
2024 MAFWA Private Lands Working Group Directors Report 

Submitted by: Don Kahl, Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Division of Wildlife 

Meeting Time and Place 

The 2024 MAFWA Private Lands Working Group Meeting was held May 14-16, 2024 at the Embassy 

Suites East Peoria Riverfront Hotel in East Peoria, IL, in conjunction with the Public Lands and Wildlife 

Diversity Working Groups.  The meeting began at 9:00 am on the 14th, and concluded at 2:30 pm on the 

16th.   

Attendance 

Thirteen (13) representatives from 11 of the 13 MAFWA states were in attendance (see Appendix 1).  

Presenters included Tammy Miller, Illinois DNR Division of Private Lands Manager; and John Kaiser, 

Ohio Division of Wildlife Private Lands Program Administrator.    

Executive Summary 

The 2024 Private Lands Working Group Committee Meeting concentrated on identifying the greatest 

successes, opportunities, and challenges of each state’s private lands program (see Appendix 2).  The 

meeting began with a presentation by Tammy Miller, who provided information on the Illinois 

Recreational Access Program.  This produced much discussion about the development, administration, 

and funding mechanisms of each state’s private land hunting access programs.  John Kaiser then provided 

an update on the development of the Northern Bobwhite Grassland Initiative’s draft of the Coordinated 

Implementation Program, Regional Plan. 

Following the presentations, much of the discussion amongst the Committee was facilitated by the 

presentation of state reports that were submitted in writing, prior to the meeting (see Appendix 3).  

Discussions on proposal development to fund various state conservation initiatives through the Regional 

Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP), was a hot topic amongst the group, as current funding 

opportunities through the program are ample.  Much like during the 2023 Committee Meeting, other 

major themes discussed were struggles with the recruitment and retention of staff and the training 

of new staff.  

In addition to committee meeting discussions, we were presented a breadth of information pertaining to 

climate change impacts, wildlife management in intensively farmed landscapes, and wildlife disease 

issues, which led to further discussion amongst and between working groups. (see Appendix 4).  

Director Action Items 

The Committee presents 2 action items for your consideration, to address the primary struggles that were 

identified during our meeting: development of a MAFWA job board, and a centralized training program. 



May 20, 2024 

MAFWA Directors 

Dear MAFWA Directors, 

Recruitment and retention of the next generation of wildlife conservationists continues to be a 

high priority for all of the MAFWA states. Declines in the number of applicants for our positions 

has sparked concern, resulting in several states tasking teams to investigate the issue and develop 

potential solutions. The potential reasons for this decline (salary, housing, societal trends, etc.) 

are dynamic and complex. The lack of qualified applicants has led to some positions remaining 

vacant for extended periods of time. The opportunity for landscape-level impacts on private 

lands is currently unprecedented. With funding from sources like IRA, RCPP, CREP, and AtB, 

the potential to advance wildlife conservation on private lands is significant. However, without 

qualified, trained individuals to implement these funds on the landscape, this opportunity will not 

be fully realized. 

To assist with this issue, we feel as though improvements could be made to increase the visibility 

and awareness of the opportunities that the MAFWA states have for prospective applicants. Iowa 

DNR recently conducted a survey of students from colleges and universities across the state. One 

of the questions within the survey looked at the above question with interesting results. 73% of 

respondents indicated that they looked at the Iowa DNR website for opportunities; 65% receive 

job announcements from their college or university job boards and/or their professors; and only 

39% of respondents looked to the Texas A&M job board. This was a surprise, as Texas A&M 

job board has long been the standard for advertising conservation positions. Additionally, for 

Iowa at least, contracted LTE positions are not posted to the DNR website.  

We ask that the Directors work to develop and support a MAFWA region job board, where 

MAFWA states can advertise our positions. We believe that condensing the scope of job 

announcements to those of the region will increase awareness and increase recruitment. We do 

not have all of the answers for how exactly to build and support a MAFWA region job board that 

would become a useful resource for potential applicants; and we acknowledge that this would not 

address all aspects of the recruitment and retention issue. However, to remain status quo will 

result in continued extended vacancies and reduced ability to deliver wildlife conservation.  

