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Introduction 

 
If you live in Dane County, chances are you don’t need to travel far to enjoy the great outdoors. While 

Dane County harbors many cultural attractions and big city amenities, its proximity to serene waters, 

scenic landscapes, and peaceful solitude are equally accessible. The quality of life in Dane County is 

unmatched, and the accessibility of parks and natural areas plays a large role in what makes Dane 

County such a special place to call home. 

The diversity of the underlying geology and natural landscapes contributes in no small part to the 

abundance of remarkable outdoor opportunities. The four lakes anchor the heart of Dane County with 

the City of Madison stretching around their banks, creating one of the most scenic backdrops to any 

capital city. To the east stretches a gently rolling glacial landscape of drumlins, kettle lakes, and deep 

prairie soils. To the west lies a dramatically different land, a driftless isle from an ancient era that 

somehow escaped the threat of multiple glacial advances. Coulees, ridges, rock outcroppings, and 

streams lace the region with their unique beauty. The broad, sandy Wisconsin River Valley grazes the 

northwest corner of Dane County, a refuge for wildlife and people alike.  

This region of diverse landscapes with a wealth of natural resources has attracted and inspired people 

dating back thousands of years to the age of the mound-building native peoples, followed by the Ho-

Chunk nation of today. Many conservation pioneers and globally significant environmental leaders, such 

as Aldo Leopold and John Muir, have called Dane County home, and through their work, forever 

influenced the way people perceive their relationship to nature, inspiring us to care for the earth and 

the lands we call home. 

Today, Dane County is the fastest growing county in Wisconsin, as people are drawn to the area for a 

multitude of reasons, including the abundance of parks, open spaces, and the opportunity for 

convenient access to the outdoors. More than ever, our natural areas face new and mounting 

challenges despite legal designations that prevent development and provide protections as parks or 

wildlife areas. These challenges include climate change, the encroachment of invasive species, the loss 

of rejuvenating natural processes such as fire, and the gradual disappearance of species and plant 

communities that won’t return without intentional restocking.  

While the challenges facing our natural areas today are daunting, these challenges also present a unique 

opportunity for the people of Dane County to leave their mark on the land and connect with the natural 

world and their own communities in deep and meaningful ways. Through ecological restoration, a 

concept first conceived right here in Dane County at the UW-Madison Arboretum, volunteers work on 

county lands to combat invasive species, plant native seeds, and steward the land back to health. 

Through their toil, lands are transformed from shabby thickets of weeds and brush to diverse and 

colorful natural areas that bloom again as they once blossomed for the Ho-Chunk many decades ago. 

This labor of love enriches the lives of these dedicated volunteers and the people of their communities 

in ways that can’t be imagined. Ecological restoration draws people together for a common good, unites 

those from different backgrounds, and builds community around a shared love for the land and a desire 
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to make a difference. In this time, every opportunity to bring people together is an opportunity worth 

pursuing.  

On an individual level, people are seeking ways to satisfy their instinctual need to be outside, nurture a 

connection with the land, and strengthen their sense of place. Working in the outdoors provides a 

release from the stresses of our 21st century world. Stewardship of the land is stewardship for your soul! 

At this time, more than ever, nature needs our help and we need the natural world. All it takes is a 

willingness to step outside and lend a helping hand by collecting or planting prairie seeds, removing 

invasive species, or helping with a controlled burn. And as we know, here in Dane County, the nearest 

natural area is just around the corner, waiting for you to leave your mark. 

 

Joe Parisi 

Former Dane County Executive 
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Purpose of this Handbook  

 
How do I learn about volunteer opportunities? Where do I pick up tools and supplies? What should I be 

working on during this time of year? Do I need permission to use a chainsaw in the parks? How can I get 

help from staff on a project?  

If you’ve ever asked any of these questions, you’ll find this handbook extremely helpful! Whether you 

are a new volunteer still learning your first prairie plants, or a seasoned volunteer that knows every 

species by its Latin name, you will find this handbook to be a valuable resource and are encouraged to 

use it as your first reference when any question arises about volunteering in county-owned natural 

areas. The information in this document is particularly useful for Certified Land Steward Volunteers, who 

work independently in the parks and/or lead other volunteers without on-site supervision by staff. 

This document provides an overview of the Natural Areas Program and offers guidance on how to work 

safely, efficiently, and get the most out of your volunteer experience. With over 12,000 acres in the park 

system, thousands of registered volunteers, and only a limited number of staff, it’s critical that program 

volunteers understand and embrace this system of policies and procedures to keep everyone organized 

and informed, ensure safety, and help things run as smoothly as possible. Following this framework will 

help staff, volunteers, and outside stakeholders to work cooperatively within the program and ensure 

that we are all on the same page and pulling together towards a common goal.  

This handbook is a living document that will evolve over time. Regular updates will be made when issues 

arise or when better solutions are developed. Notifications will be sent when important updates are 

made and the most current version of the manual will always be available on the Dane County Parks 

Volunteer webpage (danecountyparks.com/Volunteer-Program). As a volunteer with the county, please 

feel encouraged to let your voice be heard by providing suggestions on how the handbook can be 

strengthened over time.  

Volunteers can achieve remarkable things! There is living proof in many Dane County Parks. Just take a 

stroll through one of your local parks and ask a volunteer what the area looked like before they started 

working. The transformation can be extraordinary, but nobody can do it alone! The likelihood that your 

volunteer efforts leave a lasting impact in Dane County hinges on our ability to work as team. This 

handbook is a guide to help us do that.  
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Contact Information and Staff Notifications 

 
FOR EMERGENCIES: CALL 9-1-1 

• Parks staff would appreciate being notified if any incident occurred on county lands that 

required notification of emergency services. 

For non-emergencies in the parks: The Dane County Non-Emergency Dispatch line (608-255-2345) 

should be used in urgent matters that do not warrant a call to 9-1-1. Dispatch has the radio and phone 

directory for all staff and will be able to route your notification through proper channels. This number is 

staffed 24 hours a day. 

The Volunteer Program is the primary point of contact for volunteers for non-urgent matters. This 

includes general inquiries about the volunteer program, our MyImpact volunteer portal, volunteer-

related questions and issues, etc. 

To report a problem in the park, use our Dane County Parks Report a Problem webpage:  

https://www.danecountyparks.com/report-a-problem 

• This includes general maintenance issues such as downed trees, blocked trails, vandalism, and 

needed repairs. Maintenance notifications received will be routed through the proper channels 

for service. When reporting any maintenance needs, it’s always helpful to send a picture of the 

problem and be prepared to provide specific location directions. It is possible that the issue will 

not be addressed immediately as there are many other competing requests that staff handle on 

a daily basis. Staff will determine the urgency of the request relative to other tasks on the 

agenda and address the issue in the appropriate order.  

For specific questions about the Natural Areas Program: including invasive species control, native 

seeds, prescribed burning, and vegetation management contact the Naturalist/Botanist or the Land 

Restoration Specialist. 

Dane County Parks Staff Contacts 

Please add relevant numbers to your cell phone contacts address book. 

 Schedule 
 

Office (608) Cell (608) Email-- 
@danecounty.gov 

Dane County Non-
Emergency Dispatch 

24 hours 255-2345   

Volunteer Program Staff Weekdays  516-3703 parksvolunteer 

Parks Director 
Joleen Stinson 

Weekdays  422-0657 Stinson.joleen 

Naturalist/Botanist  
Lars Higdon 

Weekdays  286-9497 Higdon.lars 
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Naturalist/Botanist 
Shane Otto 

Weekdays  575-0396 Otto.shane 

Land Restoration Specialist 
Leah Kleiman 

Weekdays  843-1863 Kleiman.leah 

Lead Park Ranger 
Brian Berkan 

Weekdays 224-3730 220-4386 Berkan.brian 

Mendota Unit Ranger       
NW quarter of Dane County 

Rotating 
 

224-3730 220-9673  

Token Unit Ranger East half 
of Dane County 

Rotating 
 

224-3730 206-1941  

Capital Springs Unit Ranger 
Capital Springs and Babcock 

Rotating 
 

224-3730 287-4711  

Brigham Unit Ranger         
SW quarter of Dane County 

Rotating 
 

224-3730 516-7399  

Land and Water Resources 
Front Desk 

Weekdays 
7:45am-
4:30pm  

224-3730  Dane-parks 

 

The following numbers should be used for pesticide related emergencies: 

o Human Poisonings (800) 222-1222 

o Animal Poisonings (800) 224-4500 

o Pesticide Spills (800) 943-0003 
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Dane County Natural Areas Program Mission 

 
The mission of the Natural Areas Program is to restore and sustain the natural communities of Dane 

County Park lands to the highest standard while helping to foster within people a deeper connection to 

our natural resources and an understanding for the principles and practices of land stewardship. 

Core Values 
Core values of the Natural Areas Program include:  

• Ecosystem Recovery 

o Restoring ecosystem integrity, resiliency, and functionality. 

o Restoring sensitive and declining species. 

o Controlling invasive species. 

• Land Stewardship Education 

o Training the next generation of land stewards. 

o Connecting people to the land and waters of Dane County. 

o Instilling a sense of wonder and appreciation for the natural world. 

Vegetation Management Approach 

Natural Communities 

Vegetation management in Dane County Park natural areas recognizes and embraces the understanding 

that the distribution of vegetation on the land is not random. Plants and all living things support and 

influence each other in a web of interactions that form natural communities. A natural community is an 

assemblage of native plants, animals, and other organisms interacting with each other and their physical 

environment in a particular area. Over 100 natural communities have been identified across Wisconsin 

by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) Natural Heritage Inventory. On Dane County 

Park lands, typical natural communities include southern forests, oak woodland, oak opening, and 

prairies (see figure 1). Appendix 1a-1d provides a detailed description of these communities and 

descriptions for every community in Wisconsin are available on the DNR’s Natural Communities 

webpage. 

Environmental factors such as moisture, sunlight, soil type, temperature, and disturbance (for example, 

flood or fire) determine which community prevails in a specific location. Natural communities exist in a 

mosaic across the landscape and repeat where similar environmental conditions exist. Changes in these 

environmental factors account for transitions from one community to the next. For example, the north 

facing side of a hill is likely to be receive less direct sunlight and will therefore be cooler and retain more 

moisture as compared to the south facing side. The species of plants and, therefore, the natural 

community is likely to be significantly different on opposing sides of the hill. In Dane County, south 

facing slopes are typically suitable for prairie or an oak opening with burr or white oaks while north 

facing slopes are better suited for southern dry and mesic forests containing red oaks or even sugar 

maple.  
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Figure 1: Typical Natural Communities in Dane County 

 

 

From The Tallgrass Restoration Handbook edited by Stephen Packard and Cornelia F. Mutel. Copyright © 1997, 2005 Society for Ecological 

Restoration International. Reproduced by permission of Island Press, Washington, D.C.  

Prairie 

Oak Opening/Savanna 

Oak Woodland 

Forest 
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Restoration vs. Replication 

Over the course of the last 200 years, the vegetation in Dane County has been heavily impacted by 

human activity. Beginning in the 1830s, a growing number of European settlers in the region brought 

significant changes to the land. Wildfires, which once swept across the land and shaped the vegetation, 

were extinguished by people or stopped by farm fields and roads. Agriculture and livestock grazing 

damaged the soil and displaced native species. Furthermore, the introduction and spread of non-native, 

invasive species, has contributed to significant losses in biodiversity and creates challenging obstacles to 

recovery.  

The Natural Areas Program attempts to restore natural communities that have been heavily altered or 

lost due to anthropogenic causes. A common misconception is that the goal of ecological restoration is 

to turn back the hands of time by returning vegetation back to a specific ideal point in history—perhaps 

the 1820s, just prior to European settlement. This approach is comparable to the restoration of an 

antique car whereby the goal is to replicate how the car functioned and appeared when it was new and 

then preserve it in that state. Furthermore, it may not even be practical to set that goal. For example, it 

would require considerable time and effort to restore a farm field to a forest. A prairie or oak opening, 

on the other hand, is a much more attainable goal and may be the preferred alternative.  

