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‹#›Regional Natural Areas Plan

➢Funded in part by the Wisconsin 
Coastal Management Program 
and National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, 
Office for Coastal Management 
under the Coastal Zone 
Management Act, Grant #s 

• NA18NOS4190091

• NA20NOS4190092

• NA22NOS4190085



‹#›History

➢Planning effort initiated in 1987

• Requested by Milwaukee County Parks

➢In 1989, remaining counties joined 

the request 

➢Intensive inventory work followed

➢PR 42 adopted in 1997

➢Minor amendment adopted in 1998

➢Amendment adopted in 2010

➢Update initiated in 2019, with target 

publication date in 2025



‹#›Plan Recommendations 

➢Natural Areas Plan

• Identify the remaining

▪ Natural Areas

▪ Critical Species Habitat Sites

▪ Aquatic Areas

▪ Geological Sites

▪ Archaeological Sites 

• Rank Natural Areas 

• Provide prioritized recommendations 

for acquisition and management 



‹#›

2025 Amendment- Key elements to improve the 
plan and its ease of use:

➢Provide up-to-date information for inclusion in appropriate local and 

county planning reports 

➢Digitize the natural areas inventory of our natural areas to maximize use 

for and visibility by desired users (public and private)

• i.e., boundary shapefiles with detailed attributes or mapping applications

➢Need to update the original aquatic resource assessment schemes for 

lake and stream classification

➢Need to better address common threats and management needs of 

different natural area types



‹#›2024 Amendment-Objectives

➢Identify NA & CSH site changes, which have occurred since the preparation of 

the original 1997 plan and the 2010 Amendment 

➢Development of a digital geodatabase of natural areas and critical species 

habitat sites and their attributes to serve as a central repository for site 

information 

➢Development of new site profile summaries and maps for each natural area 

➢Revised and updated aquatic resource assessment schemes for lake and stream 

classification

➢Development of an interactive webtool hosted on the Commission’s website to 

locate natural areas and critical species habitat sites, aquatic resource locations 

and classification rankings, and to learn more about how to protect and manage 

these critical resources and download information about each of them. 



‹#›2024 Amendment-Format

➢Chapter 1-Introduction

➢Chapter 2-Background

➢Chapter 3-Status of Implementation

➢Chapter 4-New Sites

➢Chapter 5-Changes in Listed Species

➢Chapter 6-Changes to Site Boundaries and Ranks

➢Chapter 7-Recommended Changes to the Plan

➢Chapter 8-Preliminary Recommendations 

➢Chapter 9-Final Recommendations (to be completed)

➢Appendix A-Site Profiles (posted on Commission’s Website and Webtool)



‹#›Natural Areas 2024

➢478 Natural Areas

• 42 NA-1

• 107 NA-2

• 329 NA-3

➢412 CSH Sites

➢87 Geological Sites

➢15 Archeological Sites

➢11 Grassland and forest interior re-
establishment sites



‹#›

NA Summary by County

PR 42 2010 A 2024 Change

Kenosha 38 41 26 -15

Milwaukee 43 55 53 -2

Ozaukee 48 50 53 +3

Racine 53 55 46 -9

Walworth 74 82 81 -1

Washington 90 93 94 +1

Waukesha 101 118 125 +7

447 494 478 -16



‹#›Natural Area Site Profiles



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas: 1997

➢Stream ranking elements

• Water quality, morphology, connectivity, fisheries, 

critical species, riparian buffer

➢Lake ranking elements

• Trophic state, surface area, connectivity, fisheries, 

critical species, riparian buffer

➢118 Critical Stream Reaches

• Bark, Fox, Milwaukee, Mukwonago, and Oconomowoc

➢148 Critical Lakes

• Beulah, Big Cedar, Nagawicka, and Phantom lakes



‹#›Updating the Aquatic Natural Areas 

➢2010 amendment did not include update to aquatic Natural Areas

➢Since 1997 publication, several surveys, models, and metrics more widely used:

• WDNR lake and stream natural community model

• Floristic quality assessment, Nichols 1999

• Aquatic plant point-intercept protocol, Hauxwell et al. 2010

• Aquatic plant bioassessment, Mikulyuk et al. 2017

• Biotic index for macroinvertebrates, Hilsenhoff et al. 1987

• Macroinvertebrate index of biotic integrity, Weigel et al. 2003

• Fisheries indices of biotic integrity, Lyons et al. 1992 – 2012

• Fishery classification of Wisconsin lakes, Rypel et al. 2019



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas: Lake Assessment Schemes

➢Updated assessment scheme with elements not included in the 1997 plan

• Biotic elements have larger impact for assessment

➢Lake score (≤100) = 

• Morphology (≤7) + Water Quality (≤7) + Aquatic Plants (≤20) + Fisheries (≤25) + 

Riparian Buffer (≤6) + Habitat Connectivity (≤15) + Rare Species (≤20) 



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas: Stream Assessment Schemes

➢Stream score (≤100) = 

• Morphology (≤7) + Water Quality (≤7) + Macroinvertebrates (≤20) + Fisheries (≤25) + 

Riparian Buffer (≤6) + Habitat Connectivity (≤15) + Rare Species (≤20) 



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas

➢Only highest scoring waterbodies designated as 

Aquatic Areas

➢54 lakes in Region identified as Aquatic Areas

• 12 lakes as AQ-1 (including Lake Michigan)

• 21 lakes as AQ-2

• 21 lakes as AQ-3

➢91 stream reaches identified as Aquatic Areas

• 17 reaches as AQ-1

• 31 reaches as AQ-2

• 43 reaches as AQ-3

➢Aquatic Areas located in every County of the Region



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas: Comparisons

➢Aquatic Area rankings are comparable with other studies of high-quality areas

➢Most ranking lakes and streams were designated as Aquatic Areas in 1997 plan

• Includes two lakes not ranked in original plan: North Lake (Walworth) and Pretty Lake (Waukesha)

➢Lake Michigan and several ranking lakes and rivers identified as Conservation 

Opportunity Areas in the 2015 Wisconsin Wildlife Action Plan

➢Many ranking lakes and streams identified as “high-quality waters” by WDNR in 2022

• Used some similar criteria as updated Aquatic Area assessment schemes



‹#›Aquatic Natural Areas: Comparisons

➢43% of ranking lakes and 38% of ranking streams are also HQW

• Lakes (HQW and AQ-1)

▪ Big Cedar, Beulah, Eagle Spring, Geneva, Nagawicka, Lulu, Mud (Ozaukee), Oconomowoc

• Rivers/Streams (HQW and AQ-1)

▪ Bluff, Genesee, Jericho, North Branch Cedar, and Whitewater Creeks

▪ East Branch Milwaukee, Milwaukee, Mukwonago, Oconomowoc, South Branch Genesee Rivers

➢Exceptions

• Big Muskego and Lower Phantom are AQ-1, but not ranked as HQW

• Pebble Brook and middle Fox River are top ten stream Natural Areas, but not ranked as HQW



‹#›Natural Areas Explorer Webtool

https://www.sewrpc.org/Regional-Planning/Natural-Areas


‹#›Timeline for Completion

• Draft complete

• Public meetings complete

• Public comment period closed

• Jan-May 2025-Revise draft and 

incorporate comments

• Feb 2025- Ch 1-6 approved by 

Commission’s Planning and Research 

Committee

• August 2025—Planning and Research 

Committee — review remaining chapters 

• September 2025—Commissioner’s 

Quarterly Meeting—review amendment 

and webtool

• September 2025 Publish final plan upon  

adoption by the Commissioners



‹#›

/SEWRPCSEWRPC.org @SEW_RPC
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