Date: April 7, 2026

To:  MN Senate Environment, Climate and Legacy Committee:
Senator Foung Hawj (Chair), Senator Jennifer McEwen (Vice Chair), Senator Steve Green
(Ranking Minority Member), Fellow Committee Members

From: Wildlife Management Area/Aquatic Management Area Stewardship Network
Subject: Oversight of Management of Wildlife Management Areas

WMA/AMA Stewardship Network introduction: Our Network initially started out as a discussion
forum that consisted of various retired DNR wildlife, forestry staff and other natural resource
advocate organization that had individually reviewed and/or commented on the DNR’s 2018
Sustainable Timber Harvest (STH) process. Once the implementation stage started in late 2018
and soon after DNR Wildlife field staff voiced what they saw for implementation concerns our
Network (~30 people) became more formal, structured through countless Zoom meetings,
conference phone calls, email strings and public agency meetings that served to provide
collaborative review, input on WMA forest management issues and concerns.

A critical, foundational aspect of our Network’s concerns and involvement in WMA management
lies in its statutory language and related spirit and intent of that language/law as noted in
Minnesota’s statute 86A (Outdoor Recreation System), Subd. 8. State wildlife management area;
purpose; resource and site qualifications; administration. (a) A state wildlife management area shall
be established to protect those lands and waters which have a high potential for wildlife production
and to develop and manage these lands and waters for the production of wildlife, for public hunting,
fishing, and trapping, and for other compatible outdoor recreational uses. ... (c) State wildlife
management areas shall be administered by the commissioner of natural resources in a manner
which is consistent with the purposes of this subdivision to perpetuate, and if necessary, reestablish
quality wildlife habitat for maximum production of a variety of wildlife species. ...

As an additional informational piece, the last page of this handout is a forest wildlife habitat
primer on a WMA forest habitat management principle, diagram of a typical forest stand life cycle
with examples of forest wildlife over the course of a stand life cycle, and a listing at the bottom that
notes DNR stand life cycle management process, activities across a forest stand life cycle.

Our Network’s involvement as citizen/user advocates has been a long grind (6 years), both
interesting and concerning, but in this past year has turned to rewarding due to progress we have
seen related to issues and concerns we have had.
» Loss of WMA administrative authority
A key concern that arose with full implementation of the DNR’s 2019 Sustainable Timber
Harvest initiative was “loss of administrative authority/control” by DNR Division of Fish
and Wildlife staff for lands (WMA/AMAs) they administer as a result of procedures and
outcomes (timber/cord targets) implemented in the STH initiative. Before the 2019 STH
initiative WMA forest habitat disturbance/harvest needs were typically set through a
collaborative field/Region/St. Paul (bottom/up) planning process. The 2019 STH initiative
for the first time used a top/down statewide modeling process that set timber/cord
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harvest goals for WMAs which restricted the spatial element of forest wildlife spatial
management. The following process, procedural actions have served to address this issue.
o U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Pittman-Robertson federal aid grants

Early in 2019 our Network had a meeting with Regional USFSW in Bloomington to
discuss various WMA forest habitat concerns we had and how they may tie into
various USFWS’s PR federal grants Minnesota receives (~$26 million/year). Their
responses were “this is your money” (federal excise taxes) and “if you have a
concern, we have a concern”). Their grant monitoring and a final audit report efforts
have resulted in a critical WMA Habitat Evaluation Form which is now required as
an attachment to all WMA timber sale forms, review of all WMA timber sales by the
USFSW (short term monitoring effort), and increased federal aid training and
coordination. Our Network feels PR federal aid concerns have been addressed,
thanks to USFWS staff for their professionalism and commitment to their efforts.

o Office of Legislative Auditor (OLA)- Department of Natural Resources Timber
Harvest Decisions in Wildlife Management Areas, Special Review, 2025.
To answer the state side of our Network’s concerns with WMAs and related forest
habitat management we contacted OLA back in 2022 about the possibility of a
Special Review. Thankfully through media coverage of USFWS federal aid issues and
legislator support for a Special Review an outstanding 80 page report was compiled
by OLA staff. Our Network was fortunate to have to two comprehensive interviews
with OLA staff in the information gathering stages of this report. While there are
many nuggets in this report that our Network could reference, none is more
meaningful than the following.

»  We agree with DNR that the law “does not direct the commissioner to conserve
certain species, develop specified habitat, or to use or refrain from using certain
habitat management practices or tools.” However, we do not believe that this
lack of specificity gives DNR discretion to make decisions regarding WMAs
considering other factors (such as social or economic benefits) with equal or
greater priority than protecting, perpetuating, or reestablishing wildlife
habitat. We believe the law requires the protection, perpetuation, or
reestablishment of wildlife habitat to always be the top priority or deciding
factor in DNR’s consideration of any activity in WMAs.

We applaud OLA for their professionalism and the completeness of their report.

o Department of Natural Resources
Recent DNR efforts to address findings in the federal/USFWS and state/OLA reports
has led to three documents related to WMA forest habitat management: 1) Forest
Management Directive on State-Administered Lands, 2) Forest Management on
Lands Administered by the Division of Fish and Wildlife, and 3) Procedures for
Forest Habitat Management on Lands Administered by the Fish and Wildlife
Division. At first glance these three documents note a significant shift in DNR
procedures and process that should address most of the issues, concerns our
Network has concerns with. We commend the DNR for the recent adoption of these
Directives and related procedures that should restore identity and integrity of WMA
forest habitat management. However our Network has a concern that these actions
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are mostly procedural, do not address structural (i.e., funding, staff) needs of the
Division of Fish and Wildlife to fully implement forest habitat/timber management
procedures that have now been added to their plate.