Rather than turning back the hands of time to a specific point in history, restoration attempts to fix the 

clock itself, and allow the hands to begin moving again. Natural communities are dynamic—expanding, 

contracting, and shifting in response to changes in the environment over time. Restoration attempts to 

restore the capacity of the land to respond to disturbances and allow it to provide the array of ecological 

functions and services (for example, wildlife habitat, stormwater filtration, pollination, and carbon 

sequestration) that it did the past. As a result, the target natural community for a particular site may or 

may not be identical to the community present immediately prior to European settlement.  

Understanding where different natural communities occur on the landscape and the species that 

comprise each community is key to setting vegetation management goals. If oak opening is the target 

community for a particular location, management activities should promote species that comprise this 

community and deter or remove species that are not associated with this community. Exotic, invasive 

species are obvious candidates for removal. Less obvious, but also important to consider are native 

species that have encroached from other natural communities. Using the example above, when 

restoring an oak opening to a south facing slope, red oaks and sugar maples should be removed even 

though these species are native to Dane County. Decades of fire suppression likely led to their expansion 

onto south facing slopes and their removal is key to the restoration of an oak opening.   
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Volunteer Partnership 
Dane County Natural Areas volunteers work to maintain and restore native vegetation, soils, wildlife, 

and natural processes in the portions of county lands and easements off-trail and outside of developed 

areas such as turf, playgrounds, shelters, and boat launches. Natural areas are largely wild and 

undeveloped spaces such as prairies, woodlands, and wetlands with limited sign of human 

development. Natural areas comprise over 10,000 acres of land in the 12,000-acre park system. Park 

lands are further classified as Recreation Parks, Natural Resource Areas, Wildlife Areas, 

Historical/Cultural Sites, or Forests based on the primary use, mission, or management objectives of the 

property. Natural areas exist within all classification of park lands and volunteers are encouraged to 

work in any natural area regardless of the classification.   

 

The management of natural areas requires a partnership between county staff and volunteers. County 

resources alone will never satisfy all stewardship needs required to maintain healthy ecosystems. For 

example, the county will never have the staffing to keep pace with the encroachment of invasive species 

or to collect enough prairie seed to restore new lands. Likewise, volunteers are also limited in what they 

can accomplish on their own. Volunteers come from a variety of backgrounds and have a wide diversity 

of skills and experiences but often lack the specific training and expertise needed to plan and execute 

land stewardship tasks. Volunteers also require tools, training, and guidance to work successfully. 

However, when staff and volunteers work together in a coordinated partnership, there is unlimited 

potential to restore and enhance natural areas!   
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Program Activity Areas 
Stewardship tasks in the Natural Areas Program generally fall within four main activity areas: 

• Invasive species management 

• Native seeds and plants 

• Prescribed fire  

• Tree and brush removal  
 

Tasks are often highly dependent on the season, weather, and condition of the vegetation in the field. 

Certain tasks, such as seed collection, can ONLY occur during specific windows of time. Likewise, invasive 

species control is highly dependent on the stage of growth of the target plant and can only be 

accomplished during a narrow window of opportunity. Other tasks can occur during a wider range of 

times but are often more convenient, efficient, or comfortable during a specific season. For example, 

tree and brush removal can be done at any time of year but is most efficiently accomplished when 

leaves are absent and when cooler weather allows a person to work more comfortably.  

Most natural areas in the park system would benefit from volunteer efforts in all activity areas. For any 

given natural area, there is usually restoration work that can be done during any day of the year. The 

chart below lists recommended periods when a specific task needs to be accomplished or when field 

conditions are typically appropriate for the task. 
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Invasive Species Management 
The encroachment of non-native, invasive species is one of the greatest challenges facing Dane County 

natural areas. After habitat loss, the spread of invasive species is the greatest factor contributing to the 

decline of biodiversity worldwide. Invasive species contribute to wildlife habitat degradation, native 

species extirpation, and a loss of ecological services such as pollination, erosion control, and stormwater 

filtration. Containing and eradicating priority invasive species and reversing their impacts are core 

objectives in managing Dane County natural areas.   

Invasives Mapping 

Mapping infestations is often the first step to the management of 

invasives. When a map is created, populations are cataloged, 

information can be shared, management strategies can be 

developed, and trends can be observed over time. To document the 

locations of the most serious invaders, the county uses a free 

smartphone app called EDDMaps Pro. EDDMaps Pro allows a user in 

the field to map the location of any invasive species using their 

smartphone’s GPS (Android or iOS). The record is then uploaded to 

a central database called EDDMapS (https://www.eddmaps.org/), 

and once verified by an expert, is publicly viewable on an online 

map from the EDDMapS interface. Infestations can also be mapped 

directly in EDDMapS using a home computer. 

Mapping can be fun and is an excellent activity for people who would like to contribute but don’t have 

the ability for, or interest in, more physically demanding tasks. If you are interested in mapping invasive 

species, consult with Natural Areas staff on which species are a priority for mapping in the area you are 

working.   

Invasives Control 

Spring through summer is the primary, if not the only, window of 

opportunity for controlling most herbaceous (non-woody) weeds 

such as crown vetch, bird’s foot trefoil, sweet clover, and wild 

parsnip. The goal is to prevent the spread of invasive plants and 

begin to eradicate existing infestations, which will otherwise 

squeeze out native flora and severely impede the process of 

recovery. Control efforts vary by species and time of year but include techniques such as herbicide 

application, mowing, slicing the root with a shovel, or pulling by hand (See “Selecting an Approach” 

section for more details on specific techniques). There is often a relatively narrow window of time to 

conduct control efforts on herbaceous weeds before they set seed or become less susceptible to control 

efforts. Summer weed management is often overlooked or neglected as the heat and biting insects can 

make field work challenging. Nevertheless, it’s a beautiful time of year and a critically important task 

that deserves adequate attention to ensure invasive weeds do not overrun restoration sites.   
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Selecting an Approach 

Controlling invasive species requires a basic understanding of the various methods and techniques. 

There are many pros and cons to consider when selecting an approach. Taking time in advance to fully 

evaluate the costs and benefits of various control methods is always wise and usually pays off in the 

end. While there may be several possible approaches for treating a particular invasive species, it’s 

always important to follow best management practices, which apply to any situation.  

Best Management Practices 

The following are best management practices (BMPs) and common methods for controlling invasives in 

Dane County natural areas. These methods and practices were adapted from the Wisconsin DNR State 

Natural Areas Volunteer Handbook. (Be sure to consult with Dane County Parks Natural Areas staff for 

creating an integrated long-term plan before undertaking the control of any particular invasive on a site.  

Best management practices are methods or techniques that have consistently shown results superior to 

those achieved by other means. These practices have been determined to be the most efficient, 

practical, and cost-effective measures to yield long-term success. At Dane County Parks, and directly 

pertaining to land management, stopping the spread of invasive species is a key area for applying BMPs. 

It is counterproductive to spend time and resources performing habitat restoration while at the same 

time inadvertently moving weeds from one area to another. BMPs should be implemented for all 

restoration activities. Proper and consistent implementation of BMPs is essential to ensuring that we 

manage the land with excellent results. 

Pick your targets carefully 

Be strategic about where you focus your control efforts. Natural Areas staff will work with volunteers to 

set priorities and organize an appropriate plan of attack for certain species/areas and can help 

determine a schedule for when and where species are to be removed. The specific approach will depend 

on the species and the areas in question. A general rule of thumb is that you should control a weed 

invasion from the edges and work inward. Prioritize removing invasive plants from: roads and trails 

where seed can be easily picked up and spread; more pristine and intact habitat areas; and new or 

emerging weed populations.  

Time work to plant cycles 

Time your attack based on the growing cycle of the plant you are targeting and modify your choice of 

tools accordingly. For instance, sweet clover can be controlled by mowing but only when plants are in 

full bloom.  

Minimize damage to native plants 

Inadvertently killing natives is entirely counterproductive to the county’s mission and to what we are all 

trying to achieve. If there is any doubt about a plant being an invasive species, leave it alone. Make 

notes as to what and where it is, and take a photo if possible. Staff are happy to identify plants brought 

to their attention. 
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Minimize soil disturbance 

When using any tool, disturb the soil as little as possible. The more you dig and rip up the soil, the more 

you allow weed seed to enter the soil and find suitable conditions to germinate, and the more you 

expose weed seed lying dormant in the soil to be exposed to conditions more favorable for its 

germination. It is very likely you could just swap one weed for another. 

Do not trample plants 

Stay on the trail when walking to and from your work site! Please ensure that your work does not create 

the beginning of a new path that others will use and further disturb habitat. 

Bag seed heads and remove from area 

Whenever possible, bag and remove seeds and fruits when cutting and removing invasive plants, which 

reduces the chance of future invasive weed populations. Note, with the exception of purple loosestrife, 

flowers do not usually need to be removed as seeds are not typically viable at this stage of growth. 

Clean footwear, tools, and equipment 

To the extent possible, keep footwear, tools, vehicles, and clothing clean of debris, soil, and seeds, 

particularly when moving between sites. Doing so will reduce the chance of weed dispersal and helps to 

prevent deterioration of equipment, especially on metal surfaces where rust can form.  

Record when and where you worked 

Work location maps and notes are vital parts of a successful stewardship program. Recording your work 

will help us track success.  

Leave no trace 

Clean up after yourself. Do not leave trash, foot-prints, or digging holes. Plant material can be left on site 

but should be stacked or spread so as not to be an eye sore and not smother native vegetation. 

Methods 

Many different tools and techniques are available for managing invasive species. Below is a summary of 

options.  Selecting the proper approach is not always straightforward and often depends on a variety of 

factors including species, cost, time, season, stage of growth, access, and likelihood of collateral damage 

to adjacent vegetation. Natural Areas staff are always available to provide recommendations. UW-

Extension Weed Science (https://www.wiscweeds.info/) and the Wisconsin First Detector Network 

(https://fyi.uwex.edu/wifdn/) also provide lists of management recommendations for a range of 

invasive species.  

Tree Girdling 

Girdling removes the cambium layer from the stem of a tree, cutting the roots off from the supply of 

sugars produced from the leaves and causing a slow death. The tree may leaf out for a year or two 

before it dies because water and nutrients are still able to flow to the leaves from the roots through the 

xylem. Girdling is a reliable way to control aspen clones without using herbicide. Girdling should be done 

below the lowest live branch in spring or early summer after leaf out but before mid-summer. For most 

other species, which don’t die without herbicide, girdling can be done together with herbicide. Girdling 

can be an efficient way to kill larger trees without producing large amount of dead limb accumulation in 
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the short term. But beware: there will be dead trees for many years before they eventually fall down. 

Girdling should not be performed on trees near trails or structures likely to be damaged when the tree 

does finally fall. 

Hand pulling 

It is possible to hand pull many invaders. The pros of hand pulling include being cheap, easy, no tools 

required, and visible progress. Cons are soil disturbance, bringing up seeds from the seed bank, being 

labor intensive, pulling desirable plants as well, and not getting the entire root. There is usually a time of 

year when hand pulling is easier due to smaller plant roots or ease of finding the invasive.  

Digging/slicing 

For wild parsnip and some other taproot species such as sweet clover and burdock, it is possible to cut 

below the root crown (just below the soil) to achieve effective removal. A so-called “parsnip predator,” a 

modified shovel designed specifically for taproot slicing, can be a valuable tool for handling such species. 

Digging up the entire root will leave a more noticeable disturbance and should be used sparingly on 

species that can be controlled with other methods.  

Mowing 

Mowing can be effective at controlling some biennial plants that put all of their resources into flowering 

and producing seed in their second year before dying. Mowing with power equipment can be much 

more efficient than hand pulling. The drawback is that mowing, especially on a large scale, is non-

selective and can damage non-target species. Some examples of biennials that mowing can target are 

sweet clovers, Japanese hedge parsley, wild parsnip, and some thistles. Mowing timing is crucial and 

specific to the species, but it should be mowed at peak flowering before seeds are mature. Repeated 

mowing may be needed if cut stems resprout. Mowing is also an option to top kill brush. Repeated 

mowing can decrease the cover of brush species like sumac, honeysuckle, and dogwood.  

