring habitat for native fl ora 
and fauna. So far in 2025-26, KMLT 
has conducted a prescribed burn, 
taken ecological surveys to document 
plant and bird species, contracted a 
restoration ecologist to design land 
management plans, opened a new trail 
to the public, and completed work on a 
new observation deck overlooking the 
creek. 
Results from restoration eff orts indicate 
a rebound of remnant species including 
white turtlehead, Michigan lily, and great 
blue lobelia that are competing with 
invasive Canada thistle and reed canary 
grass. Building on this momentum, in 
2026 KMLT will launch the next phase 
with two prescribed burns and reseeding 
eff orts under the helm of new land 
management goals.
Due to its unique position close to 
downtown Elkhorn, Jackson Creek 

 The Jackson Creek Restoration Project 
will not only spearhead ecological 
restoration at the preserve but also 
bolster public accessibility to this 
special blend of ecosystems. By 
combining ecological restoration with 
meaningful community partnerships, 
the project will ensure that the 
preserve remains both a refuge for 
biodiversity and an accessible outdoor 
space now, and for generations to 
come. 
Learn more about Kettle Moraine 
Land Trust at https://kmlandtrust.
org/. Join us at an event, volunteer or 
consider becoming a board member. 
We are always in search of passionate 
people that want to help shape the 
future of land protection in Walworth 
County. Questions: Reach out to info@
kmlandtrust.org. Follow us on Facebook 
and Instagram.
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Studying the impact of 
grassed waterways on 
water quality
The University of Wisconsin-
Madison Division of Extension 
Discovery Farms Program 
has a study that illustrates 
the water quality benefi ts 
of grassed waterways. This 

study started in 2019 on a 
farm in Kewaunee County. 
Runoff  water is collected year-
round at a monitoring station 
located on the edge of the 
fi eld (Figure 1) to determine 
the amount of water, soil, 
and nutrients leaving the 
fi eld watershed. Samples are 
taken and analyzed for soil, 
phosphorus, and nitrogen 
contained in the runoff . In 
this particular study, the fi eld 
grew corn silage 2019-2023 
and utilized no-tillage and 
overwintering cover crops. In 
2019 and 2020, exceptionally 
large amounts of runoff , soil, 
and nutrients were found 

Reducing the amount of 
sediment and nutrients 
transported to nearby streams, 
rivers, and lakes helps keep 
our water cleaner and aquatic 
ecosystems healthier. Many 
farm fi elds have natural 
topography that causes the 
water running over the soil 
surface to converge as it 

fl ows off  the fi eld. These 
convergence areas are more 
vulnerable to soil erosion as a 
result.
Grassed waterways play a 
critical role on the landscape 
by stabilizing areas of 
concentrated water fl ow. 
If grassed waterways are 
installed properly and have 
adequate grass cover, they can 
signifi cantly reduce sediment 
and nutrient losses. The 
roots of the growing grass 
help to keep sediment and 
nutrients in place. The grassed 
waterway helps to catch soil 
particles carried in runoff  as it 
concentrates and leaves the 
fi eld. 

practices (cover crops, no-
till) and treatment practices 
(grassed waterways) must 
work together as a system to 
achieve intended benefi ts. 
Protecting water quality 
requires a combination of 
practices
Utilizing best management 
practices where necessary can 
highly impact the landscape 
and save large amounts of 
sediment from being lost. 
Keeping the soil in place keeps 
sediment and nutrients on 
the fi eld and out of lakes and 
streams, positively infl uencing 
water quality. There is not one 
practice that works as a perfect 
fi x alone. Rather, it takes a 
combination of conservation 
practices to truly make an 
impact. This Discovery Farms 

