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Identifying 
Climate-Critical 
Landscapes in 

Wisconsin 

Photo courtesy of, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources



Framework: Four Dimensions / Four Questions

1. Where, in Wisconsin, is the carbon currently / now?
1. Where are the places that we can actually point to; put a 

metaphorical “pin on a map?”
2. What are the types of places here we would expect to find 

high amounts of carbon, e.g. a mature forest in a productive 
environment?

2. Where can more carbon be stored?
3. Where are the threats to carbon storage?
4. What are the co-benefits / co-harms?



Co-benefits / Co-harms

• In general, looking for increased ecosystem services
• Biodiversity
• Corridors are of great value
• Increased water quality
• A word of caution, just managing for increased carbon alone could have 

significant unintended consequences
• For agriculture lands, the co-benefits are especially important
• Ecologically Significant Places DNR map 
• Resilient and Connected Network TNC map 



Ecological Landscapes of Wisconsin Handbook - WDNR, 2011



Nature Conservancy
Land Mapping Tool 

maps.tnc.org/resilientland/



Four-Square Model for 
Identifying Climate-Critical 

Landscapes

Note: This figure is for concept purposes only. The 
locations and sizes of the data circles are 
approximate.



How can we keep 
carbon in natural 

systems?

Photo courtesy of Lyssa Seefeld





Net emissions from Agriculture ~ 418 MMT        Net C uptake from forests ~ 700+ MMT



Priority Management Practices 

Identified priority management practices with high potential to enhance carbon uptake and/or 

storage in each of the three main types of lands. 

The outcomes and benefits of specific practices are often context-dependent, so efforts 

frequently need to be adapted to fit individual areas.



Agriculture
Priority Management Practices 

Implementing agroforestry practices. (Impact: MEDIUM to HIGH)

Expanding perennial polycultures. (Impact: HIGH)

Planting cover crops. (Impact: LOW to MEDIUM)
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      Agroforestry 

                                             Pasture 
           Prairie  STRIPs  

      Pollinator plantings 
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                                   Cover crops    

                                    Reduced tillage 

 

        Acreage potential:  low   ----------------------------------------------------------------->       high 
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Role of Existing 
Programs

Photo courtesy of, Wisconsin DNR



Existing Programs
Challenges and Opportunities 

Examples of programs: 

• Wisconsin’s Managed Forest Law 

(MFL)

• Conservation Reserve Program 

(CRP)

• Conservation Stewardship 

Program (CSP)

• Environmental Quality Incentives 

Program (EQIP)

Primary Recommendation 

Reimagine existing programs to allow for more flexibilities (i.e., managing for carbon 

storage)

Some challenges…

• Complex paperwork and language lead to inequities

• Rapid changes on the federal level leads to uncertainty of what will or won’t stick

• Inflexible management plans



Communicating with 
Stakeholders

Photo courtesy of, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources



What we need to communicate

•Which lands are important

•Environmental and social co-benefits for 
natural carbon solutions

•Why these lands need 
protection/conservation

•Best approaches for various landscapes

•Where and how to get information on 
current and promising practices

•And how current policies can help or 
hinder advances in the field. 

•The need for incentives for 
landowners/managers to adopt 
long-term change

•The need to building public support 
for federal, state, and local policy 
changes that will support natural 
climate solutions 
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Message guidance: We will need many people and organizations 
in big and broad partnerships to move this work forward

As a result...

•We need messages that are clear and accessible and will resonate with diverse audiences 
in land management and the values they hold and their concerns about the land or 
climate.

Key concepts

•People care about the land for different reasons: legacy, hunting, fishing, biodiversity, 
history, sense of place, community, etc.

•When we pull together, we achieve great things. 

•These climate solutions may appear scientific and technical but they are really about the 
land and people and our common future.

•This is about healthy Wisconsin lands for all of us.
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For any questions or follow up, please contact

John Greenler: jgreenler@wisconsinacademy.org 
Jessica James: jjames@wisconsinacademy.org
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