Story & photos by Mark Herwig

Otter Tail County Chapter President Tony Rondeau,
left, and chapter leader Matt King look over a map of
the chapter’s extensive project portfolio — an
achievement to be proud of.

Connecting

Partners,
Connecting
Habitats
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Starting in 1995, the chapter and its partners
“have
completed 3,900 acres of land acquisitions
and habitat improvements along a 15-mile
corridor and — this is key for wildlife — with no
more than a mile between any two projects.

”

I

can understand why the Otter Tail
County Chapter is successful.
Judging from the mojo of chapter leader
Matt King, it would have to be.
Continued on page 36

Western Minnesota’s Otter Tail County Chapter
does both to create large wildlife habitat corridors
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Continued from page 35

Three or four years ago King began a
campaign to get Pheasants Forever
Journal to pay the chapter a visit. He
kept at (me) it until I finally put the
chapter on the schedule for November
2009. (In my defense, there are 700-

namesake area in the last decade due to
both reintroduction and natural immigration.) This prairie county has over
1,000 lakes, and oddly enough, Fergus
(population 13,000) was originally a lumber town owing to once nearby large pine
and hardwood forests and railroad access.

eled the country visiting PF chapters
that usually the best ones have a strong
connection to one or more active or
retired federal or state conservation professionals. While Rondeau is retired
from the USFWS, he certainly has not
retired from its habitat mission.

“It’s Tony that makes this chapter tick. He is the county’s conservation powerhouse.
some Pheasants Forever and Quail
Forever chapters around the country,
and I can only hit about 10 in any given
year, rotating states from year-to-year.)
King’s campaign aside, I’ve always been
curious about the chapter’s home turf
because of the sights I’ve seen along I-94,
which passes through Otter Tail County.
For one, the interstate near Fergus Falls, the
chapter’s hometown, sports a huge, attention-grabbing billboard (2-3 times the size
of an average one) that advertises habitat
projects PF and partners have completed.
There’s another sign for the Prairie
Wetlands Learning Center, where the
chapter has been involved with youth education. Then there are the abundant
Canada geese always flying about I-94,
part of the distinct Eastern Prairie
Population. The area is THE hotbed for
Canada goose hunting in Minnesota.
Thus, I finally landed in Otter Tail
County last November 12. (The county
is named for a bend or “tail” in the Otter
Tail River as it enters Otter Tail Lake.
Gladly, wild otters have colonized this

I finally got to meet King and company at the Mabel Murphy’s AmericanIrish steakhouse, a place you should visit
if you are ever in the area. Its great food
tastes all the better owing to a beautiful
façade and old world interior. Joining us
were Louie Kamrowski, a chapter charter member and board member. He has
served in every chapter position during
his 26 years volunteering for the chapter; Aaron Larsen, Otter Tail County PF
Farm Bill biologist and chapter newsletter committee chair; and Mike Rheault,
chapter board.
Also joining us at Mabel’s was Tony
Rondeau, current chapter president and
retired U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
wetland/waterfowl biologist as well as
Mark Graff, charter member/youth
committee co-chair. Graff soon cornered me in private to fill me in on
Rondeau. “It’s Tony that makes this
chapter tick. He is the county’s conservation powerhouse. He doesn’t toot his
own horn, though.”
I’ve noticed in the 12 years I’ve trav-

Enjoying the fruits of their
labors, from left, are chapter
board member Mike Rheault, PF
Farm Bill Biologist Aaron Larsen
and King. The action was good
and everybody bagged birds.
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“Partnerships make the chapter’s
projects possible,” Rondeau said. “We
are in the northern reaches of the pheasant range, so we have to provide good
habitat if we want birds. As a chapter,
we looked around for habitat opportunities and soon identified where to focus
our efforts: southwest of Fergus Falls
where the best habitat had survived.”
The land there lies atop an ancient,
rocky beach of an old glacial lake that is
hard to farm, and thus more affordable
for conservation acquisition.
“Once we purchased one parcel, it
was a domino effect — many landowners were willing to sell or participate in
conservation programs,” Rondeau said.

The Core of Otter Tail’s Success
Since 1995, the chapter and its partners have completed 3,900 acres of land
acquisitions and habitat improvements
along a 15-mile corridor and — this is
key for wildlife — with no more than a
mile between any two projects.
The corridors process really took off

in 2001 when Larry Bethel, then chapter
president and habitat chairman, spearheaded an effort to add an ambitious 480
acres to the Doran Wildlife Management
Area. Because of Bethel’s foresight and
continued leadership, the corridor area
continues to grow to this day.
The corridor concept is especially
important for vulnerable upland birds
because it allows them large areas to nest

regional ones. “We plan to work with
the nearby Pelican River Chapter to try
and connect regions using habitat corridors. This would help fulfill the
USFWS’s Tallgrass National Wildlife
Refuge concept as envisioned for the
eastern Dakotas, western Minnesota
and northwest Iowa,” Rondeau said.
Major chapter partners include the
Minnesota Department of Natural