Grassed Waterways Protect Soil and Improve Water Quality
By Laura Paletta, Ellen Albright, Elizabeth McNamee: University of Wisconsin-Madison Division of Extension Agriculture Water Quality Program

to be leaving the fi eld. While 
investigating the reason for 
such high runoff  amounts, it 
was visually noted that rill and 
gully erosion were occurring 
on the site. Even though this 
site utilized cover crops and 
no-till, a concentrated fl ow 
was forming that ran directly 
into the collection monitoring 
station. To reduce the erosion 
in the area of concentrated 
fl ow, a grassed waterway was 
installed in late summer of 
2020.   
Protect concentrated fl ow 
areas
Figure 2 compares surface 
runoff  as well as soil, 
phosphorus, and nitrogen 
loss in surface runoff , before 
and after the installation 
of the grassed waterway 
in 2020. While the surface 
runoff  amount did not change 
before and after the waterway 
installation, the amount of soil 
and nutrients lost during runoff  
events was signifi cantly lower 
once the waterway was in 
place. Once other contributing 
factors are accounted for (for 
example, time of year, runoff  
volume, and whether the soil 
was frozen), Discovery Farms 
estimates that the grassed 
waterway reduced soil loss by 
98%, total phosphorus loss by 
75%, and total nitrogen loss by 
72%. 
Even a seemingly small set 
of rills or a developing small 
gully can transport thousands 
of pounds of soil off  the fi eld. 
This fi eld had cover crops and 
no-tillage in their management, 
yet large amounts of sediment 
loss were still occurring. This 
illustrates how both upland 

Grassed Waterway Establishment: Soil erosion in late winter (top left) and early 
summer (top right) before a waterway was established in the concentrated fl ow 
area. The grassed waterway was installed in August of 2020 (bottom left) and is 
still functioning well 5 years later (bottom right). Credit: Discovery Farms.

data shows the importance of 
using a variety of both upland 
and treatment practices in 
the fi eld system to get the 
full benefi t and make an 
infl uential change.  
Grassed waterways play a 
critical role on the landscape 
by stabilizing areas of 
concentrated water fl ow. 
If grassed waterways are 
installed properly and have 
adequate grass cover, they 
can signifi cantly reduce 
sediment and nutrient losses. 
The roots of the growing grass 
help to keep sediment and 
nutrients in place, while the 
grassed waterway helps to 
catch soil particles carried in 
runoff  as it concentrates and 
leaves the fi eld. Figure 1: Illustration of Discovery Farm’s edge-of-fi eld monitoring station 

set up. 

Figure 2: Distribution of runoff  and soil and nutrient losses before and after 
the waterway installation. Each point represents a runoff  event measured at 
the monitoring station. Events are grouped based on if they occurred before 
or after the waterway was established. Runoff  did not change over the study 
period, but soil and nutrient losses were signifi cantly lower after the new 
grassed waterway was installed. 



5

Another year means another roster of 
aquatic invasive species (AIS) events 
and outreach eff orts for Rock River 
Coalition. In 2026, we plan to continue 
training volunteers to keep an eye 
out for aquatic invasives and conduct 
outreach at events with local boaters, 
anglers, paddlers, and youths. New 
AIS populations are less likely to crop 
up if more people know how best to 
clean their boats and waders properly, 
and when people are able to spot and 
report any new populations, response 
eff orts are more successful.
We have a few exciting events and 
opportunities this year that are perfect 
for anyone interested in getting 
involved and learning more about 
invasive species. Additional events 
will be off ered as the year progresses 
and volunteer opportunities are also 
available on an ongoing basis. Email 
lizzy@rockrivercoalition.org for more 
information.

Boot Brush Cleaning Stations
At the end of 2025, we built six boot 
brush stations with the help of Beaver 
Dam Lake Improvement Association 
members and Beaver Dam Unifi ed 
School District students and staff . The 
boot brush stations were installed 
at vulnerable and highly traffi  cked 
waterways around Beaver Dam Lake, 
Fox Lake, and Horicon Marsh. These 
stations allow fi shermen and paddlers 
to clean muddy treads, which can 
carry seeds, fragments, and other live 
specimens of aquatic invasive species 
between waterways. Many thanks 
to the Beaver Dam Area Community 
Foundation and the We Energies 
Foundation for funding this program. 
If you or your organization know of a 
water access point that could benefi t 
from a boot brush station, such as a 
boat launch, river access, or shoreline 
entry, please email us to request a 
boot brush station–building session. 