Herbicides 

Herbicides can be applied in a variety of ways and can be very efficient and effective at controlling 

invasives. Herbicides are essential to the control of some species. Drawbacks can include collateral 

damage to adjacent vegetation, other environmental impacts, cost, and disturbance to park visitors. For 

more about herbicides, see the “Using Herbicides” section 

Prescribed fire  

Many of Wisconsin’s plant communities relied on fire before the landscape was fragmented by 

European settlement and fires were extinguished. Prairies, wetlands, savannas, and oak woodlands are 

all dependent on fire to top kill brush, decrease canopy cover, stimulate natives, release nitrogen and 

other nutrients, and warm the soil. Fire can be a very efficient tool for invasives removal because a large 

area can be impacted with minimal effort. If favorable fuels are present (oak leaf litter, grasses), fire can 

drastically change the landscape for the better. Fire isn’t a magical cure because many areas don’t have 

enough fuel to burn and undesirable woody plants will resprout. 

New methods  

Keep learning! There are always new methods out there to be discovered. 
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Using Herbicides  

Herbicides are one of many tools for managing undesired and invasive plants in natural areas. Typically, 

a combination of cutting, prescribed fire, herbicide, and seeding provides the most successful and 

longest lasting benefits. When used with caution and precision, herbicides do far more good than harm 

for natural areas. Below is a list of policies and procedures that help volunteers work with herbicides in a 

safe and responsible manner. 

The following are State and Federal Laws that County volunteers must observe: 

• No one under the age of 18 will apply pesticides or assist in any way with the process.  

• At a minimum, long sleeves, long pants, shoes plus socks, gloves, and eye protection must be worn 

for mixing, pouring, or applying herbicide. 

• Applicator must read the herbicide label prior to use and follow all requirements. 

• Applicator must have the herbicide label on site and accessible in case of emergency. 

• Clean-up supplies, including soap and water, must be available on site. 

• Restricted entry intervals (REI) listed on the label must be observed. 

• Aquatic applications (below the ordinary high-water mark) must be made by an applicator certified 

in the Aquatic category. 

The following are additional rules set by Dane County Parks:  

• Volunteers conducting herbicide applications independently or supervising the application of 

herbicides by other volunteers must attend the Certified Land Steward Orientation, which includes 

an Herbicide Safety component (see Certified Land Steward section for more information).  

• No restricted use pesticides (RUP) may be applied to county lands. 

• In the event of an accident or spill, an Incident Report (Appendix 2) should be completed and 

forwarded to the Volunteer Coordinator.  

• Volunteers treating stumps during volunteer events work under the supervision of a Certified Land 

Steward or staff member and do not need to receive separate herbicide training. 

• Volunteers must keep track of chemical usage including: applicator name(s), date, site name, 

method, pesticide brand, amount used, application rate, and species targeted. The preferred way of 

reporting applications is online using ISMTrack; alternatively, you can record your applications using 

the paper form in Appendix 3. Records must be submitted to the Volunteer Coordinator by 

December 31 of each year or made available upon request. 

Additional recommendations: 

• Obtain Wisconsin Pesticide Applicator certification category six, Right-of-Way & Natural Areas.  The 

county will reimburse volunteers who complete the certification.  

• Applicators should let someone know where they are going to be working. 

• Applicators should carry a cell phone in case of an emergency and program these numbers into their 

phone:  

o Human Poisonings (800) 222-1222 

o Animal Poisonings (800) 224-4500 

o Pesticide Spills (800) 943-0003 
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Herbicide Best Management Practices 

**Read and understand the herbicide label and keep it accessible at all times** 

Dane County Parks provides appropriate herbicide labels for all herbicide containers supplied to 

volunteers. Labels are attached directly to two and a half and five-gallon Garlon 4 Ultra and Roundup 

jugs used for stump applications. Labels for eight- and 32-ounce herbicides, stored in the green chemical 

cabinet, are in the file system on top of the cabinet. Be sure to take the matching label with you when 

taking herbicide from the green cabinet. 

The following BMPs were adapted from the Wisconsin Pesticide Applicators Training Manual: Right-of-

way and Natural Areas 7th edition. 

Storage 

• Store in a secure location away from children and possible theft. 

• Store in a dry location off the ground and in an area that is not prone to flooding and away from 

wells or surface water. 

• Store above an impervious surface and/or in a tray to contain leaks or spills. 

• Ensure containers are properly labeled and sealed. 

• Do not store chemicals in old food or drink containers. 

• Use mixed chemicals the same day or soon thereafter. Do not store mixed chemicals as they 

become unstable and lose strength over time.  

Transportation 

• Secure chemicals in your vehicle to prevent shifting or puncturing by sharp objects. 

• Transport in a ventilated rear compartment or truck bed separate from people, pets, fertilizers, 

food, or drinking water. 

• Sturdy plastic storage bins are highly encouraged and work well to contain leaks, tip-overs, or 

residues. 

• Always wear chemical resistant gloves when handling containers or equipment. 

Mixing 

• Always wear personal protective equipment (PPE) including eye protection, long sleeves, gloves, 

and closed-toe shoes. 

• Mix away from surface water, wells, or water drains where spills can result in contamination. 

Spills  

• The 3 C’s of spill management:  

o control the spill—prevent the release of further material as soon as possible. 

o contain the spill—contain material by constructing a dam with soil or kitty litter then 

isolate the area to keep people away.  

o clean-up the spill—refer to chemical label or Safety Data Sheet (SDS) for 

recommendations on how to clean up the spill. You should also contact Natural Areas 

staff for guidance and to report the spill.  
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Applications 

• Wear PPE and bring fresh water, soap, and towels for washing hands and cleaning contaminated 

surfaces. 

• Keep equipment clean and properly maintained. Periodically rinse sprayers, clean nozzles, and 

inspect gaskets.  

• Keep the herbicide label accessible when spraying. 

• A list of herbicide recommendations and application rates is in Appendix 4. 

Posting 

Signs must be posted to notify park visitors when pesticide has been applied. 
Signs are available at herbicide pick up locations including the Parks 
Operations building and the Libby Rd. shed. Signs must remain in place until 
sunset of the day following application and this date must be noted on the 
signs.  
 
If a park visitor questions or challenges the use of herbicides in natural areas, 

feel free to direct them to natural area staff. Alternatively, here are a few 

talking points for discussing the use of herbicides in parks: 

• Volunteers receive training on the safe and appropriate use of herbicides. 

• Volunteers work off a plan developed in consultation with Natural Areas staff, who have 

provided professional guidance on invasive species control and management techniques. 

• Invasive species are the second most significant reason for the loss of global biological diversity 

behind habitat loss. 

• Controlling invasive species will ultimately lead to an increase in biological diversity.  

• Herbicides are only one of a handful of techniques used to control invasive species and restore 

natural areas. Dane County uses an integrated approach to combat invasive species.  

• Certain invasive species can only be controlled when herbicides are a component of the 

approach. 

Tree and Brush Removal 
Non-native shrubs such as common buckthorn and bush honeysuckle 

have invaded most woodlands in Dane County. Prior to European 

settlement, many areas in Dane County were kept “in balance” by 

wildfires started by lightning or by Native Americans. The wildfires 

would sweep across the landscape and suppress woody species in 

favor of fire adapted grasses, wildflowers, and trees such as the bur 

oak. With the suppression of fire, much of the “sea of grass” the 

pioneers encountered has been lost. Even native trees and shrubs, 

including dogwood, box elder, and black cherry, have encroached into habitats that were formerly much 

more open. Removing and thinning non-native and excessive woody growth is necessary in most 

restoration projects. After trees and brush are felled with chainsaws or loppers, the stumps are treated 

with an herbicide to prevent resprouting. Brush and limbs are stacked into piles where they are burned 
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when conditions are safe. The most convenient and comfortable time of year to complete this work is in 

the winter after leaves have fallen. In spite of cold temperatures, burning brush piles and body motion 

generate good heat and keep everyone toasty! During the heat of summer, tree and brush removal and 

brush pile burning can be done but other restoration priorities are often more pressing.  

Chainsaws 

Chainsaws are one of the most important and useful pieces of 

equipment in natural areas management. One chainsaw in the right 

hands can accomplish the same work as dozens of people using hand 

saws. Chainsaws are typically used for cutting invasive brush, felling 

undesired trees, bucking up logs, and removing trees that have fallen 

over trails. While just about anyone can pick up a saw and cut wood, 

it takes training and experience to operate a saw safely and 

efficiently. In fact, there is always more that can be learned and new 

techniques to be mastered. Chainsaws are also one of the most dangerous pieces of equipment and 

cause serious injury to many people each year. There are about 100 accidents reported in the US and 

Canada each day. The following is a list of policies and procedures that must be followed when 

operating a chainsaw on county lands. 

Training 

Volunteers wishing to use a chainsaw on county lands must successfully complete a FISTA (Forest 

Industry Safety Training Alliance) certified chainsaw safety course and sign a Chainsaw Waiver (liability 

waiver). This can be done on the Volunteer’s MyImpact portal, under “Additional Information”, or see 

Appendix 5. Dane County Park staff regularly provides a FISTA certified course at a minimal fee to 

volunteers. Proof of completion of a comparable FISTA certified course provided by an outside entity is 

also acceptable. Volunteers are also required to wear appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) 

when using a chainsaw. This includes chainsaw chaps or pants, helmet, ear protection, eye protection, 

gloves, and boots, all of which are discussed below. 

To view more information about accepted trainings, visit: 

https://www.danecountyparks.com/Volunteer/Invasive-Tree-and-Brush-Removal  

Personal Protective Equipment 

Proper Training Is Your Best Protection 

Personal protective equipment (PPE) is a precaution taken to minimize the damage from an incident, 

although, no amount of PPE will protect you from unsafe actions. At no time should PPE be used in place 

of proper training and safe practices. Be smart and avoid injury by dressing properly for the job and 

doing the job intelligently. 

Foot Protection 

Proper foot protection is essential for safe work: a good pair of boots supports your ankles, reduces 

stress on your feet, and provides solid footing. Protective-toe boots reduce the exposure to injury if 

something were to land on your foot.  



23 
 

One pair of boots won’t meet all of your footwear needs. A leather boot is superior under dry weather 

conditions. When conditions become wet, it may be necessary to choose a waterproof boot. When 

conditions become cold, a boot with good insulation may be required. 

Leg Protection (Chaps) 

County-approved chainsaw-resistant leg protection MUST be worn at all times when operating a 

chainsaw. 

The materials used in chaps vary by manufacturer. Two of the most used and well-known materials are 

DuPont Kevlar and Nylon of Engtex. Both materials provide ample protection if they have sufficient 

layers. Keep your chaps clean. Soiled material reduces the amount of protection provided. 

Some county-issued chaps have buckle snaps in the rear of the legs and a buckle snap on the waist strap. 

All of these straps are adjustable to ensure a comfortable fit. Be sure to pull the straps tight to ensure 

that they don’t twist if they come in contact with a running saw chain. 

Chipping brush wearing this style of chap should be avoided due to the snag hazard presented by the 

straps. 

Any nick or cut to any portion of the chainsaw chap or trousers compromises the integrity of the 

protection. If your chaps or trousers are cut, remove them from use and replace them with a fully 

functioning pair. 

Head Protection 

Hard hats or helmets MUST be worn by all employees and volunteers engaged in tree care operations, 

overhead operations, or entering work site areas. This includes supervisory and operations personnel. 

Head protection shall conform to ANZI Z89, or CSA standards. In addition, only class E hard hats shall be 

worn when working in proximity to an electrical conductor. The term “Class E” signifies a specific 

dielectric capability for that hard hat or helmet. The term “Class E” is on your head protection if it meets 

those standards.  

