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New phosphorus regulations enacted in 2010 have resulted in a collaborative project
that has continually exceeded its own expectations for cleaning up Dane County's

waterways.

The Yahara Watershed Improvement Network, cleverly referred to as WINS, was
initially formed by the Madison Metropolitan Sewage District (the district) as four-

year pilot program.

Beginning in 2012, WINS was created to begin meeting new phosphorus level

regulations.

“It's a community driven partnership focusing on cleaning up the lakes and rivers in

Dane County,” the district's Watershed Programs Coordinator Mike Gilbertson said.

Phosphorus, while a necessary nutrient in the environment, is one of the main
causes for harmful algae blooms when it reaches an excess. Reducing its prevalence
in the Yahara Watershed is WINS main goal.

The program has exceeded its target reductions every year since it transitioned to
full scale implementation in 2017. In fact, WINS helped reduce the amount of
phosphorus in the watershed by 59,124 pounds in 2024, beating its goal by 12%.
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As WINS approaches the halfway point of its anticipated, 20 year lifespan, staff, local
governments, community partners and farmers have come together to create a

nationally recognized model for phosphorus reduction.

How is WINS winning?

WINS employs what is known as "watershed adaptive management." The strategy
consolidates focus and funding to reduce phosphorus holistically as opposed to

having different parties work on their own solutions.

In total, 38 separate entities comprise WINS, 19 of which are Dane County
municipalities ranging in size from the cities of Sun Prairie and Monona to the

villages of McFarland and Waunakee.

WINS' municipalities, and some other entities like the state Department of Natural
Resources and UW-Madison, have joined the program’s intergovernmental
agreement. By doing so they agree to contribute monetarily, to the tune of $1.52

million in 2025 alone.

This funding pool is then distributed amongst WINS’ partner organizations to

implement proven and experimental reduction strategies.

“It's a lower cost for us in the long run... But, it’'s an expense that most people can’t
comprehend because they didn’t even know it was there,” said Village of DeForest
Deputy Administrator Judd Blau, who doubles as the WINS Board of Directors'

treasurer.

Gilbertson estimates that WINS’ partner municipalities pay the equivalent of S50 per

pound of phosphorus they are required to reduce.

This progress may fly under the radar for some residents, but its effects do manifest

themselves in other noticeable ways.
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In 2024, the stretch of the Yahara River from County Highway V to Windsor Road in
DeForest was upgraded to a class two trout stream by the DNR. The change marked
years of water quality improvement in the area which have resulted in heightened,

natural trout reproduction.
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contributes to is Yahara Pride Farms Madison Metropolitan Sewage District/Yahara WINS

(YPF).

Taking responsibility, and pride, in innovation

YPF is a group of local farmers who work on ways to manage nutrients, like
phosphorus, and soil quality on their farms. In doing so, the group is pushing the

boundaries of which practices are best for the environment and profitability.
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Established in 2012, YPF was initially a group of just over 10 farms. Today it is made
up of around 70 across the Yahara watershed. One such member is Ripp’s Dairy
Valley located in the Town of Dane.
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A segment of the Upper Yahara River in DeForest, a class two trout stream segment as of 2024.

“We're farmers, but we're environmentalists too,” said Chuck Ripp, one of three

brothers who own Ripp’s Dairy Valley.
Ripp, who is on the YPF Board of Directors, stated that while some farmers were

hesitant to join forces initially, many have begun to take responsibility for their
relationship with the watershed.
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“At the time, we were getting a lot of finger pointing toward farmers and our
practices from people in the Madison area,” Ripp said, “We had to figure out a way to

tell our story of what we're doing and how we're changing things every day”

One key part of YPF's model is its cost-share program. YPF partner farms have the
opportunity to be compensated for deploying new conservation practices in their

operations.

For example, farmers can be paid for every acre they plant a cover crop on after the
year’s harvest. The practice helps reduce the impact of rain on runoff from crop

fields. Cover crops also help hold soil in place to reduce erosion.

Dlllﬁ' ‘I’ALLE-‘I’
Eileen, Gary

Chuck ligp & anills.

m-m.mwm ﬁ;ﬁ.qMMhhH

Ripp's Dairy Valley in the Town of Dane, Wisconsin.
Ethan Ferrell
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Another strategy that Ripp employs is called low disturbance manure injection. The
method of fertilizer distribution is more specific than the alternative of spraying.

This not only helps the growth of cover crops but also minimizes manure runoff.

The cost sharing that participating farmers receive comes, in large part, from WINS’
intergovernmental agreement. Gilbertson and Ripp agree that the funding helps

encourage innovation and reduce risk for farmers trying new practices.

To ensure the exchange of new ideas, YPF hosts two annual meetings for partner

m

farmers. One of which is a "twilight" meeting, an evening where one farm hosts the

group to show them any new equipment or practices they might be using.

YPF also includes a variety of voices in its board of directors’ quarterly meetings. Of
the 11 member board, eight are active YPF farmers, one is an agronomist, another is a
feed nutritionist and the last is WINS President Martin Griffin.

As YPF grew, it became more important to include different perspectives to get on

the same page.

“As the meetings happened, better ideas and people came in to help us find out

what'’s actually wrong,” Ripp said.

It has taken serious commitment on the behalf of farmers, like Ripp, to find new
strategies and ways to implement them. As WINS approaches the half-way point in

its lifespan, some may be wondering: ‘What happens after it's gone?’

The future of phosphorus reduction

When asked to imagine what a future without WINS might look like for YPF farmers,

Ripp came off as both optimistic and realistic.
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“We've got some farms that will continue going on whether or not this program is
cost sharing, because they bought equipment and they know it works well,” Ripp
said, “There’s some farms that if the money isn't there, they're probably not going to
do it”
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Chuck Ripp explains how Ripp's Dairy Valley has engineered different ways to reduce manure runoff and erosion
thanks to Yahara Pride Farms and WINS.

Ethan Ferrell

He continued to explain that WINS funding can be the difference between a farm

being able to afford bushels of cover crop seed or not.

Most of the efforts that WINS has supported since its inception have been focused
on agriculture due to their cost-effective nature. However, new ways to make an

impact will have to be identified if the program sunsets in the future.
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“If programs like WINS didn't exist, the district would still be dedicated to protecting

our watershed and keeping our lakes and rivers clean,” Gilbertson said, “The

difference is that without WINS, every source would have to work alone, which could

make progress slower and more costly”
Others familiar with the problem agree that responsibility can’t be shed, and new
ways to collaborate must be found to keep the Yahara Watershed clean going

forward.

“I think it’'s incumbent upon each person and ultimately their municipality to

maintain the quality of the resources we have.” Blau said.

Readers can learn more about Yahara WINS by visiting yaharawins.org.
MORE INFORMATION

Yahara WINS reduces phosphorus in local waters

Friends of Yahara River Headwaters seeking fresh start

Yahara WINS keeps 55,000 pounds of phosphorus out of local waters, exceeds goal

Ethan Ferrell
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