New Zealand Mudsnail 
Monitoring Program
In 2025, RRC had several trained 
volunteers monitoring 18 Dane 
County stream sites for the tiny 
but problematic New Zealand 
mudsnails. Early detection of a new 
population is key to our ability to 
eff ectively communicate with and 
alert the public, and monitoring 
only takes about one hour once 
per year. Interested in helping this 
eff ort in 2026? Email us to arrange 
training for New Zealand mudsnail 
identifi cation, and to potentially 
adopt a site.
Purple Loosestrife Biocontrol 
Program
This engaging 
program, 
which was fi rst 
launched in 
2021, involves 
capturing 
and breeding 
Galerucella 
calmariensis 
beetles (which 
exclusively 
consume purple 
loosestrife), and 
re-releasing them 
into known wild 
purple loosestrife 
patches in the 
community. Rock River Coalition 
relies on local organizations to host 
the plants and beetles, and in 2026 
we will continue our partnerships 
with Lake Ripley Management 
District, Neighborhood House, a 
youth community center in Dodge 
County, and Koshkonong Trails 
School in Cambridge, WI. Want 
to support the eff ort? Email us to 
report potential sightings of purple 
loosestrife and mechanically or 
chemically remove any that may end 
up on your property.

RRC Aquatic Invasive Species Work Continues in 2026
By Lizzy Reitzloff , Stream Monitoring and AIS Coordinator

Purple loosestrife 
found on Mill Creek 
during Snapshot Day 
2025. 

Koshkonong Trails School students potting 
up purple loosestrife for biocontrol eff orts in 
2025. 

Photo by Lizzy Reitzloff 

Mike Zimmer demonstrates use of new boot 
brush cleaning station at Fish Camp boat 
landing. Photo by Bill Foley

Snapshot Day
Beloit: Saturday, August 8, 
8:30 a.m.-12:30 p.m.
Join the statewide bioblitz for aquatic 
invasive species! During this one-day 
event, volunteers across Wisconsin help 
create a “snapshot” of invasive species 
in the state, verifying known populations 
and sometimes even fi nding new ones. 
Prior knowledge of invasive species 
is not needed! Rock River Coalition 
will host a group in Beloit, and other 
organizations will be hosting events 
across the state including several other 
locations in the Rock River Basin.
Project RED Trainings
Are you part of a Friends group or lake 
organization interested in learning to 
identify and report aquatic invasive 
species? Rock River Coalition is off ering 
hands-on and comprehensive workshops 
to community groups on how to identify, 
monitor, and report aquatic invasive 
species, as well as how to prevent 
their spread. The protocols we teach 
are part of Project RED, a statewide 
program dedicated to educating and 
empowering the public to protect their 
local waterways by fi nding and reporting 
aquatic invasive species. Once trained, 
volunteers are welcome to adopt 
stream sites to visit and monitor once a 
year annually. No supplies or previous 
training required!
Exotic Pet Surrenders
Waupun: Saturday, June 6, 12-3
Madison: Saturday, June 20, 12-3
Do you have an exotic pet that you 
are no longer able to care for? Don’t 
release it into the wild! Instead, you 
can surrender it, no questions asked, 
at J&R Aquatic Animal Rescue’s Exotic 
Pet Surrender Events that are held 
statewide. Contact adoptions@jraar.org 
with any questions or go to their website 
for more info: 
jraar.org/exoticpetsurrenderevents