Sincerely,  

MAWFWA Private Lands Working Group 

Represented here by: 

Nick Baumgarten (Iowa Department of Natural Resources), (712) 330-6932, 

Nick.Baumgarten@dnr.iowa.gov 

Don Kahl (Illinois Department of Natural Resources), (217) 206-0411, don.kahl@illinois.gov 



May 24, 2024 

MAFWA Directors 

Dear MAFWA Directors, 

Private land biologist recruitment and retention continues to be common challenges faced by the 

majority, if not all, of the MAFWA states. When a state is successful in hiring a new private land 

biologist, the new hires are often recent college graduates with limited hands-on knowledge or 

experience with land management implementation or working directly with private landowners. 

Additionally, due to existing capacity limitations, state agencies are often challenged in 

providing the extensive training needed in a timely manner.   

These issues are also shared by other conservation partners outside of the MAFWA umbrella.  

Pheasants Forever has recently posted a Training Coordinator position to tackle this issue within 

their ranks.  They will develop remote training modules and a boot camp-like, in-person course 

to train new Pheasants Forever and Quail Forever staff.  They are already making plans to collect 

funds to develop 3 more coordinator positions.  Also, in conjunction with AFWA and the 

Agricultural Conservation Committee, Texas A&M University and Texas Parks and Wildlife 

Department are developing training coursework targeted at training newly hired biologists.     

To bolster our agency ranks and accelerate the training of new hires, we recommend that 

MAFWA and the member states follow our partners’ lead in addressing this deficiency.  We’ve 

identified a few potential options. One option is to pool funds to develop a “MAFWA Private 

Land Delivery and Implementation Training course” designed for new private land biologists 

hired by MAFWA member state agencies. Another option would be to engage partners who are 

currently developing training programs, support their efforts and join their development process.  

If a MAFWA-led training course is the route taken, the training framework should incorporate 

recommended training topics ranging from how to develop positive and trusting relationships 

with private landowners to hands-on management implementation skills (e.g., calibrating drills 

and herbicide sprayers, how to create edge feathering or quail covey headquarters, etc.). The 

training course should be formatted using a ‘training-camp’ approach where member states could 

send new employees for multi-day/week training opportunities organized multiple times per year 

(or as needed) across the MAFWA region. Funds to support hiring a part-time training 

coordinator to assist in development and coordination of the training courses would be required. 

If we were to instead engage partners that are already underway in training coursework 

development, state agencies under MAFWA should be involved in the training program 

development, to ensure region-based training topics and needs are met and to continue the 

tradition of state and national partners looking towards the state fish and wildlife agencies for 

wildlife management and delivery expertise.    

A centralized training platform that covers the breadth of all MAFWA states is in the best 

interest of the organization’s members, as it reduces both inefficiency and redundancy of each 

state developing their own program.  It also ensures that consistent and high-quality 



private land conservation delivery occurs across the region.  If no action is taken, each state will 

continue to rely on their own limited, internal sources and will continue to come up short in 

quickly training new staff, lessening our impact on the private land landscape. 

Sincerely, 

MAFWA Private Land Working Group 

Represented here by: 

Lisa Potter (Missouri Department of Conservation), (573) 522-4115 x. 3142, 

Lisa.Potter@mdc.mo.gov 

John Kaiser (Ohio Department of Natural Resources), (937) 203-7511, 

John.Kaiser@dnr.ohio.gov 

Nick Baumgarten (Iowa Department of Natural Resources), (712) 330-6932, 

Nick.Baumgarten@dnr.iowa.gov 



Director Information Items 

Program Challenges, Successes and Opportunities – Discussion Summary 

Private lands programs must bridge the gap that often exists between the profitability and 

traditions associated with working lands management and the requirements and the wellbeing of 