It is important to periodically check and maintain the condition of your hard hat. Clean it only with mild 

soap and water. Never use a chemical agent on it, such as alcohol or gasoline. These agents could 

deteriorate the shell and weaken the impact resistance of the hat. Hard hats with cracks or holes 

through the shell are unsafe and must be replaced. With regular use, hard hats should be replaced at 

least every five years. Ten years is the maximum life of a hard hat, even if it hasn’t been used.  

The suspension system must be in good repair and adjusted properly. This system absorbs most of the 

shock from a blow. A poorly adjusted suspension allows most of the shock to be transmitted directly to 

the head. In addition to being adjusted properly, the hat must be worn properly. Position the hat 

squarely on your head, not backwards or to either side. Use chin straps to keep the hat secure on your 

head. Helmet liners should not interfere with the fit of the hard hat and should be worn between the 

head and suspension. Using these items correctly will help keep the hard hat secure on your head. 
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Eye Protection  

Eye protection should be worn when you are operating or near equipment that generates flying 

particles. All workers should wear eye protection on or near brush chippers, chain saws, saws, pruners, 

weed trimmers, augers, stump grinders, chopping tools, shop equipment, or other pieces of equipment. 

The eyes must also be protected when mixing or applying pesticides, fertilizers, or other chemicals. In 

short, eye protection should be worn at all times where equipment or chemicals pose a risk.  

The county provides several types of eye protection that conform to the current ANSI standards. Safety 

glasses are available in clear or tinted lenses and are suitable for most county operations. Goggles are 

commonly used for spraying operations and must provide splash-protection. Face shields and screens 

are also available and are usually fastened to the hard hat. These must be worn over safety glasses or 

goggles since they do not meet ANSI standards when used alone. 

Specialized eye protection is required when performing shop operations such as cutting with a torch, 

welding, or grinding. Only glasses or masks that are designed for these purposes may be used.  

Proper care for eye protection is essential for it to be functional. The lenses must be protected from 

scratches, particularly when they are not being used. Scratches reduce the anti-fogging properties of the 

lenses and may obstruct vision. Frequent cleaning, proper storage, and the use of anti-fogging materials 

will give them a longer service life. 

Ear Protection 

Workers are exposed to different kinds of sounds every day, both on and off the job. Some of these 

noises may be annoying, but they are not necessarily harmful. What does hurt your hearing are loud 

noises that last for a long period and noises of a particularly high frequency, some of which may not 

even be audible. 

Prolonged use of equipment such as chainsaws, chippers, air compressors, and other heavy equipment 

can have damaging effects. All volunteers are responsible for understanding the hazards involved with 

their equipment and taking appropriate protective measures. 

Earplugs and earmuffs are the protective devices most commonly used. Earplugs are typically rubber or 

plastic devices designed for easy insertion into the ear. They can be handled separately or attached to a 

retaining clip or string. Either way, they allow the wearer to move the head freely while working. There 

are a few cautions to observe when using earplugs: 

• Never share earplugs with someone else, because ear infections can be transmitted. 

• Wash reusable earplugs with soap and water after each use. Discard disposable earplugs after 

use. 

Earmuffs are sound-attenuating devices made of a rigid plastic shell and lined with foam or soft sponge-

like material capable of blocking sound. They may have a headband to secure the earmuff to the head. 

However, most hard hats now allow earmuffs to be directly attached to the helmet.  



25 
 

Select the devices that best suit your needs and wear the devices faithfully. Your ears can be protected, 

but it is your responsibility. 

Safety procedures 

Always follow these safety procedures when working with chainsaws. 

Chainsaw operation and maintenance 

• Never start your saw using a “drop start.” See the owner’s manual for the proper procedure to 

start your saw. 

• Always engage your saw’s chain break between cuts and when walking with your saw. 

• Be sure the chain does not rotate when idling with the chain break off. See your owner’s manual 

for making the proper adjustment if it does. 

• Keep two hands on your saw at all times when cutting, even if using an arborist saw. 

• Keep your saw in good working order, including: 

o Always work with a sharp chain – a dull chain is actually more dangerous than a sharp 

chain since it causes you to push the saw instead of letting the saw do the work. This 

causes you to work harder, leading to fatigue, and more wear on your saw. 

o Be sure your chain break is in proper working order. 

o Be sure your saw has a functioning chain catch. The chain catch catches your chain 

when it comes off during operation, preventing it from flinging back into your body. 

o Check and clean your air filter at regular intervals. A dirty air filter can lead to poor 

engine performance, which could lead to you pushing the saw in an attempt to 

compensate. 

o Maintain your bar. Wear on your bar can lead to poor cutting performance, even with a 

sharp chain. Refer to your owner’s manual for proper bar maintenance. 

Working in groups 

• We recommend never working alone with a chainsaw. You MUST have a partner when cutting 

trees over 4 inches in diameter on county lands.  

• Use a spotter when dropping trees to ensure that the area remains clear of people. Bystanders 

must stay at a distance of at least 1.5 times the height of the tree being felled. 

• Temporarily close trails with barricades and signs or redirect traffic when felling near trails. 

• Keep sawyer/swamper groups well separated from each other. No two groups should be close 

enough that they need to exchange warnings when felling. 

• You’ll typically want two haulers/stackers to each sawyer for maximum efficiency. 

Other safety considerations 

• Never attempt to cut a tree you’re not comfortable with. As a volunteer, you are not expected 

to be a master sawyer, and your safety is always far more important than any tree. It’s not 

worth risking injury to yourself or others by attempting to take down a tree you’re not 

comfortable with. 

• Even if you feel comfortable, never attempt to cut dangerous or difficult trees. Instead, contact 

the volunteer coordinator, who will place a work order to have the county arborist take it down. 



26 
 

• Always monitor for loose limbs or leaning trees that may be prone to falling when a tree is 

felled.  

 

Brush Pile Burning 

The invasion of non-native brush and the encroachment of native trees into previously open habitats is 

one of the greatest challenges facing Dane County natural areas. Removing this excess woody growth is 

a priority and a great opportunity for volunteers to get involved in land stewardship. Stacking the brush 

in piles and burning them is an acceptable option for eliminating woody material and can be a great way 

to stay warm on a winter day! Pile burning must be done properly to ensure it is safe, the fire is 

contained, the smoke doesn’t cause a nuisance to nearby residents, and the public and fire officials are 

properly notified. Volunteers are required to follow the policies and procedures outlined on the next 

page and complete the checklist prior to burning piles on county lands. All sections that apply to the 

project must have boxes checked before burning can take place.   
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Brush Pile Burning Policies and Procedures Checklist 

Location-specific steps: (if your project is located in one the areas below, complete these steps before proceeding) 

 If in NW Dane County DNR Protection Area: Ground must be completely covered in snow. DNR places 
restrictions from January 1 to May 31 on lands in the DNR Protection Area, including the townships Roxbury, 
Mazomanie, Berry, Black Earth, Vermont, and the northern tier of sections in Blue Mounds. On the day of the 
burn, check the daily burning restrictions https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/forestfire/restrictions.html or call the hotline 
1-888-WIS-BURN (947-2876) to get final approval.  

 If in the City of Madison city limits: written General Burning Permit required and $50 fee submitted at least 30 
days before planned activities. Details are found on the City of Madison FD permits webpage: 
https://www.cityofmadison.com/fire/permits-inspections/licenses-permits/licenses-permits-applications 

  

In advance of burning, ALL PROJECTS must notify:  

 Dane County Non-emergency Duty Supervisor (608-267-3913)  

 Local Fire Department: See Appendix 6 of handbook to find your local Fire Department contact information. 

 If March/April: Permission to be burn must be obtained from Dane County Parks (DCP) natural areas staff.  

In advance of burning, ALL PROJECTS must meet the following environmental conditions: 

 DNR Fire danger rating is LOW. Danger rating can be found here: 
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/forestfire/restrictions.html   

 Winds are below 20 mph and predicted to stay calm  

 Wind direction blowing smoke away from people, signs, structures, and roads.  

 Temperatures below 75 degrees F and predicted to stay cool 

 No air quality notices are in place for Dane County. Visit this DNR webpage to confirm air quality conditions: 
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/airquality/status.asp  

 Brush pile will be located in an area where heat will not cause damage to desirable vegetation or other important 
natural resources. 

 Snow/bare soil (i.e. tilled soil, harvested hay w/o residue) is completely covering the ground OR DCP Certified 
Burner with approved burn plan is present to supervise the burn.  

If snow/bare soil is not completely covering the ground, and site occurs outside DNR Protection Area, ALL 
PROJECTS must meet the following conditions: 

 Pile must be supervised by a DCP Certified Burner. Successful completion of NWCG courses S-130 and S-190, DCP 
Certified Land Steward Orientation, and Certified Burner Orientation qualifies an individual to become a DCP 
Certified Burner. 

 DCP Certified Burner must follow a burn plan that is approved by DCP natural areas staff. 

Additional condition-specific steps:  

 If temps above 40 degrees: you must have a minimum of five gallons of water available on site. 

 If temps below 40 degrees: suppression tools such as shovels and/or rakes available in lieu of water. 

Per State law, fire must be extinguished. Contact natural areas staff for advice on extinguishing fires. 
Failure to comply with any of these guidelines may lead to revocation of brush pile burning privileges. 

  

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/forestfire/restrictions.html
https://www.cityofmadison.com/fire/permits-inspections/licenses-permits/licenses-permits-applications
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/forestfire/restrictions.html
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/airquality/status.asp
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Tips for a successful brush pile fire  

Clothing 

Be aware that brush pile fires can send up or spit out embers that have the potential to land on you, 

particularly if you’re walking downwind of a burning brush pile. We recommend wearing clothing made 

of natural fibers such as wool or cotton. Synthetics are more prone to melting and smoldering. In 

addition, you should always wear eye protection, some sort of head covering, and clothes you don’t 

mind smelling smoking or getting burn holes in. 

Location and size 

• Keep piles off of mowed areas and away from roads, trails, and man-made structures. 

• Keep piles off of desirable plants as much as possible. 

• Keep piles away from trees you wish to save and their over-hanging limbs. 

• Keep piles away from snags and dead limbs, which can easily catch on fire and fall and are often 

difficult to extinguish. 

• Keep piles to a manageable size, no larger than eight feet in diameter and six feet tall  

Create a flammable foundation 

• Begin by creating a 12-inch high by five feet across 

bed of small diameter, preferably dry, twigs and 

branches, to act as kindling.  

• Slowly begin increasing the diameter of branches, 

laying them in parallel rows. 

• Stack brush in a compact way, especially if green 

wood will be included and/or you want to burn the 

pile soon after construction. 

• Cut branches to four feet in length or shorter and 

remove side branches before stacking to keep the pile tight and compact. 

• Continue using dry branches as much as possible until the pile is at least three feet high. You 

may need to search for dry wood in the area. 

• Do not use rotten wood in the foundation as it may contain a lot of moisture and can prevent 

the fire from starting. 

Lighting the brush pile 

• With a pump sprayer of torch fuel (3 parts diesel: 1 part gas), squirt a small quantity of fuel at 

the base of the brush pile in the foundation of fine twigs and branches. A drip torch can also be 

used if a pump sprayer is not available.  

• Light the fuel with matches or a cigarette lighter. 

• Using the pump sprayer, slowly squirt more fuel onto the flame and spread the fire throughout 

the base of the brush pile. 

• A leaf blower can help stoke the fire, but too much force can blow the fire out when the flames 

are still small. Adjust the direction and velocity of the blower to promote the fire without 

extinguishing it. 
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• You may need to continue adding fuel and keep the blower pointed at the fire for a few minutes 

before the pile stays ignited. It helps to have two people for this job.  

Feeding the brush pile 

• When the pile catches and stays ignited without adding torch fuel, you can slowly add larger and 

larger diameter branches and logs.  

• Continue to keep branches compact on the brush pile, laying them in parallel rows. 

• Refrain from adding large diameter and/or green logs until the fire grows to its maximum size 

and a bed of coals has begun to develop. 