» Lack of a WMA/AMA system planning process, up-to-date plans. At 1.34 million acres

in 1,400 units the WMA system is the second largest outdoor recreation system in the state
(State Forests are first, State Parks are third). When the STH process started in 2018, a
system plan (i.e., step down statewide strategic plan, major unit plans, regional /landscape
plans to support smaller units) did not exist. WMA major unit plans (7) at the time were
written in the late 1970s and a couple hundred field initiated management guidance
documents existed for smaller units. Lack of a WMA system plan and up-to-date unit plans
hindered input to the initial STH process. DNR adjustments to date are:

o In the last two years the DNR has completed master unit plans for all seven of their
major unit WMAs. Our Network has reviewed and extensively commented on these
plans. While these are extensive, comprehensive documents we believe there are
several shortfalls (i.e., forest habitat/timber sale transparency, lack of fiscal and
staffing needs, no monitoring methodology to ensure work results achieve stated
objectives, etc..)

o In 2025 the DNR Division of Fish and Wildlife finally initiated a WMA system
planning effort that: 1) recognizes the need for consistent, long-term management
planning for the WMA/AMA system, 2) desire for increased partner and public
involvement in WMA/AMA management planning efforts, and 3) creates a statewide
framework for managing WMAs and AMAs more consistently and holistically.

We compliment DNR Division of Fish and Wildlife for recognizing the need for planning
efforts noted, and look forward to their completion and implementation.

Need for a WMA/AMA Stewardship Program, related WMA/AMA Stewardship
Advisory Committee: The DNR Division of Fish and Wildlife operates through a series of
Programs like all other DNR Divisions. Functions related to WMA and AMA land acquisition,
infrastructure management, habitat management, etc.. for these units are scattered within
both the Section of Fisheries and Section of Wildlife. Our Network has suggested many a
time that there should be some type of centralized WMA/AMA Stewardship Program that
would serve to enhance efficiency and effectives. We have also suggested that a related
WMA/AMA Citizen Advisory Committee should be formed that would consist of
citizens/users, NGO partners, and DNR staff from the program noted. To date the DNR has
not reacted favorably to that request.

Lingering issues, long-term needs

WMA master plan timber amendment: WMA major unit plans completed over the past
two years did not directly note STH timber harvest information specific to each WMA. Also
related forest habitat data and information was inconsistent across these plans. Our
Network has requested a generic WMA timber harvest amendment should be undertaken
similar what State Parks has done to their timber harvest operations.

Who, what, where, when, why, and how of wildlife management: While the DNR Section
of Wildlife’s WMA system planning effort will greatly enhance WMA management, the



Section also has numerous species and habitat specific plans that at this time are not
structured or linked together. Content, management terminology, etc. across these plans
needs to be standardized.

Review of existing statutes to clarify, strengthen and protect the stated purpose of
WMA/AMAs. Examples are planning (i.e., species, habitats, WMAs and AMAs), definition
for wildlife habitat, and the need to develop monitoring procedures.

Use of WMA/AMA timber sale revenue: Income from WMA forest habitat management
through a timber sale (stumpage fees) is deposited in the general Game and Fish Fund, and
is not dedicated or directly set aside by DNR Fish and Wildlife to manage WMA/AMA forest
habitats. Their needs to be a review of DNR Division of Forestry timber sale administrative
costs ($300-500,000 annually) charged to this fund in light of the significant amount of
time/funding the DNR Division of Fish and Wildlife provides as expertise to ensure the DNR
maintains its duel Forest Certification certificates.

While we’ve seen strides over the last year that are finally our concerns, particularly WMA in
planning and creation of new DNR Directive documents related to WMA management, we remain
in a “trust but verify” mode for the near future. Recent actions need to play out to see if they
adequately address issues previously noted.

We thank the Senate Environment, Climate and Legacy Committee for this oversight/informational
hearing. Our Network may be back this fall once we see how realities of the various DNR process
and procedural actions play out.

Compiled for the WMA/AMA Stewardship Network by:

Gary Drotts, retired DNR Wildlife
Craig Sterle, retired DNR Forestry



A FOREST WILDLIFE HABITAT PRIMER

A WMA forest habitat management principle suggestion: For thousands of years, Minesota’s forest
dependent wildlife species (~189) evolved, adapted to natural forest disturbance factors (i.e, fire, wind,
disease, flooding) that created the habitat mosaic they evolved with, existed in (i.e.,, composition/forest land
cover types, spatial scale/pattern, and temporal stages). Today, the vast majority of forest habitat disturbance
is undertaken through a commercial timber harvest process. The science/art of forest habitat management on
State WMAs and AMAs now consist of how to integrate and utilize modern forest disturbance practices (e.g.,
timber harvests) that best mimic forest wildlife habitat elements (e.g., composition, spatial, and temporal

Of Minnesota’s 354 vertebrate wildlife that are permanent residents or regular migrants, ~189
depend on forest habitats for part or all of their life process. The following diagram notes a typical forest
stand life cycle (i.e., seedling, sapling, pole, mature/sawtimber), wildlife species that use various
temporal/successional stages (yellow line notes temporal/successional stages used), and a listing at the
bottom that notes various DNR procedural steps in a typical forest stand life cycle .

Forest stand life cycle
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Temporal scale example of forest wildlife species use
Seedling Sapling Pole Sawtimber
(63 0f 189,33%) (43 of 189, 23%) (80 0f 189, 42%) (169 of 189, 89%)

DNR stand life cycle management process, activities
Ongoing: Inventory, ecological evaluations, data management, Forestry/Wildlife coordination

Post-harvest treatments Stand enhancements Designate/model stands to harvest
Regenerate site Invasive species control Develop mgmt. prescription
Regeneration surveys Compile Habitat Evaluation Form

Timber sale process/admin



