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Wisconsin Wetlands Success Story:
®

Restoring Wetlands in the
Avon Bottoms Wildlife Area

A River Runs Through It

The Avon Bottoms Wildlife Area celebrated its
50" anniversary in 2010. It is a place that reflects
the changing nature of a landscape carved out of
moving waters reshaping streambeds over time,
depending on the river’s flow. Composed of over
2,800 acres in the Sugar River floodplain, the
river meanders through this relatively unbroken
wildlife corridor containing oxbow lakes, sloughs
and potholes left over from its former course
through the landscape.

As the river sculpts its shape from Green County
through the Town of Avon in Rock County to the
lllinois state line, its woodlands, riverine
wetlands and abandoned channels provide a
breeding ground for rare birds such as the
yvellow-throated warbler, cerulean warbler,
prothonotary warbler, Bell’'s vireo, yellow-
breasted chat and yellow-crowned night heron.

Prothonotary warbler.

Large silver maples, swamp white oaks, and
green ash dominate the diverse canopy of this
floodplain forest within Avon Bottoms. Other

tree species are shagbark hickory, hackberry,
cottonwood, bitternut hickory, bur oak, American
elm, and basswood. It is one of Wisconsin’s few
naturally-occurring sites for sycamore trees.
Interspersed are the oxbows and other floodplain
habitats that provide essential aquatic communities
supporting biologically diverse species of plants and
animals.

Canoeing the floodplain.

The property also includes two sites designated as
state natural areas — Avon Bottoms and Swenson
Wet Prairie. There are over 35 rare plant and animal
species that live within transitional zones linking the
Sugar River to the surrounding watershed, including
the rediscovery in 2010 of endangered starhead
topminnows after an absence of 25 years.

Wetlands supporting low prairie, sedge meadow and
shrub carr habitat near the confluence with Taylor
Creek also provide important habitat for migratory
songbirds. Wet prairie species include prairie blazing
star, pale-spike lobelia, shooting star, Indian grass,
blueflag iris and big bluestem. Two state- threatened
plants, prairie Indian plantain and round-fruited St.
John’s wort, have also been found at the site.
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Floodplain Management
Benefits Recreation and
Wildlife

The purchase of Avon Bottoms land began in
1961 as a Federal Aid in Fish and Wildlife Restora-
tion project to provide public hunting and pro-
duce ducks and pheasants. Today it is managed
for public hunting, fishing, trapping and other
outdoor recreation, and to protect habitat and
water quality for native communities and associ-
ated species found on the property.

The acquisition of over 2,800 acres of river flood-
plain has provided a key natural area where flood
waters can be stored following the type of in-
tense rainfall events we saw during the summers
of 2008 and 2010. Free of human structures and
competing land uses, wetlands provide area for
flood water storage and groundwater recharge.
Wetlands help prevent downstream property
damage by reducing flooding peaks by as much as
60 percent; and the USEPA estimates that an acre
of wetlands can store 1 million gallons of flood
waters."
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Partners in Restoration
and Protection

Restoration and forest management objectives
are to protect and enhance the ecology of the
river corridor and floodplain capacity. Restora-

1
US Environmental Protection Agency. Wetlands: Protecting Life and
Property from Flooding. EPA843-F-06-001. May 2006.

tion activities have included planting floodplain
hardwoods and maintaining upland grassland com-
munities through prairie restoration and manage-
ment, mowing, prescribed burning and herbicide
treatments. Some populations of invasive species
are controlled or eliminated by cutting, pulling,
burning and/or herbicide treatment.

Since 2000, the WDNR Stewardship Fund has in-
vested $710,300 to acquire an additional 534 acres
for the wildlife area. The USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) and the Natural Heri-
tage Land Trust teamed up to purchase 348.5 acres
in the floodplain, restored them to wetlands and
then donated them to the WDNR for inclusion in the
wildlife area. The NRCS also recently acquired 3,500
acres of wetland and floodplain easements on pri-
vate land surrounding the wildlife area and have
planted floodplain hardwoods and wet prairie.

Avon Bottoms Wildlife Area
Land Acquisition in Acres
2000-2010

O WDNR
Stewardship
Fund Acres

B NRCS/Natural
Heritage Land
Trust Acres

All of these important restoration activities help the
slow-moving Sugar River maintain its natural free-
dom to meander, as it has done for centuries, pro-
viding a place to call home for floodplain forest and
wet grassland birds, wetland plants and wildlife.

Read more about the Sugar River Floodplain Forest
as one of the 100 Wetland Gems of Wisconsin
at: http://www.wisconsinwetlands.org./gems.htm.
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WETLAND GEMS

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
Bureau of Watershed Management
May 2011

Written and designed by Julia Riley. B
WDNR Photos by Ken Blumin, Pat Sheahan
and Brian Buenzow.
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