• Large diameter wood and green logs may best be set aside and not burned as they will continue 

to burn for a long time.  They can be removed from site and used for firewood.   

• Keeping the blower pointed at the fire will rapidly increase the speed at which the pile burns 

down and is ultimately extinguished. 

Closing down the fire  

• Stop adding brush to the fire 30-45 minutes before the end of the volunteer event to allow time 

for flames to settle down before volunteers leave. 

• Keep the blower focused at the fire to speed up the burning of brush and coals. 

• Periodically consolidate branches and logs toward the center of the pile to ensure minimal brush 

is left unburned.  

Chipping and Scattering Brush 

When brush pile burning is not an option there are a few acceptable alternatives for disposing of brush. 

Small amounts of brush or logs can be scattered to appear as natural as possible without smothering the 

vegetation. Scattered brush should be hidden out of site and away from roads, trails, and turf areas. 

Doing so helps to maintain the natural aesthetics for park visitors and prevents fuel accumulation next 

to the trail, which is critical if the trail will be used as a firebreak. 

Chipping is another acceptable alternative for disposing of brush. If the area is to be managed with 

prescribed fire, chips should be piled outside of the burn unit or taken off site. Don’t spread chips within 

the burn unit or on top of hiking trails used as burn breaks. Don’t smother desirable native vegetation. 

If an area is not managed with prescribed fire, you can leave brush piles in place to decompose. This 

actually provides some natural benefits including cover for birds and other critters as well as a source of 

dead wood for insects and fungi. Nevertheless, always construct piles as though they will eventually be 

burned in case it becomes possible or desirable to do so at a later time. See “Tips for a successful brush 

pile fire” for advice on constructing a brush pile.  

DCP staff may be available for chipping or hauling away brush under special circumstances. Prior 

arrangements for this should be made with Natural Areas staff before the project begins. Don’t ask staff 

to chip or remove brush after a mess is made. Make sure there is a plan for brush removal ahead of 

time. 
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Tree Girdling 

Girdling is a method of killing a tree in place to let it fall down and rot away over time can be an 

acceptable method of disposal. Girdling is an extremely efficient means for dealing with unwanted trees 

and a great way to create valuable wildlife habitat. However, this method should only be used in specific 

situations and with prior permission from Natural Areas staff. Staff will evaluate whether girdling will 

result in the creation of a hazardous situation.  

Don’t girdle trees near hazards such as trails, structures, parking lots, or any other area where the falling 

tree could cause damage to property or injury to people. As a general rule, girdling should not occur 

when a hazard exists within one and half times the height of the tree regardless of the direction the tree 

is leaning. Girdled trees also have implications for prescribed burning as they can catch fire during burns 

and create hazards or contribute to extensive mop-up needs. Staff will also evaluate whether or not the 

benefits of girdling trees outweigh any complications that may result from prescribed burning.  

If a park visitor questions or challenges the removal or girdling of trees and brush in natural areas, feel 

free to direct them to staff. Alternatively, here are a few talking points when discussing the 

management of trees and brush in parks: 

• The majority of woody growth is comprised of non-native invasive species and native trees that 

have encroached upon open habitats due to wildfire suppression.  

• There are more trees in Dane County today than at any time over the last several thousand 

years.   

• Open habitats (woodlands, savannas, prairies) are the most threatened habitat types and are in 

high demand by wildlife. Dense, overgrown, and shady habitats are plentiful. 

• Grasses and flowers provide critical habitat for a multitude of species but cannot persist when 

excessive woody growth overtakes an area.  

Firewood Collection  

Dane County Parks requires individuals to obtain a Surplus Wood Removal Permit to remove wood from 

county park lands. Wood cannot be gathered for commercial purposes under this permit. The permit 

applicant must register as a Dane County Parks Volunteer. No permit is required to remove wood during 

an approved County Parks volunteer event. Wood generated at such events is made available to all 

volunteer participants. 

General guidelines for surplus wood removal: 

• Wood removal must support the objectives of existing natural areas management and/or park 

development projects such as habitat restoration, pest control, trail maintenance, or facilities 

development.  

• Permit holder is expected to understand the purpose of firewood removal as it supports the 

objectives of the county and be willing to explain these objectives to park visitors upon request. 

• Permit holder must coordinate firewood removal with a designated field contact (parks 

volunteer or park staff) who will inform them of appropriate areas where wood may be 

collected.  
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• Firewood is on a first come, first served basis and cannot be reserved by individual permit 

holders. 

• Wood to be gathered must be flat on the ground. No trees may be felled and no leaning or 

hung-up dead wood can be brought to the ground unless specifically stated in the permit.  

• Use of a chainsaw must be approved and identified on the permit. Dane County Parks requires 

anyone operating a chainsaw or power equipment to show proof of having passed an 

authorized chainsaw or power equipment training course.  

• Permit holder must keep vehicle on established roads and trails and prevent driving on such 

surfaces when rutting or damage may occur.  

• Wood must be removed by hand, wheelbarrow, sled, or other method that does not damage 

trails or natural areas. 

• Permit holder must keep on site the letter of permission and the rules and guidelines. 

• Permit holder must display the orange Dane County Parks Volunteer card on the vehicle 

dashboard. 

• If a gate key is issued to gather firewood, the volunteer may only use the key for access to 

gather that wood and the key must be returned upon completion of gathering. 

• To prevent the potential spread of tree pests and pathogens, the transportation of firewood 

must comply with all state and federal regulations.  

 

Prescribed Fire 

Native ecosystems in Dane County developed under the influence of fire started by Native Americans or 

lighting, and require regular fire to be sustained. Fire is a central component of natural areas 

management. Fire helps prevent and reduce brush and tree encroachment in all habitats, promotes 

native species, and recycles nutrients, among other benefits that contribute to a more diverse and 

healthy natural community.  

Volunteers on the prescribed burn team may participate in any/all of the following: 

• carrying a backpack water pack or a rubber flapper to contain the fire by putting out shorter 

flames along the edges of the burn area  

• running a spray hose connected to a water tank on a vehicle 

• carrying a drip torch to spread fire 

• line boss (requires significant experience): directing a team performing these tasks along one 

side of a burn unit  

Most prescribed burns occur in the early spring, but fall and even summer burns are also possible.  

Prescribed burning on Dane County lands may be led only by Natural Areas staff or an authorized and 

insured professional contractor. Prescribed burning differs from brush pile burning in that fire is 

broadcast over a much larger area such as an entire prairie or woodland. (See the Brush Pile Burning 

section for information related to that activity.)  
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Volunteers are encouraged to participate in prescribed burns in a support role. Dane County Parks offers 

a comprehensive prescribed burn training workshop each spring and all volunteers are highly 

encouraged to attend. Due to the strenuous and potentially dangerous nature of prescribed burning, all 

volunteers are also encouraged to maintain a minimum level of physical fitness. It is recommended that 

volunteers are able to carry 25 pounds for two miles in under 30 minutes.  

Volunteers who wish to participate in prescribed fires must take the Dane County Parks training or the 

National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) courses S-130 and S-190 and pass the fitness 

requirement. The majority of the course-work can be completed independently online followed by a 

short field component that will be coordinated through Natural Areas staff. Trainings hosted by other 

agencies may be accepted by Dane County Parks upon review by staff. 
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Native Seeds and Plants  

Purchasing native seed for planting new areas on a large scale would be prohibitively expensive. A 

diverse seed mix to plane one acre of prairie can cost as much as $2,000 or more when purchased from 

a professional grower. Consequently, the county runs its own native seed collecting, processing, and 

distribution operation. In 2018, county staff and volunteers collected over 1,000 lbs of seed from more 

than 180 different native species; the market value of this seed likely exceeds $300,000. Rather than 

selling this seed, the county uses it for restoring natural areas and participates in valuable seed sharing 

arrangements with local partners. Some of the county’s first prairies were established using seed 

collected from the UW Arboretum and other outside sources. In recent years, the majority of the seed 

collected by the county has come from established prairies in County Parks.  

Seed Collection 

The collection process depends on the species but typically 

involves either cutting off the top of the plant with hand 

clippers or, as with many grasses, simply stripping the seed 

by hand. Collected seeds are processed over the fall and 

early winter and eventually get distributed to sites 

throughout the county to establish new habitat or 

supplement an existing area. The main seed collecting 

season runs from late August to late October, but extra 

dates for earlier blooming species such as shooting star and 

spiderwort are scheduled when those seeds are ready to collect 

in mid-summer.  

Seed Drying and Processing 

Seed processing involves drying raw seed from the field, then 

breaking down the material and filtering out the seed. Step one 

is to lay out the raw collected seed on large trays to be dried in 

front of a fan or in the sun. Depending on the species, drying can 

take several days and often requires occasional turning of the 

seed to prevent mold.  

Once the seed is dry, it is usually run through a hammer mill that 

breaks apart the heads and frees the seeds from capsules, 

leaving a jumble of loose seed and chaff. Operating the hammer 

mill involves standing on a stepstool and feeding seed heads into 

a chute that leads to the chamber where they’re broken apart. 
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The next step separates the seed from the chaff using a fanning 

mill. The fanning mill consists of screens of different sizes and a 

fan that work together to separate out the seed based on 

differences in size and weight compared to the chaff. Fanning 

mill workers feed seed over a screen to get the process going 

and then monitor the fanning mill to ensure seed isn’t getting 

lost with the chaff and not too much chaff is mixing in with the 

seed.  

The county provides hearing protection and face masks, as both steps in the process can be relatively 

loud and dusty.  

Seed drying and processing takes place at the Libby Rd. Storage shed Bay #2 from September through 

November. 

Seed Weighing and Packaging  

Seed weighing and packaging is the last step before distributing 

the seed to the sites where it will be spread. The seed weigher’s 

job is to weigh out particular amounts of seed for each site, bag 

it, and then affix a printed label to the bag indicating intended 

site, species, and weight of seed provided. Seed is weighed at 

the Libby Rd. Storage shed facility in November and December.  

Seed Sowing 

Most restoration projects will require sowing seeds or planting an area 

with native species, many of which are unlikely to recolonize an area 

without intentional reintroduction. Seeding and planting often occur after 

invasive species have been cleared from an area or when plans have been 

made to remove an agricultural field from production. Over the years, 

Dane County Parks has seeded and planted over 700 acres of habitat in 

the park system using seeds collected by volunteers.  

Seed sowing is the process of scattering native seeds on a restoration site. 

Typically seed sowing involves hand tossing seed, one species at a time or 

in a mix appropriate for the soil and sun conditions, in areas that have 

been prepared for planting. Seed may also be used to increase diversity in 

an established site by “overseeding” with additional species. Seed sowing 

is best conducted in fall and winter, preferably with a little snow cover, 

which helps to show where seeds have been spread as volunteers attempt to seed the site evenly.  

Obtaining seeds and plants 

Seed can be made available for volunteers working in Dane County natural areas. If you know that seed 

will be required for a project, communicate with staff well in advance. Ideally, seed needs should be 

identified when developing annual work plans with staff, if not sooner. Advance notice is critical as there 
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are many competing projects and only a limited amount of seed. Advanced notice also helps staff know 

which species to collect and how much seed is needed for a particular site.  

Seed collection season typically concludes by the end of October and processing is completed by the end 

of November. Seed orders are weighed by volunteers and distributed soon after that. If you wait until 

January to request seed, you won’t receive the seeds until the following November.  

Purchasing or growing seeds and plants for natural areas 

Collecting seeds with volunteers is an extremely cost effective and efficient way to restore lands on a 

large scale relative to purchasing seed or plants from a grower. When resources allow, seed or plants 

are occasionally purchased from native growers by the county, Friends groups, or individual volunteers. 

Volunteers also occasionally grow plants from seed that are later planted in county natural areas. 

Contributions of seed and plants from volunteers are welcome but should meet the following 

requirements: 

• Species must be native to southern Wisconsin.  

• Original genetic origin should be from southern 

Wisconsin. (Reputable native growers can usually fulfil 

this request.) 

