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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Pollinators, a diverse group of animals including bees, butterflies, moths, and birds, provide 
valuable support to agriculture and natural ecosystems. In Wisconsin, as elsewhere, pollinators 
have experienced notable declines in recent decades as a result of several separate but sometimes 
interrelated causes, including pests and disease, pesticide exposure, and habitat loss. 

Recognizing the significance of pollinators and the threats they face, lawmakers nationwide, at all 
levels of government, have taken action to promote pollinator health. Specifically in state 
legislatures, bipartisan efforts have resulted in legislation to secure pollinator habitat, promote 
beekeeping, support awareness and research, and reduce pesticide exposure. According to the 
National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), at least 28 states have enacted pollinator health 
legislation in recent years. 

Noting bipartisan recognition of the importance of pollinators to Wisconsin’s agricultural, 
ecological, and economic health, the Joint Legislative Council Co-Chairs directed Legislative 
Council staff to prepare this interim research report. The report presents options for legislation to 
support Wisconsin pollinators, based on stakeholder input, relevant scientific literature, and 
approaches taken by other states and at the federal level.  

The report: summarizes relevant background information regarding Wisconsin pollinators (Part 
I); describes state and federal laws and programs that support pollinator health (Part II); 
highlights examples of various public and private initiatives (Part III); and presents options for 
legislation (Part IV).  

The options for legislation fall in the following five categories: 

• Expanding pollinator habitat. 
• Supporting research, monitoring, and public education. 
• Changes relating to beekeeping. 
• Best practices in pest management. 
• A coordinated approach to state policy on pollinator health.  

The report appendices list the many entities and individuals who provided feedback and 
information in the preparation of this report and provide a compilation of submitted letters. 
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PART I 
BACKGROUND 

Pollinators such as bees, butterflies, moths, and birds support the reproduction of nearly 90 
percent of the world’s flowering plants.1 This role is especially significant to agriculture, where 35 
percent of food crop production relies upon these animals for fruit or seed set.2 That reliance 
translates to vast economic impacts, with pollinators estimated to support between $235 billion 
and $577 billion in annual crop production worldwide.3 While more challenging to quantify, 
pollinators also provide substantial benefits to natural ecosystems, supporting plants that reduce 
soil erosion, promote water quality, and provide food and habitat for diverse species.4 Together, 
the importance of pollinators to agricultural and natural systems has prompted bipartisan interest 
in promoting and protecting these species nationwide. 

POLLINATORS IN WISCONSIN 

As in other states, pollinators are vital contributors to Wisconsin’s agricultural, ecological, and 
economic health. Numerous Wisconsin crops depend on pollinators, including cranberries, apples, 
cherries, snap beans, and cucumbers. According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
National Agricultural Statistics Service, Wisconsin’s leading pollinator-dependent crops were 
valued at over $247 million in 2017.5 Further value may be found in crops with yields that benefit 
from pollinators, even if the crops are not strictly dependent upon these animals. Finally, honey 
itself is a notable Wisconsin commodity, with the state’s production valued at over $8 million in 
2017.5  

Managed Pollinators 
While native pollinators play a role in agricultural pollination, many agricultural producers 
depend upon managed pollinators (typically honey bees) to support crop production. Through 
commercial pollination services, producers of crops, such as cranberry and apple, pay a fee to 
beekeepers for placement of hives. These services can represent a substantial expense for 
producers. For example, a 2017 University of Wisconsin (UW)-Madison study estimated that each 

                                                        
1 Ollerton, J.; Winfree, R.; Tarrant, S. How many flowering plants are pollinated by animals? Oikos. 2011, 120 (3), 321–
326. DOI: 10.1111/j.1600-0706.2010.18644.x. 
2 Klein, A.; Vaissière, B.E.; Cane, J.H.; Steffan-Dewenter, I.; Cunningham, S.A.; Kremen, C.; Tscharntke. Importance of 
pollinators in changing landscapes for world crops. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences. 2007, 274, 
303–313. DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2006.3721. 
3 Lautenbach, S.; Seppelt, R.; Liebscher, J.; Dormann, C.F. Spatial and Temporal Trends of Global Pollination Benefit. 
PLoS ONE. 2012, 7 (4), e35954. DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0035954. 
4 U.S. Forest Service, Why is Pollination Important?, (n.d.), 
https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/importance.shtml. 
5 USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2019 Wisconsin Agricultural Statistics, (September 2019), 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Wisconsin/Publications/Annual_Statistical_Bulletin/2019AgStats-
WI.pdf. 

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/pollinators/importance.shtml
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Wisconsin/Publications/Annual_Statistical_Bulletin/2019AgStats-WI.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Wisconsin/Publications/Annual_Statistical_Bulletin/2019AgStats-WI.pdf
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Wisconsin cranberry farm may spend between $2,555 and $45,990 each year on honey bee 
pollination.6 Indeed, pollination service fees are the leading source of revenue for beekeepers 
nationwide, with revenue from fees slightly exceeding that derived from honey sales.7 

While local beekeepers may provide pollination services, many agricultural producers look to 
migratory beekeeping operations for their pollination needs. These operations transport bees 
around the nation to meet pollination demands for crops blooming at different times of year. Each 
February, most migratory beekeepers converge on California’s almond orchards. In spring and 
summer, many migratory beekeepers then travel to alfalfa, clover, and sunflower fields in North 
and South Dakota, where bees produce much of their honey for the year. Alternatively, others may 
travel to provide pollination to diverse crops across the nation, such as apples in Washington, 
blueberries in Michigan, or cranberries in Wisconsin. When winter returns, these operations 
return to states such as California, Texas, and Florida to overwinter their hives.8 

In Wisconsin, the import of honey bee hives is regulated by the state’s Department of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP). As described in Part II, state law generally prohibits 
individuals from importing live honey bees or beekeeping equipment without first reporting the 
shipment to DATCP. Generally, the report must include certifications that the bees or beekeeping 
equipment are free from certain pests and pathogens. Some stakeholders expressed concern 
regarding DATCP’s limited enforcement of these rules, highlighting the risk that diseased or 
infested hives may pose to Wisconsin beekeepers. 

Honey Bee Losses 

Although the number of United States honey bee colonies has remained stable in recent decades, 
elevated winter loss rates have drawn attention to threats facing managed pollinators. 
Nationwide, winter loss rates have averaged 27.5 percent since 2007, nearly double the 
historically typical rate of 15 percent.9,10 Over the same period, Wisconsin’s losses averaged 28.4 
percent, comparable to the national rate.11 These increased losses can increase beekeeper costs, 
which may be passed along to agricultural producers. 

One of the leading drivers of colony loss is Colony Collapse Disorder (CCD), a phenomenon first 
identified in 2006. When CCD occurs, the majority of a colony’s worker bees disappear suddenly, 
leaving behind a queen and brood (young) that cannot sustain itself. Researchers have identified a 

                                                        
6 Gaines-Day. H.R.; Gratton, C. Understanding Barriers to Participation in Cost-Share Programs For Pollinator 
Conservation by Wisconsin (USA) Cranberry Growers. Insects. 2017, 8 (3), 79. DOI: 10.3390/insects8030079. 
7 USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, Honey Report, (March 2020), 
https://downloads.usda.library.cornell.edu/usda-esmis/files/hd76s004z/v979vm595/dn39xk32q/hony0320.pdf. 
8 Ferris Jabr, The Mind-Boggling Math of Migratory Beekeeping, Scientific American (September 1, 2013), 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/migratory-beekeeping-mind-boggling-math/. 
9 Bee Informed Partnership, National Management Survey, (2020), https://research.beeinformed.org/survey/. 
10 Peyton M. Ferrier, Randal R. Rucker, Walter N. Thurman, Michael Burgett, Economic Effects and Responses to 
Changes in Honey Bee Health, USDA Economic Research Service (March 2018), 
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/88117/err-246.pdf?v=. 
11 Bee Informed Partnership. National Management Survey, (2020), https://research.beeinformed.org/survey/. 

https://downloads.usda.library.cornell.edu/usda-esmis/files/hd76s004z/v979vm595/dn39xk32q/hony0320.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/migratory-beekeeping-mind-boggling-math/
https://research.beeinformed.org/survey/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/88117/err-246.pdf?v
https://research.beeinformed.org/survey/
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range of potential causes of CCD, including pathogens, pesticides, changes in forage habitat, and 
stress experienced from management practices.12 

Native Pollinators 
In addition to its managed pollinators, Wisconsin is home to a diverse population of native 
pollinators, including approximately 400 species of bees.13 However, a number of Wisconsin’s 
native pollinators have been found to be in decline. For example, various Wisconsin bees, 
including the American bumble bee (Bombas pensylvanicus) and the yellow-banded bumble bee 
(Bombus terricola), have experienced declines across North America.14 Additionally, Wisconsin 
provides habitat to the rusty-patched bumble bee (Bombas affinis), a species that has experienced 
an 87 percent decline over the past 20 years. In 2017, these declines led the species to become the 
first bee granted protections under the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA).15  

In addition to its native bees, Wisconsin also provides habitat to a number of endangered species 
of butterfly and moth. These species include the Karner blue butterfly (Plebejus melissa samuelis), 
designated endangered under the federal ESA, as well as a number of butterflies and moths listed 
as endangered under Wisconsin law.16 Wisconsin also lies along the migration route for the 
monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus), an iconic pollinator that has experienced an 80 percent 
decline in recent decades.17 

POLLINATOR HEALTH THREATS 

Though crucial to agricultural and natural systems, pollinators face an array of threats, including 
pathogens and pests, pesticide exposure, and habitat loss. While certain threats have disparate 
effects upon managed and native species, many threats nevertheless impact both classes of 
pollinator. Threats facing pollinator populations may have cumulative or synergistic impacts, with 
no lone threat driving pollinator loss. 

