Bear Creek Summary
Bear Creek is a beautiful meandering trout stream located in southwest Sauk and eastern Richland counties. Its history has been told by locals and visitors of a stream that people loved to fish many years ago. Time and necessity damaged the stream that was once a great fishery.
Bear Creek is classified as a cold water Class II trout fishery. Based on extensive fish and aquatic insect surveys conducted in 2001, the stream condition was rated as “fair.”  Class II means the stream may have some natural reproduction but needs some additional stocking to maintain a fishable population.  Land Conservation staff were asked to provide assistance with the stream project design, and Trout Unlimited-Aldo Leopold Chapter (TU) would provide funding. 
The Sauk County Conservation Department (now named Conservation, Planning, and Zoning-CPZ) has a long history of stabilizing erosion along streams that flow through Sauk County.  This has been done in many ways, but the most common method is to grade the banks and place rock over the graded banks down into the streambed to protect the bank from erosion. This process is called riprap. Riprap protects the bank and prevents silt from falling off the bank and into the stream. Over the years our staff has worked with many of the landowners along Bear Creek.  Hundreds of feet of riprap have been installed, along with crossings which allow cattle access to the stream for water and to pasture areas on the opposite banks.  Crossings further reduce erosion to the stream and improve the water quality. 
The Land Conservation Department began working with William Fargen in 2000 to restore and protect an eroding bank along Bear Creek.  A second bank was stabilized in 2001.  In 2008, Mr. Fargen signed an application to further reduce erosion.  Staff reviewed the condition of Bear Creek at the lower end of the property, approximately one mile long, and determined the erosion rate to be excessive. The banks were vertical and devoid of vegetation.  The erosion rate for the site was over 500 tons of soil per year, equivalent to nearly 30 dump trucks of black silt being washed down Bear Creek from this section of stream. 
The project was certainly important to Sauk County, but finding the funding to complete such a large project was not possible at the time. We discussed doing the project a little at a time, but Mr. Fargen preferred to see it completed as a whole, rather than bit by bit.  So the project was on hold until 2009 when TU members discussed the project with CPZ staff. 
Over the next few months, a plan was prepared to transform Bear Creek with stable banks, while improving the habitat for fish and other species.  This should allow more fish to survive and reproduce. The design incorporated shelters called L.U.N.K.E.R.S. (Little Underwater Neighborhood Keepers Encompassing Rheotactic Salmonids), based on a design developed by Wisconsin DNR fishery biologist, Dave Vetrano.  Boulder placements were included to provide cover and redirect flow; rock and wood weirs to divert flow and create pools; log placements that would provide cover and basking areas for amphibians; turtle hibernacula (underwater boxes to provide a place for turtles to dig into the soft sediment to overwinter); small shallow access points for young fish and amphibian use; shallow pool areas off the stream for terrestrial species; and native vegetation plantings to protect the banks and restore some natural prairie plants along the easement areas, which also will create additional habitat for game and non-game species. 
In 2010, DNR shocked the stream to assess fish conditions before the project could begin in 2011.  This helped advance the project and was a necessary part of getting grants for TU. The assessment by DNR showed that there were a lot of trout in Bear Creek, but not many large trout. The fishery staff agreed that a limiting factor was habitat. 
CPZ staff continued to work with TU, helping to coordinate efforts with the agencies and the contractor they chose for the project.  Staff also worked with the landowners upstream and down to provide construction machinery access and worked with an archeologist hired to assess the area for possible historic finds. We continued to work with the contractor on the installation to ensure it follows the plan and meets standards for the various programs from which it is receiving funding. We have been working with federal staff from USDA-NRCS, which is providing a large portion of the funding for this project. NRCS technician, Tony Pillow, has been onsite reviewing the area for endangered or threatened species and is also involved with the design of the next phase of the stream. 
This project is having a major impact on the stream and will continue to do so. For more information on this project, contact Conservation, Planning, and Zoning Project Director Brent Bergstrom at (608) 355-4836 or bbergstrom@co.sauk.wi.us.