• Transplants/soil should not be moved from one park to 

another to prevent the spread of invasive species, 

including jumping worms.  

Natural Areas staff are available to recommend seed mixes, help select individual species, and can 

provide seed for volunteers who would like to grow plants at home. 

Essential Information 

Volunteer Positions 
The County Park system welcomes volunteers of all skill and commitment levels, from those who have 

never set foot in a prairie to those who have battled invasive species for years. Whether you’re 

interested in only one activity area or if you’re a Jack/Jill-of-all-trades, all are encouraged to participate 

no matter how much time you are able to contribute. 

Walk-up Volunteers 

Most volunteers start on an irregular or casual basis or maybe decide to participate for a single event. 

Walk-ups are often unfamiliar with Dane County Parks and likely possess only limited knowledge about 

the task at hand or the overall purpose of the effort. A walk-up volunteer may just be curious to see 

what’s going on and whether or not volunteering with us is a good fit for them. Walk-ups are always 

welcome and invited but must sign-in on a group volunteer sign-in form (limited liability waiver) before 

participating at each event (see Appendix 7 and 8 for a sample group volunteer sign in form). Leaders of 

the volunteer event (along with more seasoned volunteers) should spend a little extra time with new 
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volunteers to answer questions, ensure that they feel comfortable and welcomed, and are working in a 

safe manner.  

Registered Volunteers 

If someone volunteers on a regular basis, they are encouraged to become a Registered Volunteer with 

Dane County by registering as a volunteer on the Parks, Land & Water MyImpact Volunteer Portal 

(Better Impact). This can be done by visiting:  

• MyImpact Volunteer Portal - https://bttr.im/l5pgf  

• The Volunteer Program webpage - www.danecountyparks.com/Volunteer-Program.  

Alternatively, if a volunteer doesn’t have access to an email, our Volunteer Registration Form (see 

Appendix 9 for the DCP Volunteer Registration Form) can be downloaded and sent to Volunteer 

Program staff. Registration involves submitting basic contact information, emergency contact 

information, indicating interest area(s) or park(s) where they may be willing to volunteer, and signing a 

liability waiver and a photography release. Registration formally acknowledges a volunteer’s relationship 

with Dane County Parks and confirms their willingness to receive communications from the county.  

Registered volunteers typically have a basic level of understanding of the mission and purpose of the 

Natural Areas Program and have some previous experience participating in a volunteer work day with 

the county. No training or certification is required to become a Registered Volunteer. Registration 

provides the following benefits: 

• Receive direct notification of volunteer, training, and educational opportunities via email. 

• Entitled to receive a Dane County Parks shirt, hat, and other parks volunteer swag. 

• Preference in registration for training and educational opportunities. 

• Waiver and photo release are kept on file and do not need to be signed before each event.  

• Invitation to volunteer appreciation event held annually. 

• Ability to collect firewood on county park lands, independent of a volunteer event, with permit. 

• Ability to operate a chainsaw on county park lands, with county or recognized FISTA (Forest 

Industry Safety and Training Alliance) training. 

 

Certified Land Steward 

A Certified Land Steward is approved by Dane County 

Parks to work independently in natural areas and/or 

lead volunteer events with little direct supervision. 

Certified Land Stewards must be registered with 

County Parks and attend an orientation with county 

staff. A background check is needed to supervise 

children under 18. Any volunteer who intends to work 

independently on a regular basis or lead other 

volunteers on county natural areas must be a 
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registered volunteer and attend the Certified Land Steward orientation. The last hour of the orientation 

will cover herbicide safety, which is a required training for Certified Land Stewards to apply herbicides 

independently or supervise the application of herbicides by other volunteers.  

A Certified Land Steward has advanced knowledge of the Natural Areas Program and understands the 

policies, procedures, and standards outlined in this handbook. Certified Land Stewards serve a vital role 

by expanding the capacity of the Natural Areas Program. These exemplary volunteers take the initiative 

to manage and restore areas beyond what staff members are capable of doing on their own. Given the 

thousands of acres of county lands and the limited number of county staff, Certified Land Stewards can 

accomplish goals that wouldn’t otherwise be pursued. In coordination with staff, these committed 

volunteers are able to lift a natural area to the next level and truly make it shine! In all cases, Certified 

Land Stewards follow a work plan that they have developed with county staff.   

Necessary skills and abilities for Certified Land Stewards include: 

• Maintains consistent lines of communication with staff, willingness to ask questions when 

unsure. 

• Has a desire and willingness to work in a safe and responsible manner and helps to ensure that 

others are doing so as well. 

• Is welcoming and courteous to other park visitors, observes park rules, considers their 

surroundings, and consistently acts as a good ambassador for the Natural Areas Program.  

• Maintains accurate records of work (hours, tasks, chemical usage, etc.). 

• Works as a team player. 

• Displays good judgement in all aspects of their work. 

Skills and abilities that are helpful and/or necessary for certain tasks: 

• Ability to identify common invasive species and distinguish them from native plants. 

• Basic familiarity with various land management tools and techniques used to control invasive 

species. 

• Basic herbicide use and safety. 

• Chainsaw safety certified. 

• Ability to troubleshoot problems with small engines such as brushcutters or chainsaws. 

• Ability to sharpen, repair, and maintain equipment (for example, chainsaws, brushcutters, and 

sprayers) 

• Ability to determine native seed ripeness and knowledge of seed collection methods. 

Skills and abilities that are necessary when leading groups: 

• Considers group and individual safety at all times. 

• Cultivates a welcoming and inclusive atmosphere. 

• Develops workday activities that are appropriate for the skill level and ability of the volunteers. 

• Is good with people and directing groups. 
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• Gives clear directions and explains tasks well. 

• Is patient and willing to answer questions. 

• Is friendly and approachable. 

• Displays good organization and preparation. 

 

Developing Natural Areas Goals and Work Plans 

Natural Areas Management Plans 

Master plans guide the development of park facilities by providing the overall vision for a park based on 

an intensive consensus building public participation process. A natural areas management plan clearly 

and concisely describes the broad ecological vision and goals for the natural areas within a park and is 

consistent with the vision of the master plan. All county natural areas should eventually have a natural 

areas management plan to provide guidance to staff and volunteers and to communicate the intentions 

of stewardship activities to key stakeholders. Natural areas management plans are written by county 

staff and will likely include the following elements: 

• Map depicting location of desired vegetation types and/or management units. 



39 
 

• Description of noteworthy resources and unique opportunities. 

• Threats/concerns. 

• Priority management recommendations. 

• Potential Friends Group and volunteer opportunities 

• Other potential partners/collaborators.  

Other elements may include: 

• Objectives for each vegetation type and/or management unit—specific and measurable. 

• Maintenance Plan explaining how the site will be maintained for the long term upon completion 

of the project. 

• Monitoring Plan describing what data should be collected, such as annual photographs, species 

lists, etc. 

• Documentation and reporting requirements and procedures.  

Management plans should be developed with input from all stakeholders. Natural Areas staff will 

provide key input and are ultimately responsible for approving plans. To the extent possible, plans 

should be helpful, concise, and accessible by all audiences. Management plans should be revisited and 

updated every few years or after any significant ecological event such as severe flooding or storm 

damage.  

Annual Work Plans 

Management of natural areas requires an integrated approach utilizing a wide variety of tools, methods, 

and techniques to achieve site objectives. Likewise, management activities on park lands are often 

implemented by a constellation of different entities working in close coordination. On county lands, key 

players include county staff, volunteers, and Friends groups but may also include entities such as 

Operation Fresh Start, contractors, non-profits, or other public resource agencies. Successful 

management of natural areas requires a partnership of different members, who may each contribute 

different resources and abilities. This team approach enlists the strengths of each partner.  

Developing a work plan with partners is key to success. Work plans clearly define responsibilities and 

deadlines and summarize the sequence of tasks for specific windows of time. Work plans are informed 

and directed by the overall Forestry/Vegetation Management Plan. Each work plan is an incremental 

step toward the larger vision and goals described in the management plan. Work plans should be 

developed with all key partners at the table. Typically, work plans cover management activities for one 

year but regular check-ins should occur at least quarterly, if not sooner.  

The winter season is a great time to develop work plans. Natural Areas staff have fewer responsibilities 

in the field and reserve the winter months for planning and preparation for the spring and summer. By 

mid-March, staff are already beginning to ramp up efforts in the field for prescribed burning and 

become less available. An example of an Annual Work Plan is attached in Appendix 9. 

All Friends groups and Certified Land Steward Volunteers should operate off a work plan developed in 

conjunction with county staff. Clearly defined roles, responsibilities, and deadlines are key to a 
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successful partnership in managing natural areas. With almost twenty Friends and other partner groups, 

dozens of lead volunteers, and a variety of staff working on county lands, a written work plan is essential 

to document plans and prevent obligations from falling through the cracks. Prior planning also helps 

staff secure materials, schedule staff work calendars, and lay the proper groundwork prior to 

implementation.  

County staff members have a broad range of skills and experiences and can provide valuable input to 

project development and implementation. Natural areas staff also have resources that are not 

otherwise widely available to Friends groups and other volunteers such as heavy equipment, forestry 

mowers, and large quantities of native seed. Short notice requests for these resources typically cannot 

be fulfilled. For example, native seed is collected, processed, and dispersed in the fall with specific 

planting sites in mind. Any new seed requests made in the spring cannot be fulfilled until after the 

following seed collection season. Work with county staff well in advance to develop a plan that clearly 

identifies resource needs and leaves ample time for preparation. 

Lastly, work plans keep Natural Areas staff tuned in to activities occurring on county lands. Staff also 

need to ensure that activities occurring on county lands are in the best interest of the land and are 

properly coordinated with other efforts. Developing a work plan with volunteers and Friends groups 

provides an opportunity for staff to review activities and ensure proper coordination with other user 

groups.  

Documenting Work for Certified Land Steward Volunteers 

At the end of each day of work, be sure to document your activities, including:  

• How many hours you worked 

• Where in the park you worked  

• What kind of work you did  

• How many people were present 

• Herbicide usage: applicator name(s), date, site name, method, pesticide brand, amount used, 

application rate, and species targeted.  

It doesn’t take long to forget these details, or to confuse them with work from another day, so it’s best 

to record your activities as soon as possible. 

These work records benefit you and the parks in several ways: 

• Funding and Recognition: Number of volunteer hours worked can be used for grant requests, 

budget justifications, reports, and for volunteer recognition! 

• Communication: Keeps staff up to date. The combination of limited staff and a large number of 

parks and Friends groups makes it practically impossible for staff to be on the ground checking 

on things. 

• Knowledge is power: Records make it possible to evaluate previous years’ work and help guide 

future efforts. 
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• Herbicide records are required: Staff and volunteers are mandated by the Parks Commission to 

document herbicide usage. Herbicide records are also helpful in evaluating the effectiveness of 

application methods and rates. 

In the past, such records were kept on paper and turned in to parks staff on a regular basis. For natural 

areas work, going forward, the preferred way of entering records is online, which provides several 

important benefits. Parks staff have access to the records on the same day they’re entered, keeping 

them more up to date. Digital records make it easier to filter records or search for certain terms and to 

quickly find records from previous years.  Records in digital form are much easier to summarize for year-

end reports and free up staff for other work.  And there is no paperwork for you or staff to keep track. 

Parks uses an online reporting program called ISMTrack (www.ismtrack.org). To get started with 

ISMTrack you need to sign up for an EDDmapS account at https://www.eddmaps.org/. The next step is 

to request access to ISMTrack through the home page. To get started, you can also review the helpful 

ISMTrack video tutorials here: http://www.ismtrack.org/index.cfm?action=training  

If you’d still prefer to document your efforts the old-fashioned way, a paper form is available in 

Appendix 3. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteer Etiquette and Responsibilities 
From dawn to dusk, seven days a week, there are likely dozens of volunteers active within the county 

park system. Volunteers outnumber staff many times over and are often just as passionate about the 

parks, if not more so. Volunteers often live and work locally, are active members of the local community 
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or Friends group, and frequent the park regularly. As a result, volunteers are often the first point of 

contact for a visitor using a county park.  