Pathogens and Pests 
Mortality due to pathogens and pests is a significant cause of managed pollinator losses. One of the 
leading threats to managed honey bee colonies is the invasive Varroa mite. Since it was first 
detected in the United States in Wisconsin in 1987, this pest has since become ubiquitous across 

                                                        
12 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Colony Collapse Disorder, (April 2018), https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-
protection/colony-collapse-disorder. 
13 Wolf, A.T.; Ascher, J. S. Bees of Wisconsin (Hymenoptera: Apoidea: Anthophila). Great Lakes Entomologist. 2008, 41 
(1 & 2), 129–168. 
14 Cameron, S. A.; Lozier, J. D.; Strange, J. P.; Koch, J. B.; Cordes, N.; Solter, L. F.; Griswold, T. L. Patterns of widespread 
decline in North American bumble bees. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 2011, 108 (2), 662–667. 
DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1014743108. 
15 82 Fed. Reg. 3186 (2017). 
16 57 Fed. Reg. 59236 (1992). 
17 Semmens, B.X.; Semmens, D.J.; Thogmartin, W.E.; Wiederhold. R.; López-Hoffman, L.; Diffendorfer, J.E.; Pleasants, 
J.M.; Oberhauser, K.S.; Taylor, O.R. Quasi-extinction risk and population targets for the Eastern, migratory population 
of monarch butterflies (Danaus plexippus). Scientific Reports. 2016, 6, 23265. DOI: 10.1038/srep23265.d 
 

https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-protection/colony-collapse-disorder
https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-protection/colony-collapse-disorder
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the country.18 While the mite directly harms bees through parasitism, it also acts as a vector for 
debilitating viruses such as deformed wing virus and acute bee paralysis virus.19 Other significant 
threats to honey bees include American foulbrood, a bacterial disease that kills immature bees, 
and Nosema, a fungal gut disease.20 

While concerns surrounding pathogens and pests center on managed pollinators, these threats 
may also afflict native pollinator populations.21,22 For example, this so-called “spillover” of 
pathogens and pests to native bumble bee populations may be a contributor to their ongoing 
decline.23 

Habitat Loss 
As with numerous other species, the loss and degradation of habitat poses a significant threat to 
pollinators. While pollinators can forage nectar and pollen from a variety of landscapes, they 
particularly benefit from habitat with diverse and abundant floral resources.24 However, such 
habitat is increasingly scarce due to a variety of human actions, including shifts in agricultural 
practices and increasing urbanization. 

While agricultural fields can provide foraging resources for pollinators, modern, intensive 
agricultural practices can pose challenges. For example, monocultures (i.e., the cultivation of only 
a single crop in a field) have often replaced more complex cropping systems.25 In turn, these 
increasingly homogenous landscapes reduce the availability of foraging resources and nesting 
sites for pollinators.26 Similarly, the consolidation and expansion of farm fields can remove 
uncultivated features such as hedgerows and brushy margins, further limiting pollinator habitat. 
Ultimately, habitat loss in agricultural settings can reduce the effectiveness of natural pollination 
services. However, efforts to preserve habitat may be beyond the capacities of individual 
producers, forcing tradeoffs between conservation and economic interests. 

                                                        
18 Wenner, A.M.; Bushing, W.W. Varroa mite spread in the United States. Bee Culture. 1996, 124 (6), 341–343. 
19 Jamie Ellis, Biotic Stressors of Honey Bee Colonies, American Bee Journal (July 2016), 
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/media/entnemdeptifasufledu/honeybee/pdfs/31,-July-2016,-Biotic-Stressors-of-Honey-
Bees,-low-res.pdf. 
20 Id. 
21 Graystock, P.; Goulson, D.; Hughes, W.O.H. Parasites in bloom: flowers aid dispersal and transmission of pollinator 
parasites within and between bee species. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences. 2015, 282, 
20151371. DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2015.1371.  
22 Singh, R.; Levitt, A.L.; Rajotte, E.G.; Holmes, E.C.; Ostiguy, N.; vanEnglesdorp. D.; Lipkin, W.I.; dePamphilis, C.W.; Toth, 
A.L.; Cox-Foster, D.L. RNA Viruses in Hymenopteran Pollinators: Evidence of Inter-Taxa Virus Transmission via Pollen 
and Potential Impact on Non-Apis Hymenopteran Species. PLoS ONE. 2010, 5, e14357. DOI: 
10.1371/journal.pone.0014357. 
23 Otterslatter, M.C.; Thomson, J.D. Does Pathogen Spillover from Commercially Reared Bumble Bees Threaten Wild 
Pollinators? PloS ONE. 2008, 3 (7), e2771. DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0002771. 
24 Mallinger, R.E.; Gibbs, J.; Gratton, C. Diverse landscapes have a higher abundance and species richness of spring wild 
bees by providing complementary floral resources over bees’ foraging periods. Landscape Ecology. 2016, 31, 1523–
1535. DOI; 10.1007/s10980-015-0332-z. 
25 Plourde, J.D.; Pijanowski, B.C.; Pekin, B.K. Evidence for increased monoculture cropping in the Central United States. 
Agriculture, Ecosystems & Environment. 2013, 165, 50–59. DOI: 10.1016/j.agee.2012.11.011. 
26 Kennedy, C.M. et al. A global quantitative synthesis of local and landscape effects on wild bee pollinators in 
agroecosystems. Ecology Letters. 2013, 16, 584–599. DOI: 10.1111/ele.12082. 

http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/media/entnemdeptifasufledu/honeybee/pdfs/31,-July-2016,-Biotic-Stressors-of-Honey-Bees,-low-res.pdf
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/media/entnemdeptifasufledu/honeybee/pdfs/31,-July-2016,-Biotic-Stressors-of-Honey-Bees,-low-res.pdf
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Similar to shifts in agricultural practices, urbanization also impacts pollinator populations. 
Pollinators are particularly influenced by the intensity of urbanization, measured as the share of 
manmade elements in a landscape. Intense urbanization is particularly detrimental to pollinator 
abundance and diversity, reducing available habitat and increasing pollinator exposure to air and 
water pollution.27 Conversely, green spaces in urban landscapes may support diverse and 
abundant pollinator populations, even when these spaces are unevenly distributed.28,29 

Pesticide Exposure 
Though various pesticides impact pollinators, scrutiny has centered on neonicotinoids. 
Neonicotinoids, the most widely used class of pesticides in the world, are systemic pesticides used 
in both landscaping and agriculture. As systemic pesticides, they function by being absorbed into 
plants and distributed throughout the plant tissue, harming pests that feed upon them. While 
neonicotinoids are applied using a variety of methods, they are most commonly used as seed 
treatments to preemptively combat various pests. A 2011 study estimated that about 40 percent 
of soybean and over 80 percent of corn acres nationwide were planted with neonicotinoid-treated 
seed.30 

While there is a continued need for research into neonicotinoid impacts, a substantial body of 
research has demonstrated their potentially deleterious effects on pollinators.31 Observed effects 
in bees include altered foraging behavior, reduced colony growth, and impaired learning and 
memory.32 Additional concerns exist when neonicotinoids are combined with other pollinator 
stressors (such as pathogens or other pesticides), with potential additive or synergistic effects.33 

Along with neonicotinoids, stakeholders highlighted issues posed by other broad-spectrum 
pesticide applications. For example, spraying for mosquitos and other nuisance insects can harm 
pollinators. Certain practices such as spraying in the evening and avoiding flowering plants can 

