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By Richard Kirchmeyer

This year at the annual DNR Spring Hearings there were a number of citizen resolutions
presented by the public that were a little disturbing to me and to many others who enjoy the
great outdoors here in Wisconsin. The anti-hunters or non-consumptive citizens of
Wisconsin have discovered that they can come to the spring hearings and as a result, have
their voices heard regarding their own agendas. There is also another problem presented by
this as well. These people also bring along enough friends to get their resolutions passed;
especially at the hearings in Dane or Milwaukee County.

The spring hearings used to be attended by an average of eight to twelve thousand outdoors
people. As time has moved on, things have changed dramatically in this regard. Over the
past few years, the number of people attending these meetings has dwindled
tremendously. As a matter of fact, in some counties there are as few as eight to twelve
people per meeting, and in 2025 there were some counties that only had DNR personnel
and the local Wisconsin Conservation Congress delegates in attendance! If we are truly
concerned sportsmen and women, we need to start trying to attend these hearings to
protect our state given rights to harvest game in Wisconsin. Well enough of that!!!

| have had only three DNR meetings since the article | wrote for the spring WBH magazine.
There were elk, bear, and turkey committee meetings that took place during this time.

One meeting was an elk committee meeting | attended in mid-April. Some of the issues
dealt with at this meeting were as follows.

(1) The Natural Resources Board enacted an emergency rule to only allow one elk harvest
permit, no matter what sex, to one permit per hunter’s lifetime.

(2) Senate Bill-1007 and Assembly Bill - 1021—these bills would have exempted farmers
from the mandatory allowance that required them to allow hunters access to their lands if
they were collecting funds due to crop damage that occurred strictly because of elk. To the
best of my knowledge, this bill has not went anywhere at this point in time. The first vote for
this bill failed, but it could be resubmitted in the future. Elk damage in a couple of counties
has increased significantly, particularly in Rusk and Sawyer counties. In 2025 there was a
total of $74,144.48 in crop damage that was done strictly by elk. Payments to farmers
equaled approximately $48,000. There is a $500.00 deductible with a maximum
reimbursement of $10,000 per claim.

(3) Aerial surveys were done in both Elk Management Zones which helped solidify the
estimated elk population in each zone.

(4) At this time there has not been any CWD detected in either elk herd. Every elk that is
harvested or otherwise found dead because of natural causes or vehicle accidents is
tested for CWD. This is good news as it relates to our elk herds in both Wisconsin elk
management zones.




(5) Elk harvest season applicants and successful harvest permit recipients are reminded
that starting in 2026, there are now smaller Elk Management Zones to choose from or hunt
in. This will hopefully lead to hunters harvesting el in zones other than where past harvest
has been occurring previously. This may decrease the close to 100% success rate harvest
permit holders have experienced in previous harvest seasons.

| talked to Josh Spiegel the other day and at this time no hunters have totally committed to
or said they would be hunting with archery equipment during the 2026 elk harvest season.

Next up is bear hunting news. The bear meeting that | participated in was fairly short. One
piece of information given to the committee was that it is a significant expense (i.e. $65,000
for the turkey season) to mail postcards to successful applicants for a harvest permit.
Starting with 2026, this may be a thing of the past, for both turkey and bear harvest permit
recipients. Instead, everyone may get an email or have to check their DNR account to see if
they were successful in drawing a harvest permit for a particular species.

| reported in one of my last articles that it is mandatory to submit 2 teeth from a harvested
bear. If you do not, you could face up to a $343.00 fine. These teeth are a very important
piece to the bear management program. Submitting these teeth aids in projecting future
harvest numbers because the teeth tell biologists the age of the bear along other important
details that are needed.

Also, the WBH’s official logo was submitted to the DNR so it can be shown that WBH
supports the management of bears in Wisconsin.

The final DNR meeting | participated in was a turkey meeting. During introductions at the
start of the meeting, | informed the committee that WBH has a member who has harvested
over 110 turkeys with archery equipment and another who has harvested over 70. The
committee was impressed that there are such dedicated bowhunters out there and they
are that successful turkey hunting.

The 2026 spring turkey harvest was the seventh highest in Wisconsin state history.
Statewide the success rate was around 70 percent with 88 percent of the birds harvested
being adult male gobblers. There were 254,686 harvest authorizations granted in 2026 with
236,312 harvest permits issued for the spring season. This was 8,600 more applicants than
2025. Of the hunters applying for harvest permits, 144,775 or 57 percent of them were
given their first choice of time periods. Due to a computer error, (imagine that), there were
477 hunters in Turkey Management Zone 1, time period C, that were issued harvest permits
because they could not get through or were goofed up while applying for permits. The same
problem occurred in Zone 1; time period D. leading to 328 hunters receiving a harvest
permits as well. | know that is a lot of numbers in one paragraph, but I thought it was
important to show the DNR tried their best to compensate hunters for a major snafu that
initially negatively impacted hunters.

Many turkey hunters do not understand how the turkey drawing system works, so I will try to
explain a small portion of it.




If you applied for a particular Turkey Management Zone and time period and received a
harvest permit for the zone and time period you requested, you are automatically putin the
number three chance for receiving a harvest permit the next year. Also, it is important to
remember that 33 percent of all harvest permits are given to landowners under the
landowner preference program, (this program has been in place since the early stages of
the turkey program). If you want to guarantee that you receive a turkey harvest permit, don’t
apply by the December 10™ deadline. Then go and buy a harvest permit over the counter for
a later season. Doing this will give you a more probable chance of getting the time period
you want in the Turkey Management Zone that you desire the following season.

For the first time ever, there will be harvest permits available for the 2026 Fall Harvest
season in all Turkey Management Zones. In 2025, there were harvest permits left over in
Turkey Management Zones one through four.

Another item the committee discussed were turkey populations and the definition of a
stable population. This definition can differ from management zone to management zone
and who you are talking to. An interesting note related to turkey populations; to maintain a
stable turkey population each breeding female must average 2 poults per year.

Also, did you know that some deer hunters hate turkeys because they make so much noise
coming through the woods? The hunter gets all excited thinking it might be the buck of a
lifetime only to discover it is nothing more than a flock of turkeys!

A couple of other items related to turkey hunting are as follows. At the spring hearings a
question was brought forth to raise the turkey stamp cost from $5.25 to $10.00. The monies
collected from the turkey stamp fee are put in a segregated account. The money in this
accountis used to help propagate turkeys in the state of Wisconsin.

Also, there has been discussion related to allowing anyone with an unfilled harvest permit
from the first five time periods to hunt during the sixth and final season each year.
Obviously, there are pros and cons to this proposal. The biggest objection that | have heard
so far is that the sixth time zone could end up being overloaded with hunters. This means
the 80 percent satisfaction rate of a good hunting experience may go out the window. Also,
this could bring a safety factor into play with that many more hunters outin the woods.

Finally, an interesting fact that | learned about at the meeting is that Minnesota allows
bowhunters with a harvest permit to hunt all seasons. Hmmm!

Good luck hunting this fall and be safe out there!!