Build your own rain barrel at our Rain Barrel Workshop! 
From 9:30-11:30 a.m. on Saturday, April 18, 2026 in Watertown, WI
Rain barrels, which allow you to use free rainwater, are a great way to cut down 
on lawn and landscape irrigation. This saves you money on water bills and helps 
reduce demand for energy-intensive treated tap water, while limiting stormwater 
runoff  and erosion. A single 55-gallon rain barrel can save up to 1,300 gallons 
of water every year! Help reduce the demands placed on our watersheds and 
protect freshwater resources by installing your own rain barrel.  
Register at https://rockrivercoalition.org/event/watertown-rain-barrel-workshop/
Space is limited. Registration closes three days prior to the event.
The Rain Barrel Workshop for Beloit, WI is now *FULL*. 
Visit https://secure.lglforms.com/form_engine/s/VXp-bVbkmsqKtMgFdkLw5w or 
the event page at rockrivercoalition.org to be added to the waitlist.
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Badfish Creek: A Watershed Written in Layers of Time
By Jim Post, Friends of Badfi sh Creek Watershed

Kettle Lakes and Natural Storage

Across the landscape, 
glacial processes 
created kettle lakes and 
seepage basins. These 
water bodies, with 
their sandy shorelines 
and organic-rich 
bottoms, served as the 
watershed’s original 
shock absorbers.

Historically, these basins 
regulated fl ow and 
fi ltered water. They 
weren’t designed to 
move water quickly; 
they were designed to 
hold it. Some of these 
impoundments were 
transitory, lasting centuries until natural 
blockages failed, leaving behind the 
massive "haphazard" boulders paddlers 
still dodge today.

1919: The Era of the Straight Line

In 1919, the human layer was 
permanently etched into the land. The 
Lower Badfi sh Creek Drainage District 
reshaped the Dane County portion of 
the watershed, straightening channels 
and cutting ditches—including the 
outfall connecting Bass Lake to the 
creek.

The goal was effi  ciency: move water 
off  the land to make way for the plow. 
While it succeeded in draining the land, 
it stripped the system of its natural 
storage. However, this engineering 
stopped at the Rock County line. To 
this day, the Rock County portion of 
the Badfi sh retains its natural, winding 
meanders, creating the distinct "split 
personality" that makes the creek so 
famous among local paddlers.

1958: The Inter-Basin Shift

A massive hydrological shift occurred 
in 1958 when effl  uent from the Nine 
Springs Treatment Plant was diverted 
into the Oregon Branch of Badfi sh 
Creek. The Madison Metropolitan 
Sewerage District’s hand was forced 
by a 1949 change in state law that no 
longer allowed effl  uent discharge into 
any lakes near Madison.

Unlike the boom-and-bust cycle 
of stormwater, this effl  uent fl ow is 
continuous. It stabilized water levels 
and raised the base fl ow, eff ectively 
"re-plumbing" the creek. This wasn't a 
change driven by climate, but by the 
infrastructure of a growing Madison 
metropolitan area.

Nature Strikes Back: The Beaver’s 
Role
The creek has not taken these changes 
sitting down. In a poetic twist, nature’s 
own engineers—beavers—have begun to 
act as a counterweight to the drainage 
ditches of 1919. By building dams on 
the tributaries, beavers are slowing the 
water, trapping sediment, and rebuilding 
the wetlands that were lost a century 
ago. Where humans once accelerated 
the fl ow, beavers are restoring the 
storage.
A Modern Recreational Treasure
Today, we see the culmination of all 
these layers. Badfi sh Creek has evolved 
from a drainage solution into a premier 
shared public resource.

• Reliable Paddling: The effl  uent 
fl ows ensure the creek is 
navigable even during dry 
summers.

• Thermal Stability: Groundwater 
inputs keep the water cool for fi sh 
and wildlife.

• Habitat Diversity: The mix of 
engineered channels and natural 
meanders supports a unique 
corridor for birders, anglers, and 
hunters.

Why the Story Matters
Understanding Badfi sh Creek means 
understanding time. We are currently 
facing new pressures: bank scouring 
from increased fl ows, erosion, and 
nutrient-induced weed growth. These 
aren’t isolated problems; they are the 
latest layer in a long history.
Restoration and stewardship only work 
when we respect the full story. Rivers 
are more than just channels of water—
they are records of our decisions. 
Badfi sh Creek doesn’t simply fl ow 
through history; it carries it.