                                                        
27 Geslin, B.; Le Féon, V.; Folschweiller, M.; Flacher, F.; Carmignac, D.; Motard, E.; Perret, S.; Dajoz, I. The proportion of 
impervious surfaces at the landscape scale structures wild bee assemblages in a densely populated region. Ecology 
and Evolution. 2016, 6 (18), 6599–6615. DOI: 10.1002/ece3.2374. 
28 Tonietto, R.; Fant, J.; Ascher, J.; Ellis, K.; Larkin, D. A comparison of bee communities of Chicago green roofs, parks 
and prairies. Landscape and Urban Planning. 2011, 103 (1), 102–108. DOI: 10.1016/j.landurbplan.2011.07.004. 
29 Cane, J.H. Habitat Fragmentation and Native Bees: a Premature Verdict? Ecology and Society. 2001, 5 (1). DOI: 
10.5751/ES-00265-050103. 
30 Douglas, M.R.; Tooker, J.F. Large-Scale Deployment of Seed Treatments Has Driven Rapid Increase in Use of 
Neonicotinoid Insecticides and Preemptive Pest Management in U.S. Field Crops. Environmental Science & 
Technology. 2011, 49, 5088−5097. DOI: 10.1021/es506141g. 
31 Lundin, O.; Rundlöf, M.; Smith. H.G.; Fries. I; Bommarco, R.; Neonicotinoid Insecticides and Their Impacts on Bees: A 
Systematic Review of Research Approaches and Identification of Knowledge Gaps. PLoS ONE. 2015, 10 (8), e0136928. 
DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0136928. 
32 Pollinator Network @ Cornell, Neonicotinoids, Cornell College of Agriculture and Life Sciences (n.d.), 
https://pollinator.cals.cornell.edu/threats-wild-and-managed-bees/pesticides/neonicotinoids/. 
33 Lundin, O.; Rundlöf, M.; Smith. H.G.; Fries. I; Bommarco, R. Neonicotinoid Insecticides and Their Impacts on Bees: A 
Systematic Review of Research Approaches and Identification of Knowledge Gaps. PLoS ONE. 2015, 10 (8), e0136928. 
DOI: 10.1371/journal.pone.0136928. 

https://pollinator.cals.cornell.edu/threats-wild-and-managed-bees/pesticides/neonicotinoids/
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limit pollinator exposure to these chemicals.34 However, improper applications and pesticide drift 
may present concerns. 

Other Threats to Pollinator Health 
In addition to the primary threats described above, pollinators face a variety of other challenges. 
For example, beekeeping practices can substantially impact pollinator health, even beyond issues 
related to pathogen and pest management. For instance, migratory management of honey bees 
(i.e., transporting hives to pollinate fields across the country) has been linked to increased 
oxidative stress relative to stationary bees. This added stress from migratory management may be 
a contributor to CCD.35 

Native and managed pollinators are also impacted by various invasive species. Though the Varroa 
mite (discussed previously) is perhaps the most significant invasive challenge, invasive species of 
pollinators may themselves pose a threat. A recent example is the Asian giant hornet, the so-called 
“murder hornet.” First sighted in the United States in 2019, Asian giant hornets can attack and 
destroy honey bee hives.36 Various invasive plants may also impact pollinators, with complex 
effects. While invasive plants can outcompete native species that support pollinators, invasive 
plants may also benefit pollinators by providing additional foraging resources. However, this 
benefit comes at a cost, as pollinator visits to invasive plants can deprive native species of 
pollination services.37 

Climate change is expected to widely and significantly impact pollinators. Many plants have 
already responded to warming temperatures with earlier flowering each year.38 Pollinators have 
responded similarly, with research finding earlier emergence dates for various butterflies and 
bees.39,40 While these impacts on plants and pollinators act largely in parallel, there are concerns 
about potential temporal mismatches between plants and pollinators. Research will continue to 
elucidate these impacts as well as the myriad other impacts that climate change is expected to 
have upon pollinators. 
                                                        
34 David Smithley et al., Potential impact of mosquito and nuisance insect sprays on pollinators, Michigan State 
University Extension (May 1, 2019), https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/potential-impact-of-mosquito-and-nuisance-
insect-sprays-on-pollinators. 
35 Simone-Finstrom, M.; Li-Byarlay, H.; Huang, M.H.; Strand, M.L.; Rueppelli, O.; Tarpy, D.R. Migratory management and 
environmental conditions affect lifespan and oxidative stress in honey bees. Scientific Reports. 2016, 6, 32022. DOI: 
10.1038/srep32023. 
36 Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Asian Giant Hornet. USDA (October 23, 2020). 
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/planthealth/plant-pest-and-disease-programs/honey-bees/agh/asian-
giant-hornet. 
37 Stout, J.C.; Tiedekan, E.J. Direct interactions between invasive plants and native pollinators: evidence, impacts and 
approaches. Functional Ecology. 2017, 31, 38–46. DOI: 10.1111/1365-2435.12751. 
38 Miller-Rushing, A.J.; Primack, R.B.; Mukunda, S. Photographs and Herbarium Specimens as Tools to Document 
Phenological Changes in Response to Global Warming. American Journal of Botany. 2006, 93 (11), 1667–1674. DOI: 
10.3732/ajb.93.11.1667. 
39 Forister, M.L.; Shapiro, A.M. Climatic trends and advancing spring flight of butterflies in lowland California. Global 
Change Biology. 2003, 9 (7), 1130–1135. DOI: 10.1046/j.1365-2486.2003.00643.x. 
40 Bartomeus, I.; Ascher, J.S.; Wagner, D.; Danforth, B.N.; Colla, S.; Kornbluth, S.; Winfree, R. Climate-associated 
phenological advances in bee pollinators and bee-pollinated plants. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 
2011, 108 (51), 20645-20649. DOI: 10.1073/pnas.1115559108. 

https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/potential-impact-of-mosquito-and-nuisance-insect-sprays-on-pollinators
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/potential-impact-of-mosquito-and-nuisance-insect-sprays-on-pollinators
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/planthealth/plant-pest-and-disease-programs/honey-bees/agh/asian-giant-hornet
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/planthealth/plant-pest-and-disease-programs/honey-bees/agh/asian-giant-hornet
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PART II 
CURRENT STATE AND FEDERAL LAW AND PROGRAMS 

Together with private landowners, advocacy organizations, local governments, and research 
institutions, state and federal law and programs play an important role in addressing threats to 
pollinator populations. This part summarizes existing state and federal laws that provide a 
backdrop for potential legislative action in this area. It also describes selected programs already in 
place relating to Wisconsin’s pollinators. In general, at the state level, programs have been 
developed as agency initiatives; Wisconsin has not enacted legislation to specifically address 
pollinator health, as many other states have done. 

STATE LAW AND PROGRAMS  

A dispersed set of state agencies and programs impact pollinators in Wisconsin. As described 
below, both DATCP and the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) have important regulatory 
functions. DATCP’s most direct regulatory roles relate to pesticide applicator licensing and the 
state apiary program, while DNR’s primary roles relate to invasive species control, protection of 
threatened and endangered species, and land management. Both DATCP and DNR also administer 
programs that affect pollinators more indirectly, such as conservation-related grant programs, 
land acquisition, water pollution permitting, and development of agricultural standards.  

The Department of Transportation (DOT) and the Public Service Commission (PSC) impact 
pollinators through their roles relating to highway and utility rights-of-way, spaces often used to 
supplement pollinator habitat.  

Finally, UW-Extension, as well as research laboratories at UW-Madison and other UW campuses, 
support beekeepers and growers with research and technical support. Beekeepers and growers 
engaged for this report widely stressed the importance of these research and technical support 
efforts. 

Pollinator Protection Plan 
DATCP issued the Wisconsin Pollinator Protection Plan in April 2016 to provide scientific 
background and voluntary guidance relating to pollinators in Wisconsin.41 DATCP partnered with 
the UW-Madison Department of Entomology and solicited input from an array of stakeholders to 
produce the plan. The plan identifies best management practices and generally does not 
recommend options for changes to state law. Best management practices detailed in the plan 
include measures for: (1) improving pollinator habitat in lawns and gardens; (2) beekeeping to 
maximize pollinator health; (3) maximizing pollinator health and pollination services on farms; 
and (4) improving pollinator habitat in prairies, roadsides, and open spaces. Many of the same 
groups engaged for the Pollinator Protection Plan were again engaged for this report. 

                                                        
41 The plan is available at https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/PPPComplete.pdf. 

https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/PPPComplete.pdf
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State Apiary Program 
The Wisconsin statutes require DATCP to “maintain surveillance of the beekeeping industry for 
the detection and prevention of honeybee diseases and pests.” DATCP may establish rules, orders, 
or control measures that it judges to be necessary to prevent, suppress, or control honey bee 
diseases and pests in Wisconsin, and it has “free access at all reasonable times” to a broad range of 
places relating to honey bees. [s. 94.76 (1) and (2), Stats.] 

Through its apiary program, DATCP offers free, voluntary inspections for both hobbyist and 
commercial beekeepers. These inspections can help identify various pests and diseases that afflict 
honey bee hives. The program is staffed by the state apiarist, together with two inspectors hired as 
limited-term employees. 