the wildlife that reside amongst those same lands.  Throughout the Midwest, there is no shortage 

of private, working lands to work on, as farming and ranching are the primary land uses 

throughout most of the MAFWA states.  Consequently, across that same landscape, there is no 

shortage of wildlife conservation and restoration opportunities, which is due to continued habitat 

and population declines throughout the region.  It’s an uphill battle to say the least, as private 

lands biologists contest with increasing land prices and soil rental rates, which leave producers 

even more motivated to pursue fiscal gains from their operations, which often leads to 

maximizing acreage in production.  CRP has taken a hit on several fronts because of this, as 

more farmers are returning set-aside acres back into production, while others, several years in a 

row now in some areas,  have utilized the grass for grazing and haying to help support livestock 

during several drought years.   

These are difficult enough exertions to overcome on their own, and yet the struggles are 

compounded due to internal strife within our own agencies.  For some agencies, funding to 

support programs or purchase equipment can be tough to come by or various administrative 

processes make getting conservation on the ground more difficult than we’d like to admit. For 

most all our agencies. staffing levels are often inadequate to allow us to keep up with demand or 

need.  When we do have the funds available, adequately trained and available contractors are 

often in short supply.  Also, when we are able to hire new staff, we struggle with getting an 

adequate number of applicants, the hiring pool often lacks experienced candidates that possess 

hands-on experience, we lack the staff and time to properly train the new staff, and we struggle 

to retain some of the new staff that we do train because they quickly move to jobs up the ladder 

or within other agencies.  

For all of the struggles though, we are experiencing many successes.  We possess dedicated and 

passionate staff, our partnerships continue to strengthen as we work to tackle ever more difficult 

resource threats, and we have customers who are still knocking on our door, asking for our 

expertise and assistance.  Federal funding sources, through both the Wildlife Restoration Act and 

the Farm Bill (RCPP in particular) are providing much support for conservation throughout the 

Midwest.  The use of prescribed fire to manage habitat on private lands is growing.  We’re also 

beginning to see an influx of new customers outside of agricultural producers, which is providing 

opportunities in more urbanized settings. 

Under MAFWA, as the working relationships between the member states and our partners 

builds, we have immense opportunities to pool and build funds to tackle regional-scale 

conservation issues.  In this day in age, we can’t afford to go it alone.  To further build the 

partnerships ability to make wide-reach impacts, it will take increased capacity.  This provides 

MAFWA with further opportunities to build resources that are needed to recruit, train, and retain 

new staff and to develop the conservation leaders of tomorrow.    



Presentation Summaries 

Illinois Recreational Access Program 

Illinois’ private lands access program, the Illinois Recreational Access Program (IRAP), 

continues to steadily grow since its inception in 2011.  The program provides hunting, fishing, 

and other recreational access opportunities to the public, on private lands.  The program has a 

strong R3 focus, and it also provides habitat restoration opportunities on acres enrolled.  

Although popular, funding and capacity are beginning to threaten the future of the program.  

Predominately funded through VPA-HIP, the uncertainty surrounding the timing of a new Farm 

Bill is jeopardizing acreage enrollments in the program.  Representatives shared information 

about the private land access programs within their own states, sharing the struggles and 

successes of their programs.  Several states provided information on how they’ve utilized 

Pittman-Roberts and RCPP funding to support their programs, including funding to help staff 

habitat strike teams.  Also, representatives discussed various systems they have in place for 

harvest reporting and distributing hunter opportunity without negative impacts to wildlife 

resources or relationships with enrolled landowners. 

Northern Bobwhite Grassland Initiative’s Coordinated Implementation Program, Regional Plan 

The Northern Bobwhite Grassland Initiative (NGBI) is currently drafting a Regional Plan for its 

Coordinated Implementation Program (CIP).  CIP is designed to apply adaptive management 

strategies at a multi-state landscape level, designed to evaluate and monitor northern bobwhite 

quail and grassland bird populations, in response to the restoration of their habitat.  The CIP 

Regional Plan will be ready for discussion at NBGI’s annual meeting, which will be held in 

Mississippi in late July – early august. 

