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Environmental enforcement at the Department of Natural Resources under Gov. 
Scott Walker lags behind past administrations of both parties dating back to 2000, 
state records show. 

A former DNR secretary called the drop "troubling." George Meyer said that with 
three years under the helm of Walker, he believes the DNR should be making 
more progress after an exodus of staff reduced enforcement activity. Meyers' 
view: The agency seems to be putting less emphasis on enforcement cases. 

Steve Sisbach of the DNR disagreed with that assessment, noting that in the past 
two years, enforcement is on the upswing and that the agency has been busy 
hiring workers. 

By several measures, the DNR has had a more aggressive posture on 
environmental cases in 2012 and 2013, compared to 2011. That year, the agency 
suffered from a surge in retirements after Walked and the GOP-controlled 
Legislature enacted Act 10, and enforcement dropped to the lowest point since at 
least 2000, DNR records show. 

One key measure is the number of cases referred to the Department of Justice. 
That has increased from 24 in 2011 to 34 in 2012, but leveled off to 35 last year, 
according to DNR records. Referrals rose 46% from 2011 to 2013. 

By comparison, in 2000, when GOP Gov. Tommy G. Thompson was governor, 
there were 61 cases that were sent to the attorney general. 

The agency came under fire after the big drop in enforcement cases in 2011 and 
Sisbach, the DNR's chief of environmental enforcement, attributed the increase in the last two years to more 
emphasis on enforcement and training and adding more staff. 

In 2011, the year Walker took office, the state experienced a wave of retirements after the governor and the 
Legislature tightly restricted collective bargaining for public workers. 

"Now we are starting to see an increase in the number of cases," Sisbach said. 

The DNR's enforcement record could draw attention from Democrats in Walker's re-election bid this year. The 
lone Democrat in the race is former Trek Bicycle executive Mary Burke. 

On Friday in Milwaukee, Walker acknowledged that retirements after his election affected enforcement at the 
agency. But he said the DNR is building up it workforce, including new positions regulating sand mining. 

Walker emphasized that under his tenure, the DNR has become more proactive on regulatory issues by trying to 
encourage landowners and businesses to discuss projects in advance to avoid violations. 
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"Instead of waiting to let people violate regulations, we are getting out front and getting aggressive to help 
employers and individual property owner...embrace the laws of the state," he told reporters after a speech at the 
Hilton Milwaukee City Center 

That doesn't mean the DNR is bending the rules, Walker said. 

"By no means are we backing away from our high standards," Walker said. 

In a statement, Burke said: 

"As governor I will instruct the DNR to hold individuals and businesses accountable for clear violations of the 
law. The DNR has become too politicized over the last three years, we need to make sure the agency is using 
science to guide and make decisions, not politics." 

Since Walker took office, the DNR has: 

■Issued an average of 257 notices of violations a year. In the past four years of the administration of Gov. Jim 
Doyle, a Democrat, the average was 488. That's a drop of 47%. 

■Held an average of 221 enforcement conferences annually, where agency personnel meet to review 
environmental violations with parties. The average under Doyle in his second term was 286 — a drop of 23%. 

■Referred an average of 31 cases each year to the Justice Department for prosecution. Under Doyle, the average 
was more than twice as high — 68. 

Going back to 2000, enforcement under Walker's appointee, Secretary Cathy Stepp,is far lower than both 
Democratic and Republican governors for the period, records show. The number of notices of violations issued 
by the DNR in 2000 under Thompson was 458 — 78% higher than Walker's first three years in office. 

In another category, the number of environmental citations have also slid sharply. They have dropped 55% from 
an annual average of 300 in the second term of Doyle to 135 during the Walker years. 

Meyer, the former secretary of the agency who served under Thompson and previously under Democratic Gov. 
Tony Earl when the Natural Resources Board appointed the secretary, said he is frustrated by the lack of 
progress. 

"This is troubling," said Meyer, executive director of the Wisconsin Wildlife Federation. "Obviously, there is 
some improvement, but it surely doesn't reflect the long history of what has been taking place." 

Meyer worked at the DNR for more than 30 years. A lawyer, he led the enforcement division for 10 years and 
was secretary from 1993 to 2001. 

Meyer said he has been reluctant to press the DNR on enforcement because of the retirement issue, "but a lot of 
these positions should have been filled by now." 

Environmental enforcement, Meyer said, "has not been a priority for this administration." 

Sisbach takes issue with that. 

"I've had great support and expect it to continue," Sisbach said. "I haven't seen any changes. (The 
administration) recognizes that it's part of the job and that sometimes it can be contentious." 



Since mid-December, Attorney General J.B. Van Hollen has announced settlements in three sand mining cases 
involving four companies. The companies agreed to pay penalties totaling $360,000 for violating state pollution 
laws. 

Also, the DNR has issued 22 notices of violations to sand companies and referred six of those cases to the 
Justice Department for prosecution since November 2011. 

DNR officials and Meyer agreed that sanctions play an important role in assuring environmental regulations are 
being met. 

"What's often not discussed is the deterrent factor," Meyer said, "If you are ramping down, the whole system 
leads to more violations." 

The Environmental Protection Agency, which expressed concerns about the DNR inspection programs in 2011, 
expressed more support for the DNR last week. The DNR "is carrying out compliance monitoring and 
enforcement strategies that meet EPA's expectations for state enforcement program performance," 
spokeswoman Phillippa Cannon said in a statement. 

The DNR had 356 vacancies in 2010 — Doyle's last year in office. That rose to 471 at the end of 2011, dropped 
to 418 at the end of 2012 and fell to 334 at the end of last year, according to DNR figures. The agency has 2,344 
full-time employees. 

"We're still rebuilding," Sisbach said. "I see things are coming back in the right direction and I am personally 
confident that as we move forward, our numbers are going to continue to climb up." 
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