The apiary program also regulates the import of bees (primarily by migratory beekeepers) 
through a notification and inspection requirement. Specifically, the statutes prohibit bringing 
honey bees or related equipment into Wisconsin without first reporting the shipment to DATCP. 
Any such report must include a certification from an official inspector certifying that the materials 
have been inspected as required by DATCP and are free from honey bee diseases or pests. [s. 94.76 
(4), Stats.] 

As implemented by DATCP’s administrative rules, a person may submit a single report covering 
multiple shipments of migratory honey bees in the same calendar year. Together with certain 
logistical information regarding a proposed shipment, a report must include original copies of the 
following certificates: 

• A certificate showing that the honey bees originate from colonies that are apparently free of 
infestation by the invasive Varroa mite, and that any imported beekeeping equipment is 
apparently free of Varroa mite infestation.  

• A certificate showing that the honey bees originate from colonies that are apparently free of 
American foulbrood. 

• If the honey bees originate from a county or parish in which USDA has found undesirable 
honey bees,42 a certificate showing that the honey bees are European honey bees, and that any 
equipment is free of live honey bees. 

[s. ATCP 21.13, Wis. Adm. Code.] 

Certification of Pesticide Applicators 
Although pesticides are primarily regulated at the federal level, Wisconsin has enacted certain 
state-level restrictions, including licensing and certification requirements for pesticide 
applicators.43 Specifically, the statutes require that a commercial applicator must be licensed and 

                                                        
42 USDA identifies such locations through the Cooperative Agricultural Pest Survey (CAPS) program. Further 
information is available at https://caps.ceris.purdue.edu/. 
43 Pesticides are regulated at the federal level primarily by two laws: the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and 
Rodenticide Act (FIFRA); and the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FFDCA). For more information, see 
Legislative Council, Pesticide Regulation (Oct. 2019), 
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lc/issue_briefs/2019/agriculture/ib_pesticides_el_2019_10_01. 

https://caps.ceris.purdue.edu/
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lc/issue_briefs/2019/agriculture/ib_pesticides_el_2019_10_01
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certified before using any pesticide. A private applicator must be certified before using a 
restricted-use pesticide.44 DATCP also must establish training and certification standards by rule. 
In doing so, DATCP may establish separate categories for pesticide use and application. Pesticide 
applicator certifications are valid for five years. [s. 94.705 (1) (a) and (2), Stats.]  

Under DATCP’s administrative rules, a person seeking certification as a commercial pesticide 
applicator must generally obtain training from UW-Extension. Training consists of a self-study 
manual and, for some certification categories, supplementary training sessions. A prospective 
pesticide applicator must also pass a certification exam, demonstrating knowledge and 
competency in certain general areas as well as each category for which the person seeks 
certification. To pass, an individual must score at least 70 percent on a written test administered 
by DATCP.45 [s. ATCP 29.26 (6) and (7), Wis. Adm. Code.] 

Pesticide Notification Requirements 
DATCP maintains a landscape pesticide registry, through which a person may register to be 
notified before nearby pesticide applications. Specifically, commercial application businesses must 
notify people who are registered at least 12 hours before applying pesticides on a registrant’s 
block or an immediately adjacent block. The notification requirement generally applies to 
applications to turf, ornamental, and mulched areas. Certain pesticide applications are not subject 
to the notification requirement, including applications to buildings, farm fields, and utility and 
transportation rights-of-way. [s. ATCP 29.56, Wis. Adm. Code.]  

Separate from the landscape pesticide registry, DATCP rules establish notification requirements 
for applications of certain pesticides that are toxic to bees. A beekeeper can request advance 
notice of at least 24 hours before an application of any pesticide labeled “Highly Toxic to Bees” or 
containing the active ingredient methomyl. To receive the notice, a beekeeper within one and a 
half miles of a pesticide application site must make a written request to the person who owns or 
controls the application site. DATCP rules specify information that must be included in the request 
as well as information that must be included in the notice that precedes a pesticide application. [s. 
ATCP 29.51 (1), Wis. Adm. Code.]  

Threatened and Endangered Species Protection 
Under the federal ESA, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) lists animal and plant species as 
either endangered or threatened, based on factors relating to the risk of extinction.46 Wisconsin 
law similarly requires DNR to establish a list of species that are threatened and endangered in this 

                                                        
44 A restricted-use pesticide is a pesticide for which some or all of the uses are categorized as restricted under FIFRA. 
[s. 94.67 (31), Stats.] 
45 DATCP’s administrative rules also establish criteria under which applicators certified in other states may obtain 
certification in Wisconsin. [s. ATCP 29.26 (10), Wis. Adm. Code.] 
46 Those factors include: (1) the present or threatened destruction, modification, or curtailment of a species’ habitat 
or range; (2) overutilization for commercial, recreational, scientific, or educational purposes; (3) disease or 
predation; (4) the inadequacy of existing regulatory mechanisms; or (5) other natural or manmade factors affecting 
the species’ continued existence. [16 U.S.C. s. 1533.] 



 
- 13 - 

 

state. [s. 29.604, Stats.; ch. NR 27, Wis. Adm. Code.] A person may not “take”47 a plant or animal 
listed on either the state or federal list without a permit. [16 U.S.C. s. 1538 (a) (1); s. 29.604 (4), 
Stats.] 

As noted previously, various species of Wisconsin pollinators have been designated as threatened 
or endangered under the federal ESA or on the state threatened and endangered species list. 
Additionally, in December 2020, FWS determined that listing the monarch butterfly under the 
federal ESA is “warranted but precluded at this time by higher priority listing actions.” With this 
finding, the species becomes a candidate for listing and FWS will review the monarch butterfly’s 
status each year until the agency can develop a proposal for its listing.48 

Land Management 
In Wisconsin, over 5.9 million acres, or approximately 17 percent of state’s land area, consists of 
public conservation land. Of this land, 1.5 million acres is managed by DNR. The remaining 4.4 
million acres is managed by a variety of other government entities, including the Board of 
Commissioners of Public Lands, counties, schools, and the federal government.49 The state’s public 
lands are managed with a variety of objectives, including outdoor recreation, sustainable timber 
management, and preservation of natural communities. Many of these objectives may support 
pollinator health goals. Through its Bureau of Natural Heritage Conservation, DNR has also 
specifically increased its focus on pollinators in recent years, especially through projects in state 
natural areas. 

The Warren Knowles-Gaylord Nelson Stewardship program may support pollinator health 
through land purchases that preserve natural areas and wildlife habitat. The stewardship program 
is administered by DNR and includes land acquisition, property development and local assistance, 
and recreational boating aids subprograms. The stewardship program is set to sunset in 2022 if it 
is not reauthorized. 

Landowner Incentive Program 
As discussed later in the report, cost-share programs relevant to pollinator health are chiefly 
administered by the federal government. However, the DNR’s Landowner Incentive Program (LIP) 
has also supported pollinator habitat restoration with funding from a FWS State Wildlife Grant. 
Though LIP is no longer accepting applications, the program provided cost-share funding and 
technical assistance to private landowners to help them create and manage habitat for species that 
are rare or declining. Only lands within the Driftless Area were eligible for LIP funding.  

Highway Rights-of-Way 
The Wisconsin DOT is responsible for maintaining the state trunk highway system, which is the 
system of interstate and interregional highways that accounts for approximately 60 percent of the 

                                                        
47 In this context, “take” means to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, trap, capture, or collect, or to attempt 
to engage in any such conduct. [16 U.S.C. s. 1532 (19).] 
48 FWS, Monarch Butterfly: Status and Conservation, (December 15, 2020), https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/. 
49 Legislative Fiscal Bureau, Warren Knowles-Gaylord Nelson Stewardship Program, Informational Paper 61 (January 
2019). 

https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/
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highway miles in the state. However, DOT may contract with counties or municipalities to conduct 
that maintenance, including for “the care and protection of trees and other roadside vegetation 
and suitable planting to prevent soil erosion or to beautify highways.” [s. 84.07, Stats.] DOT has 
negotiated such contracts with county highway departments throughout the state. The contracts 
are renegotiated every year and follow policy set forth in the state Highway Maintenance Manual, 
which is also updated annually. 

DOT follows a longstanding “natural roadsides” policy, which encourages minimal mowing and 
natural vegetation in rights-of-way when feasible. DOT also implements several pollinator-specific 
initiatives in highway rights-of-way, including a pilot vegetation management plan along Highway 
26 in Dodge, Jefferson, and Rock Counties. However, DOT staff note unique concerns that can arise 
with right-of-way habitat, including potential negative impacts when pollinators are struck by 
traffic.  