Jim Post has been named the 2025 
Stoughton Courier Hub Citizen of 
the year for his eff orts in bringing 
community members together to 
help restore and protect land in 
the town of Rutland. Rock River 
Coalition sends our warmest 
congratulations and thanks to Jim 
for his hard work!

Badfi sh Creek is found in the Rock River 
Basin and home to Rock River Coalition’s 
Chapter, Friends of Badfi sh Creek 
Watershed.
Badfi sh Creek looks, at fi rst glance, like 
a simple rural stream fl owing quietly 
toward the Yahara River. But its story is 
anything but simple. It is a living record 
of geology, engineering, ecology, and 
human decision-making layered across 
thousands of years—a watershed shaped 
not by one moment in time, but by 
many.
The Ancient Foundation: Ice, Stone, 
and Springs
The Badfi sh Creek watershed was 
forged by glaciers. As the ice retreated, 
it left behind a complex subterranean 
sandwich of sands, silts, clays, and 
gravels. This geology created a system 
dominated by groundwater rather than 
surface runoff .
In this watershed, many streams don’t 
begin as mere channels; they begin 
as water rising through the earth. This 
explains why winter fl ows persist even in 
a deep freeze and why "sand boils" and 
upwelling seeps are so common. The 
creek is the surface expression of a vast, 
hidden groundwater system.

Engaging the Next 
Generation: Upper Sugar 
River Watershed Association
The Upper Sugar River Watershed 
Association (Upper Sugar) shares 
many programs and goals with 
our neighbor, Rock River Coalition. 
Occasionally, we even partner with 
RRC for events like Water Action 
Volunteer training. Two unique 
programs Upper Sugar took part 
in last year that we would like to 
highlight are PEOPLE (Precollege 
Enrichment Opportunity Program 
for Learning Excellence) and 
Watershed Wonders. Despite 
weather challenges such as heat 
and rain, these events allowed us 
to deepen community connections 
and empower participants to 
become active stewards of local 
ecosystems.
PEOPLE Program: Inspiring 
Future Environmental Leaders
During this event, Upper Sugar 
hosted Madison and Milwaukee 
high school juniors and seniors 
for two immersive days. When 
storms canceled canoeing on Day 
1, students pivoted to a water-
conservation role-play. They 
debated solutions as farmers, 
scientists, and business owners 
facing a hypothetical drought crisis 
in Wisconsin. The students left 
with a better understanding of how 
water conservation impacts all parts 
of our community.
Day 2 of the PEOPLE program 
brought sunshine at Dave 
Laufenberg’s farm, where 
students waded into the Sugar 
River’s headwaters, collected 
macroinvertebrates, and assessed 
stream health. After fi nding 
pollution-sensitive caddisfl ies and 
cranefl ies, they confi rmed the 
river’s high quality. We hope to 
continue precollege programming 
to inspire students in 2026.
Watershed Wonders: 
Community Immersion
These events invited participants 
to don waders and personal 
fl otation devices and wade 
into the Sugar River. Together, 
we explored aquatic life and 
shoreline habitat while learning 
about invasive species’ impacts 
on local habitats. Upper Sugar’s 
focal themes were ecology, plant 
identifi cation, and experiencing 
joy in the water. Upper Sugar will 
be hosting a Watershed Wonders 
series again this season, and we 
hope to expand on our themes 
and introduce new folks to our 
watershed. Visit uppersugar.org to 
get connected with future events!

Beaver Dam on the Anthony Branch of Badfi sh Creek.

Photo Credit: Jim Post, FBCW

Paddler in Badfi sh Creek.

Photo Credit: Jim Post, FBCW
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Become a RRC Member

Annual tax-deductible membership fees 

Membership 
Renewal 

Annual tax-deductible membership fees 

Membership 
Renewal 

Memberships are critical in accomplishing 
our work. We thank you for your support! 