Time and Place of Next Meeting 

The next meeting will be held in spring of 2025, in Indiana. 



Appendices 

Appendix 1: Attendance List 

Organization Participant 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources Don Kahl 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources  Tammy Miller 

Indiana Department of Natural Resources Josh Griffen  

Iowa Department of Natural Resources Nick Baumgarten 

Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks, and Tourism  Wes Sowards 

Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources Jacob Stewart 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources  Kenneth Kesson 

Missouri Department of Conservation Lisa Potter 

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Amber Knutson 

Nebraska Game and Parks Commission  Jenny Prenosil 

Nebraska Game and Parks Commission  T.J. Walker 

Nebraska Game and Parks Commission  Madison Fell 

Ohio Department of Natural Resources John Kaiser 

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources Haley Frater 



Appendix 2: Private Lands Working Group Meeting Agenda 

MAFWA PRIVATE LANDS WORKING GROUP COMMITTEE 
MEETING 

May 14, 2023 – Embassy Suites East Peoria Riverfront Hotel, East Peoria, IL 

12:45-1:20  IRAP – Illinois’ Private Land Access Program 

Tammy Miller – Illinois DNR 

1:20-2:00   NBGI CIP-Regional Plan Update 

John Kaiser – Ohio DNR 

2:00-2:10 Break 

2:10 – 4:10  State Updates 

Present a summary of your program’s/state’s greatest challenges and greatest 

successes/opportunities 

2:10-4:30 Discussion of Program Needs 



Appendix 3 - State Reports 

Illinois 
Department of 

Natural 
Resources 

MAFW A Private Lands Report for Spring 2024 

Organizational Status and Update 

From the fallout of a multi-year budgetary impasse which was then followed by the Covid 19 Pandemic, IDNR 
weathered a lengthy period of reduced hiring that lasted several years. The tide did tum, and great gains were 
made in 2023, as many hirings occurred to bring the agency close to its headcount cap, which currently stands 
at approximately 1,200 employees. Although many long-standing vacancies were backfilled, the Agency is still 
well below the headcount levels that were held at the tum of the century. 

The Division of Wildlife Resources was fortunate in rebuilding their Programs Section, backfilling manager 
positions for the Ag and Grassland Wildlife, Wetland Wildlife, and Hunter Heritage Programs, while also 
backfilling 3 clerical staff vacancies and the Waterfowl Program Biologist position. The Field Operations 
Section was able to backfill 5 District Wildlife Biologist positions and 1 Regional Wildlife Biologist position, 
but in the process of backfilling other vacancies in the Division, 3 District Wildlife Biologist positions and the 
Field Operations Section Manager position, were vacated. The Division's staffing levels are still too low for it 
to be actively involved in private lands conservation work, so we still rely heavily on partners, both internally 
within IDNR and externally, to carry out private lands work in Illinois. 

Greatest Opportunities 

- Division of Private Lands - IDNR's primary direct link to private lands conservation work is carried out by the
Division of Private Lands. Private Lands specifically works with landowners through 3 programs, which includes
the Illinois Recreational Access Program (IRAP), the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), and the Illinois
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (IDNR-CREP).

o IRAP
The Illinois Recreational Access Program (IRAP) provides incentives to private landowners who 

allow public access on their property for hunting and fishing activities. In addition, IRAP assists private 
landowners with habitat management their leased acres. IRAP currently has 28,100 acres leased in Illinois 
and has implemented habitat management projects on over 20,000 acres. Challenges include the need for 
funding, staff and finding more landowners to meet the need of outdoor recreationalist. 

o CSP
The Illinois Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) provides a property tax incentive to 

landowners with 5 or more contiguous undeveloped acres managed for conservation. Currently there are 
2,479 active enrollments consisting of 102,039.6 acres. 

o IDNR-CREP
The Illinois Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) is an IDNR/USDA partnership that 

provides incentives for long-term conservation easements on private lands within the Illinois and 
Kaskaskia River watersheds. IDNR/CREP is currently working with Wildlife field staff to process 42 
new easement applications that will establish conservation practices and wildlife habitat on 2500 acres of 
frequently flooded cropland and environmentally sensitive acres. Established in 1998, Illinois CREP has 
recorded over 1300 easements, totaling 90,000 acres. 