County and municipal highway rights-of-way are maintained locally. State law gives local highway 
departments broad discretion to maintain highway rights-of-way in a manner that a local 
authority determines “promotes the public use and enjoyment” of the roadside. They may 
“improve such lands by suitable planting, to prevent the erosion of the soil, or to beautify the 
highway.” [s. 66.1037 (1), Stats.] The statutes do not specifically require highway departments to 
take any particular actions relating to pollinator health.  

Utility Rights-of-Way 
Utility rights-of-way are often used as spaces to support pollinator habitat. Maintenance of these 
rights-of-way is regulated by the PSC. Under administrative rules, utilities are required to 
periodically inspect power lines to identify and eliminate natural hazards. [s. 113.0512, Wis. Adm. 
Code.] Vegetation management in transmission rights-of-way is further regulated by the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission under reliability standards developed by the North American 
Electric Reliability Corporation.50 

Maintenance of pollinator habitat in utility rights-of-way is often impacted by the terms of a 
utility’s easement. While easement terms vary, landowners who sign an easement for certain 
transmission lines may have specific rights provided under Wisconsin law. These rights are 
expressed in s. 182.017 (7) (c) to (h), Stats., as requirements for utilities. Under s. 182.017 (7) (d), 
Stats., a utility may not use herbicides for weed or brush control without the express written 
consent of the landowner, even if the landowner cannot be identified or reached. This 
requirement may present challenges to pollinator habitat maintenance, as herbicides may be 
useful tools for invasive species management.  

Wisconsin Monarch Collaborative 
The Wisconsin Monarch Collaborative is a coalition that addresses the decline of the monarch 
butterfly in Wisconsin. Its goal is to increase the quantity of native milkweed and monarch-
friendly plants through habitat conservation, education and outreach, and research and 

                                                        
50 Further information is available at https://www.ferc.gov/industries-data/resources/tree-trimming-and-
vegetation-management.  

https://wisconsindot.gov/Pages/doing-bus/local-gov/hwy-mnt/mntc-manual/default.aspx
http://wiatri.net/Projects/Monarchs/
https://www.ferc.gov/industries-data/resources/tree-trimming-and-vegetation-management
https://www.ferc.gov/industries-data/resources/tree-trimming-and-vegetation-management


 
- 15 - 

 

monitoring.51 The collaborative formed in response to the Wisconsin Monarch Summit convened 
by DNR in 2017. Participants include a wide variety of government agencies and stakeholder 
groups.  

Pollinator Health Proposals in Recent Legislative Sessions 
In addition to the laws and programs described above, the state’s legislative and executive 
branches have made various efforts to promote pollinator health in recent years. In the executive 
branch, Governor Evers joined nearly all other states in declaring “pollinator awareness week,” 
most recently as June 22-28, 2020. 

In the Legislature, action has been taken to promote beekeeping, specifically by adding beekeeping 
to the types of farming businesses that are exempt from certain sales and use taxes. These 
exemptions were enacted as part of the 2017-19 Biennial Budget Act, though they originated in a 
standalone bill, 2017 Assembly Bill 278. Comparable legislation was introduced (though not 
enacted) in the 2019 Legislative Session to extend sales and use tax exemptions to beekeeping 
equipment used in hobby beekeeping.52  

Legislators also introduced companion bills during the 2019 Legislative Session to establish a 
state task force on native pollinator health.53 If it had been enacted, the legislation would have 
directed a task force, comprised of legislators, stakeholders, and technical experts, to investigate a 
variety of issues related to pollinator health. 

FEDERAL POLICY AND PROGRAMS 

Federal policy and programs have included an increasing focus on pollinator health in the last five 
years, partly as a result of goals outlined in a 2015 “National Strategy.” Although programs 
administered by USDA have been an obvious area of emphasis, federal law has fostered 
cooperation across various federal agencies, partly through a honey bee and pollinator research 
coordinator position. 

The National Strategy 
The National Strategy to Promote the Health of Honey Bees and Other Pollinators (“National 
Strategy”), issued in 2015, was the final report of a task force established pursuant to a 2014 
presidential memorandum.54 The task force included representation from a broad range of federal 
entities. The National Strategy identifies three overarching goals: 

• Reduce honey bee colony losses during winter to no more than 15 percent within 10 years. 

                                                        
51 In 2019, the collaborative issued the Wisconsin Monarch Conservation Strategy, which establishes a specific goal of 
adding over 119 million new stems of native milkweed in Wisconsin by 2038, primarily through voluntary landowner 
efforts. 
52 2019 Assembly Bill 580/Senate Bill 526. 
53 2019 Assembly Bill 574/Senate Bill 617. 
54 The National Strategy is available at 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp/Pollinator%20Health%20Strategy%202
015.pdf. 

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/EndangeredResources/documents/WiMonarchSummit2017.pdf
https://evers.wi.gov/Documents/Proclamations/062220_Proclamation_Wisconsin%20Pollinator%20Week.pdf
http://wiatri.net/Projects/Monarchs/pdfs/ConservationStrategy.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp/Pollinator%20Health%20Strategy%202015.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/microsites/ostp/Pollinator%20Health%20Strategy%202015.pdf
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• Increase the eastern population of the monarch butterfly to 225 million butterflies by 2020 
through domestic/international actions and public-private partnerships. 

• Restore or enhance 7 million acres of pollinator habitat over five years. 

Farm Bill Programs 
Federal agriculture policy is largely established through periodically enacted “farm bills.”55 The 
current federal farm bill is the Agricultural Improvement Act of 2018 (“2018 Farm Bill”), which is 
in effect through federal fiscal year 2023. Among many other provisions relating to national food 
and agriculture policy, the 2018 Farm Bill provides commodity programs and crop insurance to 
aid agricultural producers.  

The 2018 Farm Bill programs that most directly address pollinators include the Conservation 
Reserve Program (CRP) and the related Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP), as 
well as certain programs relating to coordination and research. CRP subsidizes conservation of 
over 24 million acres of eligible agricultural land nationally.56 To be eligible for enrollment in CRP, 
land generally must be marginal as cropland or be likely to cause specified types of environmental 
harm. [16 U.S.C. s. 3831 (b).] When awarding CRP contracts, USDA may give priority to certain 
types of enrollments. For grassland enrollments, for example, USDA may prioritize enrollments 
that may assist a species that is either listed under the federal ESA or at risk of being listed. USDA 
may also prioritize enrollments that improve or create habitat corridors. [16 U.S.C. s. 3831 (d) (2) 
(B).]  

To enroll in CRP, a land owner or operator must negotiate a 10- to 15-year contract in a given 
“conservation practice.” One of the conservation practices, referred to as “CP-42,” is directly 
focused on pollinator habitat. The CP-42 practice is relatively expensive to implement, partly 
because it requires a minimum of nine pollinator-friendly plant species, but it is viewed as 
providing the highest quality pollinator habitat.57 Other conservation practices, such as those for 
introduced or native grasses or wildlife habitat, are relatively less expensive to implement 
because they have less seed mix diversity. According to USDA staff, only about 2,000 acres are 
currently enrolled in the CP-42 practice category in Wisconsin, whereas approximately 54,000 
acres are enrolled in CP-1, the practice for introduced grasses. 

Other 2018 Farm Bill programs relevant to pollinators include several programs administered by 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), an entity in USDA that provides technical and 
financial assistance to agricultural producers for conservation. NRCS includes a focus on 
pollinators in several of its programs, including the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, 
the Conservation Stewardship Program, and the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program. 

                                                        
55 All farm bills include sunset provisions, which force a reexamination of federal agricultural policy. New farm bills 
have been enacted every three to six years since 1965. For a timeline, see Congressional Research Service, Farm Bills: 
Major Legislative Actions, 1965-2018 (Dec. 21, 2018). 
56 The aggregate acreage limits are graduated over the life of the 2018 Farm Bill. 24.5 million acres are authorized 
during the current federal fiscal year, and 27 million acres will be authorized in fiscal year 2023. 
57 Although the 2018 Farm Bill included some changes that were viewed as favorable for pollinator projects, including 
making CP-42 more accessible as a “stand alone” practice, the bill decreased the amount of federal subsidy for 
pollinator-friendly seed mixes.  
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Similar to CRP, described above, NRCS assists producers who voluntarily agree to follow one of a 
number of “conservation practices” in exchange for financial and technical assistance.  

According to NRCS staff in Wisconsin, more than three dozen NRCS conservation practices provide 
benefits to pollinator species, in some cases with a particular focus on honey bees. Examples of 
NRCS conservation practices utilized by Wisconsin producers include practices that provide 
diverse native plantings, establish seasonal forage for honey bees, establish cover in livestock 
grazing systems, and include diverse legumes in field borders.  