Name _________________________________  
Title  __________________________________  
Affiliation _______________________________  
Address ________________________________  
City ________________________ State ______  
Zip ___________ Phone (____) _____________  
E-mail  _________________________________  

AAnnual tax--ddeductible membership fees  
Individual memberships begin at the $25 Dragonfly 
level. Please consider becoming a Stonefly or Dobsonfly 
to make your impact go further. 
 
 $1000: Stonefly       $100: Caddisfly 
 
 $500: Dobsonfly       $50: Mayfly 
 
 $250: Alderfly             $25: Dragonfly 

 
 $15: Damselfly (Student/Senior) 

 
 $50  Affiliates 
Includes small businesses, organizations, lake districts, 
small municipalities and municipal departments. 
 
 $125  Municipal 
Provides membership for all municipal departments. 
Includes discounts at member events and workshops. 
 
 $250  Corporate 

Additional tax deductible donation 
$_________ Donations are greatly appreciated 
and can be targeted towards specific projects: 

Please use my donation for ______________ 
Please use where it is needed most 

Chapter members — I am a member of the: 
Friends of Badfish Creek Watershed 
Johnson Creek Watershed Alliance 
Maunesha River Alliance 

 
Please mail this form with check to: 

Rock River Coalition 
864 Collins Road 

 Jefferson, WI 53549 
Or pay online using PayPal at 
www.rockrivercoalition.org.  

Membership 
Renewal 

$200

Beloit Neighborhood Tree Project Update
By: Rhiannon Erhardt, Urban Forestry and Water Resources Outreach Specialist, Rock River Coalition
On a bitterly cold day in late January, twelve brave souls ventured to the Beloit Public Library to attend 
the fi rst community meeting for the Beloit Neighborhood Tree Project. The room was fi lled with passion 
and vigor as we discussed with residents where they would like to see trees planted. From walkways that 
school children walk home on, to local parks with no tree cover over playgrounds, it quickly became clear 
that they had plenty of ideas about where their city could use trees, and that this community wants to 
see more green sanctuaries. This was a big step forward for planning the Beloit community tree planting. 
The brainstorming will continue during our next couple of planning meetings on Tuesday, March 31 and 
Tuesday, May 26. If you live in Beloit, we hope you’ll join us. RSVP on our website!  
If you live in Beloit, we have an exciting opportunity for you. We’re fi nalizing tree lists and order forms so 
residents can request a free tree for their owned or rented property through the Beloit Neighborhood Tree 
Project.
If you rent your home, you can still participate – just share your landlord’s contact information with us, and 
we’ll reach out directly about planting a tree at your rental property.
Visit our website to check for updates on the Beloit Neighborhood Tree Project, and keep an eye on our 
events page for more upcoming tree-related activities in Beloit. We look forward to growing a greener 
Beloit with you!