Volunteers are expected to be welcoming, considerate, and respectful ambassadors and a positive 

reflection of Dane County Parks. When working in any capacity, volunteers are representatives for Dane 

County Parks and are expected to follow basic rules of etiquette and courtesy. The following are some 

guidelines to follow when working in a park and interacting with the public.  

• Be courteous and polite to park visitors at all times. 

• Understand that county lands are owned by everyone and access is typically granted to multiple 

user groups. 

• Be aware of how your activities can affect other park visitors and neighboring land owners 

(noise, smoke, chemicals, etc.) and attempt to minimize conflict however possible. 

• Work in a safe manner, especially near trails and public use areas where visitors are 

concentrated. 

• Give park visitors the right-of-way on trails and roads.  

• Greet park visitors and explain what you are doing and why your efforts are important. 

• Be able to explain the volunteer program and direct people through the proper channels if they 

express an interest in participating. 

• Know the rules of the park. (Dogs on leash, park hours, etc.) 

• Volunteers are not exempt from park rules and regulations and should set a positive example 

for the public. 

• If someone takes issue with your activities in the park, be polite and feel free to direct them to 

DCP staff.  

• Consider every interaction with a visitor as an opportunity to promote and encourage new 

volunteers. 

Driving on Trails 

Park visitors do not expect to see a vehicle driving on trails and this activity is not normally permitted. 

The following is a list of policies and guidelines when driving on trails: 

• Only drive on park trails when you are volunteering, not in your personal time.  

• Avoid driving when it isn’t truly necessary. Walk or carpool when possible to minimize damage, 

traffic, and potential for conflict on county lands. 

• Do not drive on trails when damage may occur due to wet or thawing ground. 

• Always yield to other park visitors and watch for dogs. 

• Do not exceed 5-10 mph and be cautious when taking corners with low visibility.  

• When parking, pull the vehicle out of the way so as not to block access for park visitors and 

other vehicles. 

• Display a door magnet or an orange Dane County Parks Volunteer card to let staff and others 

know that you are authorized to be in the park. 

• Close vehicle access gates behind you.  
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• Do not drive on groomed ski trails when snow is present. 

Dog Exercise Areas 
All policies and procedures described in this handbook apply to Dane County Parks volunteers working in 

Dog Exercise Areas.  Due to the high number of visitors and the presence of unleashed dogs, the 

following additional policies and procedures must be observed to ensure public safety while allowing 

volunteers to conduct work in Dog Exercise Areas. 

Vegetation Management:   

• To apply herbicide, park must be closed to the public. Park will remain closed through the 

duration of the Restricted Entry Interval (REI) as indicated on the herbicide label.  This period is 

typically ‘until spray has dried’.   

• Stumps should be cut as low as possible to prevent injury to people or dogs.  

Power Tools:   

• A sign must be placed at park entrances notifying visitors of work activities. 

Driving on Trails:  

• Whenever possible, limit the number of vehicles driving in the park.  Carpool or walk-in 

whenever it’s reasonable to do so.  

• When driving in the park, head lights should be turned on and do not exceed 5mph. 

General recommendation: 

• During group work days, designate an information officer to educate the public and help direct 

visitors to ensure safety. 

• Closed Trail signs can be placed on trails leading to work area in the park. 

Training and Educational Opportunities 

Workshops and Teaching 

Educating about land stewardship principles and practices is a 

core component of the mission of the Natural Areas Program. 

Volunteers and Friends groups also play a central role in the 

stewardship of county natural areas. Volunteers bring a level 

of attention and care that the county cannot otherwise 

deliver. To empower volunteers with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to steward natural areas to the highest standard, 

Dane County Parks provides a rich variety of educational and training opportunities that are open to all 

volunteers.  

A few examples of trainings and workshops that are provided include: 

• Invasive Species ID and Management 

• Invasive Species Mapping (EDDMapS and EDDMapS Pro applications) 
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• Invasive Species Management Activity Documentation (ISM Track application) 

• Pesticide Safety 

• Prescribed Fire Basic Training 

• Weeds and Wildflowers ID and Management 

• Prairie Plant ID Walks 

• Chainsaw Safety Levels 1, 2, and 3 

• Small Engine/Chainsaw Maintenance and Sharpening 

• Native Seed Collection  

• Native Seed Processing 

• Women and Gender Minority Focused Workdays 

Registered Volunteers will learn about these opportunities directly through email announcements. 

Preference may be given to Registered Volunteers and some opportunities may only be available to 

Registered Volunteers. Opportunities will also be posted on the Dane County Parks webpage 

(www.danecountyparks.com).  

Experiential Learning 

Workshops and reading can provide a great foundation, but in the end there’s no substitute for getting 

out in the field. Fortunately, it’s easy to get on-the-ground experience with the county by attending a 

volunteer workday where you can: 

• work alongside and learn from experienced naturalists, leaders, and volunteers; 

• participate in a broad range of land management activities, including: invasive species 

management, prescribed burns, seed collecting, and chainsaw/brush work; 

• learn to use a variety of methods and tools for land management 

You are encouraged to attend workdays covering a variety of activities and events at a variety of parks. 

This will give you the chance to work in different habitats and with different people that have their own 

perspectives on how to do things. (There’s rarely a single way!). 

Access to Gates and Buildings 
There are three county keys used for opening doors, gates, and padlocks. The Suma key, which is the 

size of a standard house key, opens most doors and buildings. Two small keys open padlocks, which are 

typically found on gates and the volunteer trailer. These keys are labeled 045 and 2004.  

Certified Land Stewards will be issued a set of keys upon completion of the orientation. Do NOT 

duplicate or distribute these keys. Doors, gates, and padlocks are only to be accessed when working in 

a volunteer capacity, not on personal time. Lastly, please remember to always close and secure any 

door, gate, or padlock when leaving. Emergency medical services will be able to gain access to the park 

even when gates are locked.  
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Trail Construction and Maintenance 
Trails are a critically important component of any park. Trails allow visitors to enjoy and appreciate 

parks, provide a variety of recreational opportunities, function well as firebreaks, and allow access to 

stewardship work areas. However, sometimes there can be too much of a good thing. Trails can present 

a variety of issues and challenges that can detract from the visitor experience and degrade natural 

features of the park. Trails provide a corridor by which weed seeds are moved by people, horses, pets, 

and equipment to all corners of a park. From the viewpoint of the park visitor, too many trails can 

confuse and disorient people, detract from the natural scenery of the park, and degrade the peaceful 

experience of being alone in nature. Sometimes less is more. For this reason, the siting and construction 

of trails need to be evaluated and approved by park staff before construction. Parks staff will help to 

evaluate if there is need for a trail and determine how to minimize or mitigate any damage that may 

result. 

There are many considerations when deciding where to place a new trail, or whether to add a trail at all. 

For this reason, Dane County Parks staff are responsible for siting new trails or trail reroutes. Volunteers 

are not permitted to create new trails on DCP properties without staff review and permission. 

Suggestions for trail improvements are always welcome.  

Tools and Supplies 
The Natural Areas Program is able to outfit volunteers with the basic supplies and tools to be safe and 

productive in the field. Friends Groups may have the capacity to provide an additional supply of 

resources above and beyond the basics. Volunteers should not buy supplies on their own with the 

intention of getting reimbursed by the county. Due to county purchasing policy, this is not something 

that can be easily done.  

Please do your part and plan ahead for what you need and make every effort to secure these resources. 

Don’t expect staff to deliver resources to you unless staff have offered the favor. Plan ahead to pick up 

tools and supplies on your own. Below is a list of resources that are available to volunteers and a 

summary of the proper procedures for obtaining resources.  

Hand tools 

An assortment of parsnip predators, pruners, loppers, handsaws, shovels, 

ditch blades, rakes, and various other hand tools are available at the Libby 

Rd. storage shed. For large group events, it may be more convenient to have 

the Volunteer Tool Trailer available on site (see below). 

Small power equipment 

A limited supply of brush cutters, chainsaws, leaf blowers, and other small motorized equipment is 

available for checkout. Due to the limited quantity of this equipment, items should only be checked out 

for short periods of time and returned promptly, ideally for no longer than two weeks at a time. These 

items can be picked up at the Libby Rd. storage shed. If small power tools are needed on a regular basis, 
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volunteers are welcome to purchase these items on their own or 

request that a Friends Group purchase these tools. Limited grant 

opportunities may be available; visit: 

www.danecountyparks.com/grants 

Chainsaw and Brushcutter Supplies and Protective Wear (PPE)  

Two-cycle fuel, chain and bar oil, 50:1 two-cycle oil, sharpening 

files and guides, and an assortment of chains and brushcutter 

blades are available to volunteers. Volunteers also have access 

to required PPE including eye-glasses, gloves, hearing 

protection, chaps, and helmets, which are all required for 

chainsaw operation on county lands. Chaps and helmets can be 

checked out for a limited period of time but must be promptly 

returned. 

Herbicides and Sprayers 

All herbicides, PPE, and clean-up supplies such as soap and towels can 

be picked up at the Libby Rd. storage shed or the Parks Operations 

building.  

Stumps and Basal Treatments: Garlon 4 Ultra and Roundup are the 

herbicides most commonly used by volunteers in the Natural Areas 

Program, and containers of both are available at both locations. Jugs 

of Garlon are premixed (20% Garlon 4 Ultra, 80% Bark Oil Blue) and 

ready to use for cut stump and basal bark applications. Jugs of 

Roundup for cut stumps (usually honeysuckle) are also available on the herbicide table but require the 

addition of water before use on stumps. Follow the instructions on the container, which states that 

water should be added to the 2.5-gallon mark of the container to dilute the Roundup concentrate in the 

jug to the appropriate solution (40%) for treating stumps. Roundup will freeze when temperatures are in 

the 20s or below. During such weather, it’s best to use Garlon 4 Ultra. Roundup and Garlon 4 Ultra for 

treating stumps should NOT be used for foliar applications as the concentration is much too strong.  

Broadcast Foliar Treatments: Small quantities of other chemicals 

are also available in the green pesticide cabinets at both locations. 

These herbicides are typically used for foliar applications. Natural 

Areas staff should be aware of your intention to use these 

herbicides on county lands.  When taking chemicals from the 

green cabinet, make sure to take the corresponding herbicide 

label, which can be found in the organizer near the green cabinet. 

When picking up any herbicide, record your withdrawal on the 

“Herbicide Sign Out” sheet on the nearby clipboard. Make sure to 

read and understand the label before using the product and have it accessible at all times. Natural Areas 

staff should be contacted for any questions regarding the use or safety of herbicides. 
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Application Equipment: Spray bottles for treating stumps and 1- and 2-gallon pressurized sprayers are 

available to volunteers at the Parks Operation Building and the Libby Rd Storage Shed.  A limited number 

of backpack sprayers are also available for check out at both locations.  

Volunteer Tool Trailer 

A tool trailer is available for check out for large group events. The 

tool trailer comes stocked with a variety of hand tools, supplies, 

and a first aid kit. There is no minimal group size in order to use 

the trailer, but preference will be given to larger groups if a 

conflict arises. (See below - “Tools, Equipment, and Volunteer Tool 

Trailer Checkout System”).  