He doesn’t toot his own horn, though.”
in safety from predators; gives them
options when one area is uninhabitable
for whatever reason — heavy snows,
floods, disturbance such as prescribed
fires; and allows for genetic mixing, which
is advantageous for long term survival.
“Our large, connected habitat blocks
allow the birds to move about looking
for the best winter habitat, food and
nesting cover,” Rondeau said. “We
wanted to connect habitats for the area’s
prairie chickens too, which like to
migrate between seasons. This process
has also helped non-game prairie birds
too. It was a conscious decision by the
chapter to dilute the predator pressure.”
Nothing succeeds like success, and the
domino effect continues. Rondeau reported that at the chapter’s April 24, 2010,
banquet, one of its top five banquets ever,
he received several landowner contacts
about land for sale to the chapter. “We
have a reputation for doing good work.
That makes me happy,” he said.
The chapter is thinking even bigger
now, looking beyond local corridors to

Resources, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
Natural Resources Conservation Service,
Soil and Water Conservation District, the
PF Minnesota Habitat Fund, Minnesota
Habitat Corridors Partnership, Environment and Natural Resources Trust
Fund, Legislative-Citizens Commission
on Minnesota Resources, Fergus Falls Fish
and Game Club and the North America
Wetlands Conservation Act.
In addition, no fewer than 25 local
and regional partners participated with
these efforts.
While partners have made all the
chapter’s projects possible, one partner,
the state, has been struggling of late.
Rondeau said it was unfortunate that
Minnesota Governor Tim Pawlenty cut
the 2010 Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM)
program funding. The reduction means
RIM will only fund the restoration of
4,600 acres of grasslands and wetlands
instead of the 24,000 acres requested by
the Minnesota Legislature, PF and other
conservation partners. The chapter, and
PF-Minnesota in general, also have their

Rheault waits for a drive to begin
with PF Editor Herwig’s springer
Hunter. The chapter’s extensive
public and private partnerships
make for great hunting.

Louie Kamrowski, chapter charter
member, his dog Coco and a game
bag full of tail feathers. The chapter’s emphasis on connecting large
blocks of habitat has resulted in
quality hunting on western
Minnesota’s restored prairies.
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work cut out for them fending off efforts
to skim money from several other sportsmen-supported conservation funding
vehicles such as the Legislative-Citizen
Commission on Minnesota Resources
(LCCMR) and the Lessard-Sams Conservation Partners Legacy Grants (both
heavily supported by PF).

chapter board/youth committee co-chair;
Larry Bethel, chapter treasurer; Anita
Bethel, banquet coordinator; Leon
Johnson, chapter member; Ed Zahler,
youth committee co-chair; and John
Tungseth, former chapter youth co-chair
and board member. Tungseth later treated
the magazine to a goose hunt on his land.

“Connecting partners, connecting habitats” –

Load up
Political talk soon turned to talk of the
hunt, and it wasn’t long before we headed out to savor some of the chapter’s hard
work. First stop: the 600-plus acre Doran
State Wildlife Management Area. The
weather beckoned with balmy 61-degree
temps, sunny skies and a light wind.
We waded into the hip-high grass,
and not five minutes out, King and
Kamrowski tagged-teamed a nice rooster.
A few minutes later, Larsen dropped
another off Rheault’s German short hair
‘Mic.’ At the end of that seemingly endless expanse of native grass, seven or eight
more birds broke long, the shooters to
my left dropping two more prairie prizes.
Kamrowski, 73, and I then made a
hard push behind his wirehair Coco,
who was hot on the trail. The chase
ended in a slough where the wise old
bird was cornered and could go
nowhere but up. Kamrowski and I
brought it down with a splash, where
Coco retrieved the hard won bird with a
swim. By quitting time, after only about
two hours of hunting, we had five roosters in the bag and saw many more birds.
Leon Johnson, Farm Service
Agency county executive director, awaits the geese that never
came. While the Fergus Falls area
is justifiably renowned for goose
hunting, our only bag was a mallard, above.
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***
After the hunt, we retired to the comfortable party room at the AmericInn in
Fergus Falls where chapter board member and inn employee Jeff Borchert
played host along with his partner Ilga
Polleitis, who volunteers as the chapter
secretary and banquet solicitations coordinator. We were also joined by Steve
Pletta, chapter VP; Gene Lindblom,
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We all enjoyed a delightful line up of
homemade food including elk and venison sausage and a hearty bison and wild
rice stew.
The bison was appropriate, as French
geographer Joseph Nicollet (1786–1843)
explored this area and points west three
times from 1836 to 1839. Of all his travels, he noted the greatest density of bison
among the fertile, flat glacial lake basin of
Otter Tail County and thereabouts.
Rondeau then hoisted his glass and
led us in a toast to the chapter and its
partners for its many successful habitat
projects. Larsen added to the list of
accomplishments a chapter-sponsored
study on winter cover for pheasants
being conducted by the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources.
“The chapter understands the need
for winter cover. Just in the two years
I’ve been here,” said Larsen, “it has protected and enhanced over 600 acres of
habitat, with another 500-plus in the
works. You don’t see that everywhere.”
For the record: Chapter habitat
expenditures to date exceed $1 million,
with another $1.2 million intended to
be completed by June 2010.