Watertown School Forest Project
By Rhiannon Erhardt, Urban Forestry and Water Resources Outreach Specialist, Rock River Coalition
This spring, Rock River Coalition will partner with The City of Watertown Forester, students and staff  from 
Riverside Middle School to design, restore and maintain an ecologically-rich forest on school grounds. By 
enhancing an underutilized natural space next to the Rock River, this program will expand the school’s outdoor 
learning capabilities and contribute to climate resilience in the community.
Students will help bring this project to life by participating in the planting of diverse, climate-adapted tree 
species, and the forest will serve as a living lab for ecology, stormwater management, and forestry. Expected 
environmental impacts include improved stormwater and air quality. Expected educational outcomes include 
stronger test scores and increased attention spans, creativity and environmental literacy.
“We’re adding trees to our forest area for our students to use in classes,” says Jonathan Pickelmann, a teacher 
at Riverside Middle School. “[They’ll study] tree identifi cation and tree growth over the years, as well as wood 
products and the jobs they’ll create in our community. And our community will have all the benefi ts of trees, 
such as oxygen, and runoff  abatement. As well as shade and beautifi cation!”
This endeavor is part of an ongoing Rock River Coalition initiative to increase urban water conservation practices, 
decrease the impacts of climate change and improve green infrastructure in the Rock River Basin and Watertown 
such as streambank restoration, rain barrels, rain gardens and urban canopy. This project is funded by the Quirk 
Foundation and Protect WI Waterways.
Key partners include Riverside Middle School, the City of Watertown’s Forestry Department, and Rock River 
Coalition. These organizations bring ecological, educational, and municipal expertise to the project, enabling 
a collaborative approach to site planning, design, and long-term stewardship. Students and teachers will be 
involved in decision-making processes from the start, fostering a sense of ownership and responsibility.
“There are some old sayings about planting trees: ‘He who plants a tree plants hope’ and ‘A society grows great 
when old men plant trees whose shade they know they shall never sit in,’” says Pickelmann. “These sayings ring 
true for this project. This is us, in the here and now, planting hope for a great future in our community.”
To learn more about how this project will benefi t Watertown, contact Rhiannon Erhardt at Rhiannon@
rockrivercoaliton.org.

Join Sustain Dane in 2026! 
Sustain Dane is 
Dane County’s 
sustainability 
organization, 
leading innovative 
programs that 
foster education, 
collaboration, 
and community 
connection. Through 

holistic sustainability eff orts, we promote a healthy 
environment, a just economy, and equity and well-
being for all.
Founded 25 years ago through workplace study 
circles and residential rain barrel distribution, Sustain 

Dane now advances food scrap composting, improves 
energy effi  ciency in aff ordable housing, and prepares 
young people for green economy careers. 
In 2025, we engaged more than 1,450 people 
through educational programs and reached over 
31,500 through ripple-eff ect impacts.
This year, we reduced energy bills and improved 
comfort and resilience in more than 160 aff ordable 
apartment units in Madison, Middleton, and Fitchburg. 
We collected 40,000+ pounds of food scraps at local 
farmers markets to regenerate soil in Fitchburg, 
supported 800+ students in recycling and composting 
eff orts at 35 Dane County schools, and led the Powerful 

Teen Leaders summer youth employment program for 
eight teens focused on green careers and leadership.
We’re excited to continue this work in 2026 and 
invite you to join us at our annual Summit on Friday, 
November 6 at the Monona Terrace to learn, connect, 
and build new skills.
“Change happens when inspired people take 
action.”
Take action this year—bike to work, compost food 
scraps, or attend a Sustain Dane program. Visit 
sustaindane.org to learn more and explore upcoming 
events.
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Watertown Riverside Park Restoration
Rhiannon Erhardt, Urban Forestry and Water Resources Outreach Specialist, Rock River Coalition
Last fall, on a warm September morning, staff  and volunteers with Rock River Coalition gathered at Riverside 
Park Creek in Watertown beside the small native plant restoration site we installed in 2023. Surrounded by two 
years of vibrant growth, volunteers could clearly see the impact of that early eff ort—strong stems, deep roots, 
and a shoreline already beginning to heal. It off ered a powerful glimpse of what’s possible with time, care, and 
community commitment.

Inspired by that progress, we got to work. Almost 
2,000 young native plants were tucked into the soil 
last fall. By October 2025, we had established twelve 
native garden areas of varying sizes along a stretch 
of the creek—turning a shared vision into tangible 
change.
As these plantings mature, their roots will anchor 
the shoreline, reduce erosion, and naturally fi lter 
stormwater runoff  before it reaches the creek. Year 
by year, their impact will grow.
Now comes the most important part: helping them 
thrive. We’re inviting volunteers to join us twice a 
month from May through October to maintain these 
sites and give the young plants the strong start they 
need. With your help, we can build a healthier creek 
corridor that will benefi t wildlife and our community 
for generations.

Family of volunteers plant native plants along Riverside Park Creek.