 

 

 

 

 

Pick-up Locations: 

Location Address Access Tools and Supplies Available 

Parks 
Operations 
Building 

Madison East Side: 
4318 Robertson Rd. 
Madison 53714 

Open 6:30am-5pm Monday-Friday 
only--no access after hours 
Do NOT unlock with key—alarm will 
sound 

 All herbicide types  
 Herbicide sprayers 
 Protective wear 
 Clean up supplies 
 Containers for cleaning water  
 First aid supplies 
 Chainsaw supplies 
 

Libby Rd. 
Shed 

Madison South Side: 
4401 Libby Rd. 
Madison 53711, Bay 
#3 

Accessible dawn to dusk with the 
county Suma key 
Site is monitored with security 
camera  
Lock when leaving 

 All herbicide types  
 Herbicide sprayers 
 Protective wear 
 Clean up supplies 
 Containers for cleaning water  
 First aid supplies 
 Chainsaw supplies 
 Hand tools 
 Small power equipment 
 Tree planting supplies 
 Wheel barrows 
 5 gal buckets 
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Tools, Equipment, and Volunteer Tool Trailer Checkout System 
 All requests and reservations for loans of tools and equipment must go through the Volunteer Program 

(VP), preferably well in advance. If you need something for a volunteer project, contact VP staff to 

inquire about the availability of the items needed, and, if available, to arrange a reservation. Only after 

permission has been granted should any tools or equipment be removed. Volunteers must pick up and 

return tools and equipment. Staff are not available for delivering individual tools and equipment, with 

the exception of the Volunteer Tool Trailer, which is delivered by DCP staff. Volunteers are not 

permitted to transport the trailer.  

A Suma key is needed to unlock door #3 of the Libby Rd. shed where tools and equipment are stored. 

IMPORTANT: Remember to lock all doors when you leave. When returning tools and equipment, 

ensure that all items are placed back in the proper locations and notify Volunteer Program staff that 

they have been returned and are available for use by other volunteers.  

All tools and equipment require routine maintenance and occasionally get 

damaged during use. There is no need to be embarrassed or feel guilty if 

something breaks while you’re using it. Please report anything that needs to be 

fixed or maintained in a timely manner. There are repair tags available at all pick 

up locations and in the tool trailer. Fill out and attach the tag to the broken item 

with an explanation of what is wrong. Follow up by notifying DCP staff so that 

items can be repaired promptly for use by another volunteer.  
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Volunteer Tool Trailer 

Dane County Parks has a large covered trailer (the “Tool Trailer”) full of tools that can be reserved for 

Certified Land Stewards, DCP Friends Groups, and DCP Partners to use with volunteer groups at 

scheduled workdays. To view more information and to reserve the trailer, visit: 

https://www.danecountyparks.com/friends/special-events  (and/or contact the DCP Volunteer 

Program). 

Operation Fresh Start Conservation Crews 
Operation Fresh Start (OFS) is a non-profit organization in Madison that started in 1970 with a mission 

to “provide disconnected youth a path to self-sufficiency”. OFS works with youth (“participants”) ages 

16-24 through mentoring, education, and employment training. Participants are typically enrolled in a 

high school education program and get assigned to a 900-hour (about nine months) crew working on 

home construction or conservation projects. 

Dane County Parks supports two OFS Conservation Crews to conduct stewardship work on county lands.  

These crews consist of an OFS staff crew leader, and three to eight participants in the OFS program.  In 

the years since the OFS Conservation Crew program started, many county park locations have seen 

great improvement through restoration or maintenance efforts provided by these crews. OFS crews are 

well suited for many tasks including brush removal and piling, brush pile burning, fence removal, 

mowing, weed control, native seed collection and planting, and various gardening and landscaping 

projects. However, keep in mind that participants are not professionals and should not be held to that 

standard. These young adults are in OFS because they are trying to get their lives back on track.  Some 

tasks are completed efficiently and others tasks may take much longer.    

Project Planning 

When working with OFS crews, Certified Land Stewards should have a defined project to be 

accomplished during the week (or weeks) with clear start and end points, rather than a vague or loosely 

defined project. This information helps the crew to understand the task at hand, defines a clear goal, 

and provides a sense of accomplishment once completed. The OFS Crew Leader can help evaluate the 

suitability of the project for the crew and develop a strategy for completing tasks. Volunteers should 

always work with the OFS crew leaders to develop project goals, discuss daily work expectations, and 

give positive feedback to the crew. The OFS crew leader is in charge of the crew. Any negative feedback 

should be given only to the crew leader, as it is their job to manage the participants, and help re-direct 

them as needed. Crews take work breaks every hour or two as determined by the crew leader, which 

should be factored into the workday plan. 

It is not always necessary, or even helpful for Land Stewards to work alongside the crew. Land Stewards 

can work elsewhere in the park or simply come back at a later time to check in on the crew’s progress 

and consult with the crew leader.  If the crew is having a difficult time completing the assignment, 

consider allowing more time or re-directing their efforts elsewhere.   
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Incorporating an Educational Component 

OFS is intended to be an educational program for participants and county volunteers are encouraged to 

provide an instructional component to the project such as plant identification walks, tours of the project 

area, tool use instruction, or lessons on any number of topics related to the project background. Any 

instruction that further engages the participants in the project helps participants to better understand 

the purpose of the project and feel more invested in the task at hand.  This will likely also lead to greater 

productivity from the crew.  

All of the OFS participants are involved in completing a high school curriculum when they are not at the 

work site. Engaging in conversation regarding their studies can make them feel engaged as well. 

Rewarding the Crew 

Although not expected, rewards can improve morale, express your appreciation for their work, and 

encourage participants to stick with it. Examples of rewards might include cold lemonade on a hot day, a 

batch of homemade cookies after lunch, a pizza party, or even a celebratory cookout at the completion 

of a long project. All of these gestures are encouraged even if it prolongs the completion of a project.  

Volunteers should strive to positively impact the lives of these participants. While project goals are 

important, remembering the overarching goals of the OFS program and understanding where these 

young adults have come from is critical. Equally important to making a difference in the park, volunteers 

can make a difference in the lives of crew members. A simple gesture to show appreciation for a job well 

done may impact a participant in significant ways. What others take for granted is often not a privilege 

for these young people. OFS participants are here as a resource in the stewardship of county lands, but 

consider working with these youth as a potential life changing experience for them!    

Scheduling a Crew  

Shane Otto, Naturalist/Botanist, is the primary county contact for coordinating OFS crews or any 

questions related to OFS. Dane County Parks volunteers may request a crew to work on their site, 

typically in one-week increments, although shorter term projects can often be accommodated. Crew 

availability can be viewed using the calendar link below and can be reserved by contacting Shane via 

email (see “Contact Information and Staff Notifications”). A brief description of work to be completed 

should be included so the crew is properly prepared for the week of work.  This information should 

include contact information for who will be the lead for the week, where the crew should meet, the 

work description (ex. cutting, treating and hauling brush), and any special tools or materials that will be 

needed for the project. 

OFS Crew Calendar: https://tinyurl.com/OFSSchedule  
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Appendix 1a. Mesic Prairie Natural Community Description  
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Appendix 1b. Oak Opening Natural Community Description  
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Appendix 1c. Oak Woodland Natural Community Description  
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Appendix 1d. Southern Dry-Mesic Forest Natural Community Description  
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Appendix 2. Incident Report Form  
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Appendix 3. Management Activity and Herbicide Report Form 
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Appendix 4. Herbicide Recommendations 
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Appendix 5. Chainsaw Waiver Form  
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Appendix 6. Fire Department Contact Information  
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Fire Department Contact Information 
 Locate the Fire Department corresponding to your park using the first table, and then follow the 

procedure for that fire department as listed in the second table. 

Park/Property Name (A-Z) Fire Department  

Anderson Farm Oregon 

Babcock McFarland  

Badger Prairie  Verona 

Baer Socha Marshall 

Black Earth Creek Headwaters Middleton 

Black Earth Creek Sunnyside  Middleton 

Blooming Grove Drumlins Madison 

Blue Mounds Mount Horeb 

Brigham  Mount Horeb 

CamRock Cambridge 

Capital Springs Rec area Madison 

Cherokee Marsh Waunakee-Madison 

Crystal Lake Sauk 

Donald Mount Horeb 

Door Creek  McFarland-Cottage Grove 

Dorn Creek Middleton 

Falk Wells Sugar River Verona-Belleville 

Festge Cross Plains 

Fish camp Mcfarland 

Fish lake  Sauk 

Goodland  Madison 

Halfway Prairie School House Black Earth 

Halfway Prairie Wildlife Area Cross Plains 

Ice Age Trail Junction area Verona 

Ice Age Trail PINE RD.  Cross Plains 

Ice Age Trail SCHUMAN RD. Cross Plains 

Ice Age trail TIMBER LANE  Cross Plains 

Indian lake  Cross Plains  

Jenni and Kyle Preserve Madison-Fitchburg 

Lafollette  Stoughton  

Lake Farm Archaeological District Madison 

Lake View Hill Madison 

Lewis Nine Springs E-way Madison 

Lower Mud Lake  McFarland 

Lussier Sauk 

McCarthy Sun Prairie/ on border with Cottage Grove 
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Mendota Middleton 

Morton Forest Black Earth 

Mount Vernon Creek  Mount Horeb 

Mud Lake Sauk 

North Mendota Waunakee 

Patrick Marsh Sun Prairie 

Pheasant Branch  Middleton 

Phil's Woods Sauk 

Prairie Moraine  Verona 

Riley-Deppe  Marshall 

Salmo Pond Cross Plains 

Scheidegger Forest Verona 

Schumacher Farm Waunakee 

Silverwood Edgerton – Albion township  

Springfield Hill  Sauk  

Stewart Lake Mount Horeb 

Sugar River Basco Unit Belleville 

Sugar River Davidson Unit Verona 

Sugar River Wildlife Area Verona 

Token Creek Deforest 

Token Creek Wildlife Area Sun Prairie/ on border with DeForest 

Vienna Pothole Dane/ on border with DeForest 

Viking  Stoughton  

Walking Iron Black Earth  

Waubesa Wetlands  McFarland 

Yahara Heights Waunakee-Madison 
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The Dane County Non-Emergency Duty Supervisor (608-267-3913) must be called, in addition to the  
number/procedure provided below. If no specific procedure is listed, call the number provided prior to  
each day of burning. 

Fire Department 
Phone Number 

(non-emergency) Specific procedures and approvals 

Airport (Dane 
County) 245-4561   

Belleville 424-3081   

Black Earth 767-3949 Leave message on voicemail 

Brooklyn 455-3812   

Cambridge 423-3511  608-423-2014 Call prior to burn (1 day advance notice is preferred) 

Columbus (920) 623-5914   

Cottage Grove 839-4343 Annual burn permit required. Call 48 hrs. in advance of burn to notify 

Cross Plains 798-2220 
Contact Chief in addition to non-emergency number; you can call or text 
(608) 206-4647 

Dane 849-4211 Notify via www.danefire.com prior to burning 

Deerfield 764-5343  Leave message on voicemail 

DeForest 846-4364 
Online permit required prior to each burn or brush pile burn 
www.deforestwindsorfire.com/station-apparatus/burn-permits/ 

Edgerton 884-3327 
Burn permits required; call prior to burning (Albion township has further 
requirements) 

Fitchburg 278-2980 Request burn permit the day of burn.  

Madison  266-4420 City of Madison burn plan and permit required. 

Maple Bluff 244-3390   

Marshall 655-3322 Call day before burn 

Mazomanie 795-2100   

McFarland 838-3278 Call morning of burn  

Middleton 827-1090   

Monona 222-2528   

Mount Horeb 437-5571 Call morning of burn 

New Glarus 527-5300   

Oregon 835-5587 
Call morning of burn; follow township rules: Village of Oregon; Town of 
Rutland; Town of Dunn  

Sauk City 643-8282 
Call 608-355-4495 (dispatch) morning of burn in addition to non-emergency 
number 

Stoughton 873-7218 
Call morning of burn. Check with townships. Town of Dunn, Town of Albion 
(has further requirements) 

Sun Prairie 837-5066 
Call and listen to message to verify ok to burn. Leave message. Fire must be 
extinguished before leaving site. 

Town of Madison 210-7261   

Verona 845-9401 Call morning of burn 

Waunakee 849-5488 Must get verbal confirmation back from FD before lighting 
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Appendix 7. Group Volunteer Sign-In & Release Form  
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Appendix 8. Group Volunteer Sign-In & Release Form (Email Collection)  
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Appendix 9. Volunteer Registration Form  
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Appendix 10. Sample Annual Work Plan   
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