Goosed
As mentioned above, Tungseth hosted the magazine on a goose hunt at his
place, complete with 55 decoys, popup
blinds and geese flying all over. Alas, we
bagged only a fat mallard from a flock
that buzzed the coys at dawn. Nary a
goose visited our most earnest spread.
Nevertheless, I enjoyed the outing,

especially a chat with fellow hunter and
Farm Service Agency County Executive
Director Leon Johnson.
“We still have CRP contracts going
in and lots of continuous CRP buffers
too, but rental rates are a bit behind in
west Otter Tail County,” Johnson said,
scanning the skies for geese.
“About 30 – 40 percent of landowners are re-upping their CRP contracts,”
Johnson said. “The rest are succumbing

1998. The city of Fergus Falls owns the
beautiful visitor center and three-acre
building site. The remaining 327 acres are
owned by the USFWS, which operates
the facility. The Center is visited by
90,000 people each year, mostly students.
The Fergus Falls School District,
which invested in the Center along with
funds from the LCCMR, brings willing
fourth- and fifth-graders to the Center for
half days, including an hour outside every

undulations; to reach a small plateau….moving from wave to wave over
alternate swells and depressions; and finally, to reach the vast interminable low
prairie, that extends itself in front….be it
for hours, days or weeks, one never tires.
Pleasurable and exhilarating sensations
are all the time felt…..There is almost
always a breeze over them and….a far
spreading verdure, relieved by a profusion
of variously colored flowers, the azure of

that is what the Otter Tail County Chapter and its hometown Fergus Falls is all about.
to the high competition for tillable
acres. But, the chapter is encouraging
landowners to participate in CRP practices. Larsen (PF Farm Bill biologist) has
also been helpful with sign-ups.”
In addition to Larsen’s help recruiting
landowners to do habitat projects, the
chapter pays another hand to make such
contacts. “We hire a banquet coordinator
too,” Bethel said. The chapter made the
move to hire some help a few years ago
when it nearly folded because of a lack of
donations and volunteer burnout.

The Prairie Wetlands
Learning Center
As we waited for geese, Johnson
pointed north to the adjacent 330-acre
Prairie Wetlands Learning Center, an
educational jewel where the chapter has
hosted habitat tours and training sessions and annually co-sponsors two
youth firearms safety programs.
The Center, unique to the country for
its wetlands education mission, was the
idea of local conservationists. It opened in

day. Talk about achieving the goals of
PF’s No Child Left Indoors program!
“Creating such a facility is not that
hard to do,” said USFWS’s Kevin
Brennan, the Fergus Falls FWS Station’s
project leader. “You can build one for
wetlands, prairie or whatever habitat
characterizes your area. Whatever you
choose, the fact remains that we need to
get our youth outdoors. It just takes
partnerships to get the job done.”
“Connecting partners, connecting
habitats” — that is what the Otter Tail
County Chapter and its hometown
Fergus Falls is all about.
***
As we mentioned earlier, geographer
Joseph Nicollet spent several years in the
1830s exploring Otter Tail County and
surrounding areas, which at the time
included 18 million acres of native
prairie (one percent survives today).
Nicollet was so overcome by its beauty, he wrote the following. “To look at a
prairie up or down; to ascend one of its

the sky above. …In the summer season,
especially, everything upon the prairies is
cheerful, graceful and animated. It is then
they should be visited. I pity the man
whose soul could remain unmoved under
such a scene of excitement.”
Nicollet would surely find the many
volunteers and partners of the Otter Tail
County Chapter among those moved by
“such scenes of excitement.” I’m sure
Nicollet himself would have been moved
by the hard work the chapter puts forth
to save and improve some of what he
beheld those many, many years ago.
It is certain Nicollet saw, perhaps even
trod, some of the very prairies the chapter
has saved or improved. Standing among
those very grasslands myself, the shifting
winds filling my ears, I could almost hear
Nicollet exclaim aloud in his native tongue:
Mon dieu, quelle beauté. Vive la prairie!
My god, what beauty. Long live the
prairie!
Herwig is editor of Pheasants Forever
Journal.

Canada geese wing over an Otter Tail
County stubble field. The prospects of
these, and many other wildlife, is much
brighter thanks to the chapter’s incredible habitat efforts.
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