Photo by Becca Dymzarov

Call for Volunteers!
We are looking for volunteers to help us weed 
the Rock River Coalition Creekside Restoration in 
Riverside Park. These workdays will take place on 
the 2nd Saturday and the last Thursday of each 
month from May 28 to October 29. No expertise 
is needed to participate. Sign up on our website 
at rockrivercoalition.org/events to be added to our 
volunteer email list or just show up. 
2026 Volunteer Workday Dates: 
May 28;  June 13, 25;  July 11, 30
Aug. 8, 27;  Sept. 12, 24;  Oct. 10, 29
From 9 a.m. to 12 p.m. 

Wednesday, May 20, 5-8 p.m.
Lake Mills Community Center, 200 Water St # B, 
Lake Mills, WI 53551
Fee: $30 registration (ticket and dinner)
Registration is required. 
Register at rockrivercoalition.org/events
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Registration Now Open for 2026 
Stream Monitoring Workshops
By Lizzy Reitzloff , Stream Monitoring and AIS 
Coordinator
Looking for a way to help protect local 
streams? Once a month, from April or May to 
October, our volunteer stream monitors collect 
data that’s vital to understanding the health 
of our water resources across the Rock River 
Basin. This data is used by entities involved 
in the management of our streams and rivers 
to enhance watershed management decision-
making.
Anyone interested in volunteering or learning 
more is welcome to register for our free 
training workshops this spring:
DeForest: Saturday, April 25, 9 a.m.-3 p.m.
Clinton: Saturday, May 2, 9 a.m.-3 p.m.
Watertown: Saturday, May 9, 9 a.m.-3 p.m.
Each workshop includes an indoor or 
sheltered classroom session as well as a 
hands-on, outdoor, in-stream session. By the 
end of the day, you’ll know how to measure 
water quality and be ready to adopt your 
own stream monitoring site. No experience or 
equipment needed!
Want more info before signing up? Contact our 
Stream Monitoring Coordinator Lizzy Reitzloff  
at lizzy@rockrivercoalition.org with questions, 
or visit the “Becoming a Volunteer Stream 
Monitor” page at rockrivercoalition.org.

Lance Green Wins Outstanding 
Stream Volunteer Award

Rock River Coalition congratulates Lance 
Green for winning WAV’s Outstanding Stream 
Volunteer Award this year. Lance is an active 
advocate and Rock River Coalition volunteer 
stream monitor for Starkweather Creek since 
2015. 
Lance has been a stream monitor on 
Starkweather Creek since 2015, diligently 
collecting baseline and nutrient data at 
his sites through the Yahara Watershed 
Improvement Network, and coordinating other 
stream monitors for the creek. He has also 
participated in chloride monitoring since 2020. 
Additionally, in the fall of 2024, Lance led an 
PFAS monitoring initiative for 20 stream sites 
around Madison and published an extensive 
report with project results. 
As a member of Friends of Starkweather 
Creek’s board since they formed in 2002, 
as well as currently serving as co-chair, his 
extensive work with the wider public and 
many monitoring initiatives on the creek is felt 
throughout the watershed.

Come mingle with Rock River Coalition, volunteers, 
and members at our Annual Meeting on May 20 at 
Lake Mills Community Center. Eat a meal together and 
hear about all the amazing things we’ve accomplished 
as an organization this past year. The public is 
welcome to attend!
Agenda:
5 p.m.: Attendees arrive
5:15 p.m.: Meet and greet (with drinks and snacks)
5:30 p.m.: Opening remarks
6 p.m.: Food is served
6:30 p.m.: Annual Meeting & Board Member Election:

Approval of 2025 Meeting Minutes
President’s & Executive Director’s Report
Stream Monitoring Report
Treasurer’s Report
Chapter Reports: Friends of Badfi sh Creek, Johnson 
Creek, Maunesha River Alliance
Election of Board of Directors

2026 RRC Annual Meeting May 20, 2026