Monarch Agreement 
Multiple stakeholders emphasized the Nationwide Candidate Conservation Agreement with 
Assurances (CCAA) for Monarch Butterfly on Energy and Transportation Lands (“Monarch 
Agreement”) as a successful model for enhancing habitat through public-private partnership.58 A 
CCAA operates as a formal contract between FWS and one or more public or private entities to 
take certain steps to help an “at-risk” species – i.e., a species at risk of being listed as threatened or 
endangered under the federal ESA. 

The Monarch Agreement protects monarch habitat in energy and transportation rights-of-way, in 
particular. Interested parties may voluntarily enroll in the agreement through a “certificate of 
inclusion” issued by FWS. In exchange for agreeing to take certain conservation measures on 
identified right-of-way land, enrollees receive certain regulatory flexibility. For example, the 
Monarch Agreement authorizes the incidental take of monarchs on land where conservation 
measures are employed. According to FWS’s website, more than “45 companies and agencies in 
the energy and transportation sectors” currently participate in the agreement.59  

  

                                                        
58 The monarch CCAA is available at 
https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/pdfs/Final_CCAA_040720_Fully%20Executed.pdf. 
59 FWS, Questions and Answers: Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances for the Monarch Butterfly, 
(December 2, 2020), https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/CCAA_faq.html. 

https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/pdfs/Final_CCAA_040720_Fully%20Executed.pdf
https://www.fws.gov/savethemonarch/CCAA_faq.html
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PART III 
EXAMPLES OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INITIATIVES 

According to NCSL, more than half of the states have enacted legislation to address pollinator 
health.60 Many states’ enactments have raised the profile of pollinator health by creating a 
coordinating body or directing a study, but some states have taken other steps to address 
pollinators. This part of the report highlights examples of such legislation, as well as certain other 
private or public initiatives highlighted by stakeholders engaged for this report. 

POLLINATOR-FRIENDLY SOLAR ACTS 

Recognizing that solar installations are compatible with pollinator habitat, several states have 
enacted “pollinator-friendly solar” legislation with bipartisan support.61 The acts establish 
voluntary, pollinator-friendly management practices on solar installations, typically through the 
use of a “scorecard” with metrics for specified pollinator-friendly practices. For example, 
Minnesota enacted a statewide standard in 2016, with a unanimous vote in its legislature.62 In 
general, the acts have directed relevant state agencies to develop the scorecards.63 

MINNESOTA “LAWNS TO LEGUMES” PROGRAM 

Minnesota’s “Lawns to Legumes” program was created as a pilot project focused on providing 
technical resources and cost-share grants for pollinator habitat in residential lawns. The program 
provides up to $350 to an individual landowner for a habitat project. It also includes grants for 
demonstration neighborhoods, which are community pollinator habitat programs run by local 
governments and nonprofit organizations. Initial funding for the program was provided through a 
state appropriation. The Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources is currently seeking other 
funding sources for a second phase of the program.64  

IOWA “STRIPS” PROGRAM 

Stakeholders mentioned the “STRIPS” (Science-based Trials of Rowcrops Integrated with Prairies 
Strips) project as a successful model for integrating pollinator habitat in agriculture. Led by Iowa 
State University, the STRIPS project is a long-term, interdisciplinary research project collaborating 

                                                        
60 NCSL, Pollinator Health, (Sept. 23, 2020), https://www.ncsl.org/research/environment-and-natural-
resources/pollinator-health.aspx.  
61 According to Fresh Energy, pollinator-friendly solar acts have been enacted in Illinois, Maryland, Minnesota, 
Missouri, New York, South Carolina, and Vermont. Some other states have adopted pollinator-friendly solar 
installation standards without legislation.  
62 Minn. Stat. s. 216B.1642. 
63 For example, New York’s legislation directed the New York Commissioner of Agriculture to develop a scorecard. 
64 For more information, see https://bwsr.state.mn.us/l2l. 

http://wdoc.house.leg.state.mn.us/leg/LS91/HF0776.0.pdf
https://www.ncsl.org/research/environment-and-natural-resources/pollinator-health.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/environment-and-natural-resources/pollinator-health.aspx
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/216B.1642
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2017/s6339/amendment/a
https://bwsr.state.mn.us/l2l
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with farmers and farmland owners to implement prairie strips as a conservation practice. The 
project touts benefits including improved water quality, reduced erosion, and the creation of 
pollinator habitat.65 Prairie strips were newly designated as a CRP-eligible practice under the 2018 
Farm Bill. [16 U.S.C. s. 3831 (b) (4).] 

INDIANA HIGHWAY RIGHT-OF-WAY PROGRAM 

Stakeholders characterized the Indiana Department of Transportation’s vegetation management 
policy as the “gold standard” example for creating pollinator-friendly habitat in highway rights-of-
way. The department established the “Hoosier Roadside Heritage Program” in the 1990s to 
increase native plants and wildflowers. Relying on research conducted by Purdue University, the 
department refined the program by developing a plan in 2014. The plan established four “zones”: 
(1) paved road; (2) a safety or clear zone; (3) a selective zone; and (4) a zone where minimal 
vegetation management is used. A review of the program by the Federal Highway Administration 
found that the program resulted in $1 million in cost savings for the state.66 

WASHINGTON LIABILITY PROTECTIONS FOR APIARISTS 

In 2019, the State of Washington enacted legislation to provide liability protections for registered 
apiarists.67 Under the legislation, any registered apiarist that conforms to all applicable ordinances 
regarding beekeeping is not liable for civil damages for acts or omissions in connection with a 
variety of beekeeping practices, unless such acts or omissions constitute gross negligence or 
willful misconduct. Beekeepers contacted for this report highlighted the value of such legislation, 
emphasizing the protections it provides from lawsuits that may arise over bee stings. 

BEECHECK APIARY REGISTRY 

The BeeCheck Apiary Registry is a voluntary, web-based tool designed to help pesticide 
applicators and beekeepers communicate more effectively.68 Through BeeCheck, beekeepers can 
register the locations of their hives, helping pesticide applicators avoid the hives when spraying. 
The registry is managed by FieldWatch, a nonprofit company formed through a collaboration 
between agricultural stakeholders and Purdue University. From its origins in Indiana, BeeCheck 
has grown to include 22 states, including Wisconsin. 

                                                        
65 Further information is available at https://www.nrem.iastate.edu/research/STRIPS/. 
66 Federal Highway Administration, Pollinator-Friendly Practices Case Studies, (May 2015), 
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_topics/ecosystems/INDOT_pollinators_casestudy.aspx. 
67 Rev. Code of Wash. s. 15.60.250. 
68 More information is available at https://beecheck.org/.  

https://www.nrem.iastate.edu/research/STRIPS/
https://www.environment.fhwa.dot.gov/env_topics/ecosystems/INDOT_pollinators_casestudy.aspx
https://beecheck.org/
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WISCONSIN MUNICIPALITIES’ INITIATIVES IN PARTNERSHIP WITH THE XERCES 
SOCIETY 

The Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation, a nonprofit organization that works to protect 
invertebrates, launched a “Bee City USA” program to encourage local initiatives to enhance 
pollinator habitat.69 The Cities of Appleton, Elm Grove, Greenfield, Hales Corners, Madison, and 
Mequon have been designated “bee cities” through the initiative. Each of those cities has made 
certain commitments to create sustainable pollinator habitat through the program. For example, 
in April 2020, the Appleton Common Council passed a resolution recognizing the month of May as 
“No Mow May” and stating that the city will not enforce its ordinance limiting grass and weed 
height to eight inches during that month.70 The City of Madison established a pollinator protection 
task force, which issued a report in 2015.71 

  

                                                        
69 For more information about the Bee City USA initiative, see www.beecityusa.org. 
70 The resolution is available at 
https://cityofappleton.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4339047&GUID=A027AA9A-D14C-4447-AC2A-
0ED1BBA82CCE&Options=&Search=. 
71 The task force report is available at 
https://www.cityofmadison.com/mayor/documents/Pollinator%20Protection%20Task%20Force%20Report%20FI
NAL%203-24-16(1).pdf. 

https://cityofappleton.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4339047&GUID=A027AA9A-D14C-4447-AC2A-0ED1BBA82CCE&Options=&Search=
https://cityofappleton.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=4339047&GUID=A027AA9A-D14C-4447-AC2A-0ED1BBA82CCE&Options=&Search=
https://www.cityofmadison.com/mayor/documents/Pollinator%20Protection%20Task%20Force%20Report%20FINAL%203-24-16(1).pdf
https://www.cityofmadison.com/mayor/documents/Pollinator%20Protection%20Task%20Force%20Report%20FINAL%203-24-16(1).pdf
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PART IV 
OPTIONS FOR LEGISLATION 

Based on stakeholder input and informed by scientific research and existing law and initiatives, 
this part of the report outlines options for legislation to support Wisconsin’s pollinators. The 
options fall in five major categories: (1) expanding pollinator habitat; (2) supporting research, 
monitoring, and public education; (3) changes relating to beekeeping; (4) best practices in pest 
management; and (5) a coordinated approach to state policy on pollinator health.  