- Pheasant and Bobwhite Quail SAFE - For most Midwestern states, a steady, healthy Farm Bill is paramount for
private lands work. Illinois is no exception. SAFE has long provided opportunities to place high quality grassland
habitat on the ground for upland species, but the focus area was too small to make a broad impact. Recently,





































































Appendix 4: Joint Meeting Agenda 

2024 MAFWA Private Lands, Public Lands, and Diversity 

Wildlife Working Groups Meeting 
May 14-16, 2024 – Embassy Suites East Peoria Riverfront Hotel 

Meeting Agenda 

Tuesday, May 14th: 

Start- 9:00 AM CST 

-Introductions – 9:00 – 9:20

-Welcome message from Chris Young (IL DNR)

- Climate Mitigation and Adaptation 9:20 – 10:35

9:20- 9:45 - Chris Young 

      Illinois DNR Climate Action Plan 

9:45 – 10:10 - Hugh Ratcliffe (MW CASC)  

Midwest Climate Adaptation Science Center SWAP Support 

Update 

10:10 – 10:35 - Tony Henehan (MI DNR): 

  Assessing SGCN across the Midwest using an Adaptive 

Capacity Tool. 

10:35 – 11:00 - Break 

- Midwest Landscape Initiative

11:00 – 12:00 - Claire Beck (MLI)  

Midwest Landscape Initiative Update 



Lunch- 12:00 – 12:45 PM (Provided) 

- Working Group Committee Meetings

-12:45 – 4:30 -Break out into Committees

Refreshments will be available if a break is needed for committees

End- 4:30  

Dinner- (Provided) 6:30 PM 

Wednesday, May 15th: 

Start- 9:00 AM 

-Wildlife Management in an Intensively Farmed Landscape 9:00- 11:30

9:00 – 9:35 - Dr. Michael Ward (INHS) 

Investigating the role of insect abundance, forest management, and 

pesticides in the decline of whip-poor-wills in the Midwest”  

9:35 – 10:10 – Bob Caveny and Mike Chandler (IL DNR) 

IDNR Ag Leasing Program 

10:10 – 10:30 - Break 

10:30 – 11:00 – Mike Redmer (USFWS) 

Illinois Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program 

11:00 – 11:30 – Katie Kauzlarich-Stockman (PF / QF) 

Illinois Pheasants Forever and Quail Forever 

-Emiquon Preserve and the Illinois River Watershed

–11:30 – 12:00 - Randy Smith (TNC)

Lunch-12:00-12:45 (Provided) 

-Additional Time for Committee Business- 12:45 – 1:45

-Wildlife Disease Issues 1:45 – 4:30

1:45 – 2:30 - Dr. Alfred Roca (INHS) 



Population genetic insights into the spread of chronic 

wasting disease in white-tailed deer 

2:30- 2:50 - Break 

2:50 – 3:30 - Dr. Tricia Fry (MAFWA)  

One Health in the MAFWA Region 

3:30 – 4:15 - Dr. Matt Allender (UIUC) 

Does the Presence of a Pathogen Result in Unhealthiness?  

Epidemiology of Common Pathogens Identified in North 

American Turtles and Relationships to Health, Conservation, 

and Confiscations. 

End 4:15 

Dinner – on your own 

Thursday, May 16th: Field Trip (Weather Dependent) 

Start- 8:30 

Lunch-11:30-12:30 (Included) 

End- 2:30 and back to East Peoria around 3:30 




