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Designation of Portions of the Totogatic River as a State Wild River
Six years ago the Washburn County Board began to pursue the idea of adding the Totogatic River which flows through Bayfield, Sawyer and Washburn County to the list of state wild rivers. The county was interested in state legislation that recognizes their local practices that protect the Totogatic. In 2005 the DNR, Washburn County officials, UW-Extension, the Washburn County Lakes and Rivers Association, and the Wisconsin River Alliance began working on a joint effort to make this legislation a reality. Also in 2005, Governor Doyle included both the Totogatic and the Upper St Croix as part of his “Conserve Wisconsin” environmental legislative initiative.  

This bill reaffirms Wisconsin’s legacy of environmental responsibility and represents a community and a State coming together to preserve a truly wild river. There are portions of the Totogatic that are barely navigable. It flows into the Nemakagon, a wild and scenic river that flows into the St. Croix. 

The river segments to be designated include the free-flowing reaches and exclude the four flowages and dams. The bill includes provisions to allow maintenance of existing river crossings, protection of wild rice habitat, and it allows maintenance of existing piers in place as of the date of implementation of the designation.
Forty four years ago the State Legislature established the Wisconsin Wild Rivers Act and designated three unique bodies of water: the Pine, the Pike and the Popple as Wisconsin Wild Rivers. The intention was to afford the people of this state an opportunity to enjoy natural streams and preserve some rivers in a free flowing condition and to protect them from development. 

To say the least it is disappointing that we have not added additional rivers to this category of protected resources. It is about time. 

In Wisconsin water defines our boarders but more importantly describes our character. As a people we must remember that we are one with the water that nourishes our bodies and nurtures our souls. We must care for the water and be cautious about land use policies that can spoil these resources. 

In the Big Top Chatauqua performance “Under the 30th Star” the concluding song begins with these words: “What shall we give our children to live on? What shall we give our children to dream by? Dig a deep garden, clear waters blue, for their children’s children and their children too.”
Like the Pine, the Pike and the Popple Rivers, the Totogatic is remote, rugged and wild. Its unique character deserves strong protections. It is not a body of water that should be exploited for personal profit but should be properly sheltered by public policy that affords its public protection and use for generations. 

The Totogatic is a gift. We have an obligation to protect it. The wild river legislation assures that we will be responsible stewards to this precious body of water. 
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