All five of these categories were raised by stakeholders from various perspectives, and many of 
the options are similar to approaches taken with bipartisan support in other states. In general, the 
options below are neither mutually exclusive nor interdependent. Each option could be separately 
enacted or discarded. 

OPTIONS TO EXPAND POLLINATOR HABITAT 

The critical need for habitat was the theme most consistently mentioned by interested groups.72 
Many stakeholders emphasized the need for increased habitat in both rural and urban settings 
and on both public and private land. 

Incentive Program for Private Property Owners 
Legislation could establish a voluntary program to provide small grants and resources for private 
landowners interested in creating pollinator habitat on their property. Multiple stakeholders 
emphasized the need for a culture shift toward more natural lawns in residential areas, 
particularly in the spring, when clover and other lawn plants bloom. Stakeholders also noted that 
habitat solutions can be effective in urban as well as rural areas, and that landowner incentive 
programs can play an educational role. This option could be accomplished through legislation that 
offers resources and funds to both urban and rural residential landowners. The “lawns to 
legumes” demonstration program in Minnesota, described in Part III and highlighted as a success 
by various stakeholders, could serve as a model. 

Incentive Program for Local Governments 
As a possible corollary or alternative to an incentive program for residential landowners, 
legislation could provide a competitive grant to local units of government that pursue pollinator 
habitat initiatives, such as the “Bee City” initiatives described in Part III.  

Prohibit Local and Private Lawn Height Restrictions  
Legislation could facilitate the goal of increasing habitat by preempting local ordinances that 
designate lawn height as a nuisance above a certain number of inches, particularly in spring. 

                                                        
72 However, some groups emphasize that habitat solutions must be done in tandem with solutions to manage the 
effects of certain pesticides on pollinators.  
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Additionally, legislation could also prohibit restrictive lawn height requirements in new 
neighborhood association bylaws. 

Pollinator-Specific Incentives in Agricultural Cost Share Programs 
Recognizing the close connection between pollinator habitat and water quality, legislation could 
incorporate pollinator habitat objectives in existing state programs that address water pollution. 
The federal Clean Water Act requires DNR and DATCP to establish agricultural performance 
standards, with the objective of helping to meet water quality standards by addressing pollution 
from “nonpoint” (i.e., dispersed) sources. Among other practices, those standards address erosion 
control and tillage setbacks. Current state law also provides grants to producer-led groups for 
certain water pollution abatement activities. The legislation could direct DNR and DATCP to 
incorporate pollinator habitat in those standards and grant requirements, where feasible. As 
applied to row crops, this option could draw inspiration from the Iowa “STRIPS” project described 
in Part III. 

This legislation could also include an increase in funding for county conservation staff. Wisconsin 
Land+Water noted that, while existing programs provide financial assistance for certain 
conservation practices, funding for staff is also needed.  

Pollinator Focus in Stewardship Program Reauthorization 
Legislation could establish pollinator habitat as a program priority in the Warren Knowles-
Gaylord Nelson Stewardship program. As mentioned, the 2022 sunset for the program provides an 
opportunity to emphasize pollinator habitat in one or more subprograms, possibly the existing 
land acquisition or local assistance subprograms, in any reauthorization of the program. 
Alternatively, a new subprogram could be created to designate certain stewardship funds for land 
acquisition, conservation easements, or restoration projects that expand grassland or prairie 
habitat for Wisconsin pollinators. 

The legislation could establish specific priorities for such habitat. For example, the Nature 
Conservancy and other stakeholders mentioned a need for 10,000 acres of proximate grassland or 
prairie habitat in the southern part of the state. Alternatively, DNR could be given discretion for 
the use of the funds, subject to oversight by the Joint Committee on Finance. 

Pollinator Habitat on DNR-Managed Land 
Legislation could require DNR to develop additional pollinator habitat on DNR-managed land. The 
option could include an appropriation, or it could simply require DNR to create pollinator habitat 
whenever the department determines it is financially feasible to do so. Types of land to which the 
requirement could apply include state parks, state forests, state trails, state natural areas, and 
wildlife management areas.73 In addition, DNR could be directed to incorporate pollinator habitat 
considerations when approving contracts for new or renewed managed forest land enrollments or 
when negotiating easements. 

                                                        
73 Stakeholders particularly emphasized opportunities for pollinator habitat in wildlife management areas. 
Organizations, such as Pheasants Forever, are actively involved in promoting pollinator habitat, particularly as 
pollinators may serve as a food source for game birds. 
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Pollinator Habitat in Landscaping at State Facilities 
As a corollary to the above approach, legislation could require the Department of Administration 
(DOA) to incorporate pollinator habitat on property around state facilities, when feasible. Such 
landscaping could also support education and outreach, informing the public about pollinator-
friendly practices.  

Scorecard for Solar Installations 
Fresh Energy and other stakeholders cited the myriad benefits of incorporating pollinator-friendly 
habitat in solar installations. In addition to new pollinator habitat, pollinator-friendly solar can 
include “co-benefits,” such as carbon sequestration, soil retention, opportunities for grazing, and, 
in some cases, reduced maintenances costs. As mentioned in Part III, other states have developed 
“scorecards” to encourage pollinator-friendly solar installations. 

Legislation could direct PSC and DATCP to adopt a state scorecard to encourage pollinator-
friendly habitat as part of solar energy installations. The scorecard would be voluntary, with 
possible regulatory flexibility incentives. For example, the percentage of ground required to be 
under vegetative cover for a storm water permit could be reduced for projects installing pollinator 
habitat. Legislation could also require a scorecard to be considered in state energy policy under s. 
1.12, Stats.74  

The legislation could be modelled on pollinator-friendly solar acts enacted in several other states. 
Multiple scorecards have been developed for that purpose, including a scorecard developed at 
UW-Madison and a scorecard developed by Purdue University. Some stakeholders noted that 
scorecards need to strike a balance between feasibility and efficacy, recognizing tradeoffs between 
cost considerations and pollinator habitat goals. 

Changes to Aid Habitat on Utility Rights-of-Way 
State law could be modified to remove impediments to pollinator habitat projects in utility rights-
of-way. Current state and federal law requires energy utilities to manage vegetation in their 
rights-of-way to limit natural hazards to power lines. In some cases, utility companies are utilizing 
enhanced seed mixes to provide pollinator habitat, but legal obstacles sometimes arise.  

Legislation could modify state law in two ways. First, it could modify utility requirements under s. 
182.017 (7), Stats., to allow a utility easement holder to utilize a targeted herbicide to control 
invasive plant species as part of a pollinator habitat project after providing notification to a 
landowner and not receiving an objection within a specified time period. In contrast, as described 
in Part II, current law requires an easement holder to obtain a landowner’s affirmative approval in 
such circumstances, even if the landowner cannot be identified or reached.  

Second, legislation could also require DNR to create a general permit for incidental takes of 
species on the state threatened or endangered species lists when such takes occur as part of a 
                                                        
74 DOA is generally required to implement the priorities in the state energy policy in designing and implementing its 
energy programs. [s. 16.95 (13), Stats.] Additionally, PSC is required, to the extent cost-effective, technically feasible, 
and environmentally sound, to implement the energy policy priorities in making all energy-related decisions and 
orders. [s. 196.025 (1), Stats.] 
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project to create pollinator habitat in a utility right-of-way. A general permit could be modelled 
after the types of conditions developed as part of the Monarch CCAA, described in Part II. 

Increased Emphasis on Highway Rights-of-Way 
Legislation could establish requirements for pollinator habitat in highway rights-of-way in one or 
both of the following contexts. First, legislation could require local highway departments to 
provide pollinator habitat in local highway rights-of-way, whenever feasible. 

Second, legislation could require DOT to include pollinator habitat in county highway maintenance 
contracts for state highway trunk systems highways. As mentioned in Part II, DOT currently 
implements several initiatives to enhance pollinator habitat in highway rights-of-way. This option 
would require those efforts to be integrated in county maintenance contracts. Legislation could be 
modeled on the Indiana Department of Transportation’s vegetation management policy, described 
in Part III, which has resulted in cost savings.75  

General Regulatory Flexibility for Habitat Projects 
While stakeholders shared recommendations for regulatory flexibility for solar installations and 
rights-of-way projects, these options could be applied more broadly. Specifically, to the extent 
allowed under federal law, legislation could provide broad regulatory flexibility in one or both of 
the following ways: 

• Legislation could direct DNR to issue a general permit to allow the incidental take of species 
listed on the state threatened and endangered species list, if the incidental take occurs as a 
result of a pollinator habitat project and conditions specified by DNR are satisfied.  

• Legislation could provide flexibility for state storm water permit timelines to incentivize 
pollinator-friendly vegetation, rather than faster-growing grasses, on sites requiring 
vegetation. 

OPTIONS TO SUPPORT RESEARCH, MONITORING, AND PUBLIC EDUCATION 

Agricultural producers, beekeepers, and state agency staff consistently mentioned the importance 
of research and education in supporting pollinator-friendly practices. Academic faculty, in turn, 
mentioned that the public can play an important role by helping to collect data to inform research 
on the status of Wisconsin’s pollinators. 

Resources for UW-Extension 
The Wisconsin Cranberry Growers and other stakeholders noted that UW-Extension research has 
helped agricultural producers to shift away from the use of broad spectrum insecticides and to 
adopt other pollinator-friendly practices. UW-Extension also provides technical assistance for 
integrated pest management, a practice that uses a variety of strategies to control pests while 
limiting environmental impacts. Legislation could provide new funding or positions for UW-
Extension to engage with agricultural producers in adopting pollinator-friendly practices. 

                                                        
75 See https://secure.in.gov/indot/files/INDOT_and_POLLINATOR-F1.pdf. 

https://secure.in.gov/indot/files/INDOT_and_POLLINATOR-F1.pdf
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Resources for Monitoring Native Pollinators 
Various stakeholders emphasized a need for improved monitoring of native pollinator 
populations. Such efforts would help assess baseline population levels and track the efficacy of 
conservation efforts. Legislation could provide new funding or positions at DNR to support 
monitoring. Additionally, monitoring could be conducted in collaboration with UW-Madison to 
leverage the institution’s expertise and training. 

As an alternative or complement to the above, legislation could also support citizen science 
initiatives. For instance, the Gratton Laboratory at UW-Madison developed a smartphone 
application (the “WiBee” app) to gather data on wild bee abundance and diversity from growers 
and citizen scientists.76 The Wisconsin Bumble Bee Brigade, a DNR-sponsored initiative, likewise 
relies on volunteers to assist with long-term monitoring of bumble bees. 

Steps to Increase Public Awareness 
As mentioned in Part II, the Governor has designated a pollinator awareness week. The Legislature 
could codify that designation in statute or take other actions to increase public awareness about 
the importance of pollinators in Wisconsin. More specifically, legislation could do one or more of 
the following: 

• Codify a pollinator awareness week. 
• Designate an official state native pollinator or butterfly.77 
• Create a new pollinator-focused state license plate. 

OPTIONS FOR CHANGES RELATED TO BEEKEEPING  

One Additional UW-Extension Position 
As a possible complement or alternative to additional UW-Extension resources for growers, 
legislation could appropriate funds for a new UW-Extension position specific to beekeeping. As 
discussed in Part II, the current state apiary program, within DATCP, has a small staff, including a 
full-time apiarist and two limited-term employees. The program provides support to commercial 
and hobby beekeepers in Wisconsin and is also responsible for enforcing requirements for 
imported bees. An additional UW-Extension position could provide additional support to 
Wisconsin beekeepers.  

Enforce Existing Requirements for Migratory Bees 
Legislation could enhance enforcement of existing notification requirements for imported 
commercial bees. As discussed in Part I, growers of various pollinator dependent crops— 
particularly cranberries—may employ migratory beekeeping operations for their pollination 
needs. In some situations, imported, managed bees can create issues for local beekeepers by 

                                                        
76 Data collected through the WiBee app is available at https://data-viz.it.wisc.edu/wibee/. 
77 The European honey bee has been designated the state insect (Ch. 326, Laws of 1977), though it is not native to 
Wisconsin. 

https://data-viz.it.wisc.edu/wibee/
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spreading pathogens or pests. State law addresses these potential issues by requiring migratory 
beekeepers to notify DACTP when they import hives. Some stakeholders suggested that 
compliance can be a problem for a small number of bad actors, and raised concerns that the state 
apiary program is typically focused more on providing technical support to hobbyists than 
enforcing commercial bee regulations.  

Under this option, legislation would enhance enforcement in one or both of the following ways: 
(1) require DATCP staff to focus primarily on enforcement during the weeks of the year when out-
of-state bees are most active; and (2) create a tip line to allow people to easily report violations of 
current law.  

Establish Liability Protections for Beekeepers 
As noted in Part II, beekeepers emphasized the value of liability protections for issues such as bee 
stings. Such legislation could mirror Washington’s 2019 HB 1133, described previously. 

OPTIONS TO ENCOURAGE BEST PRACTICES IN PEST MANAGEMENT 

Changes to Certification Requirements 
As described in Part II, DATCP currently requires a person seeking a commercial pesticide 
applicator certification to answer 70 percent of questions correctly on a written examination and 
pay a relatively modest fee. Some stakeholders mentioned that the relatively low bar for entry into 
the industry can sometimes result in problems. For example, not all newly certified mosquito 
sprayers follow the best practices when spraying in residential areas.  

Legislation could strengthen certification requirements relating to pollinators. DATCP staff, the 
Xerces Society, and other stakeholders identified the following possible modifications: 

• Increase the portion of pollinator-related content in the pesticide applicator examination.  
• Require a score higher than 70 percent on the examination, at least with respect to the portion 

of the examination relating to pollinators. 
• Create a continuing education requirement for pesticide applicators that would include 

content regarding impacts to pollinators. 
• Increase the penalties for applying pesticides without a certification or in an otherwise 

unauthorized manner.  

Voluntary Pilot Program for Use of Untreated Seeds 
Legislation could create an incentives-based program to reduce agricultural use of seeds treated 
with broad spectrum, systemic insecticides harmful to pollinators. Various stakeholders expressed 
concern regarding the wide, prophylactic use of seed treatments such as neonicotinoids. Some 
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stakeholders stressed that pesticide usage should be more targeted and highlighted research 
suggesting that neonicotinoid seed treatments may provide negligible benefits.78 

Under a voluntary pilot program, growers could receive funds in exchange for using untreated 
seeds. A program would serve as an incentive for transitioning away from systemic pesticide use 
by demonstrating the potential efficacy of untreated seeds. A bill79 introduced in Minnesota could 
serve as a model. The Minnesota legislation offers grants to farmers who plant corn or soybean 
seeds that do not contain systemic insecticides.80 Legislation could similarly be modeled on a 
USDA Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) Enhancement (E595116Z2), which also offers 
financial assistance to farmers who plant seed without neonicotinoid treatments. A state initiative 
could fill gaps left in federal support, given that the CSP Enhancement was only available to 
farmers enrolled in CSP and is currently unavailable.  

OPTIONS FOR A COORDINATED APPROACH TO STATE POLICY 

Currently, state programs relating to pollinator health are dispersed among at least four state 
agencies. As discussed in Part II, DATCP houses the state apiary program and oversees 
certifications for pesticide use. DNR manages state land and is responsible for implementing the 
threatened and endangered species program. DOT implements programs to encourage habitat in 
highway rights-of-way, primarily through county contracts. PSC establishes standards for 
maintaining transmission rights-of-way and solar installations. Multiple stakeholders suggested 
that an entity at the state level could help develop and ensure a more coordinated state response 
to pollinator health. Similarly, stakeholders recommended more communication across various 
land management efforts and noted that county conservation staff serve as liaisons between 
programs housed throughout multiple agencies and partner organizations.  

State Coordinating Council 
Legislation could establish a council at the state level to ensure a coordinated approach to 
pollinator health and provide ongoing feedback to the Legislature. The council could include 
legislators, representatives of relevant state agencies, academic experts, and members 
representing agricultural producers and pollinator advocacy groups. The council could be directed 
to develop recommendations to support both managed and native pollinators. Those 
recommendations could incorporate practices identified in the Pollinator Protection Plan, 
discussed in Part II. The legislation could require the council to periodically report to the 
Legislature regarding the status of those recommendations. The legislation could also require the 
council to coordinate with county conservation staff or other local initiatives. 

  
                                                        
78 Environmental Protection Agency, Benefits of Neonicotinoid Seed Treatments to Soybean Production, (n.d.), 
https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-protection/benefits-neonicotinoid-seed-treatments-soybean-production. 
79 2019-2020 Minnesota HF2487. 
80 The legislation defines “systemic insecticide” to mean “any chemical active ingredient intended to kill or otherwise 
harm insect or invertebrate wildlife and designed or intended to translocate into the tissues of plants, including but 
not limited to acetamiprid, clothianidin, dinotefuran, fipronil, imidacloprid, nitenpyram, sulfoxaflor, thiacloprid, and 
thiamethoxam.” 

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?b=house&f=HF2487&ssn=0&y=2019
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/PA_NRCSConsumption/download?cid=nrcseprd1388716&ext=pdf
https://www.epa.gov/pollinator-protection/benefits-neonicotinoid-seed-treatments-soybean-production
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