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Key Findings 
from a Survey of 
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August 2020
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Methodology 
The bipartisan research team of New Bridge Strategy (R) and FM3 Research (D) 
conducted a survey among N=503 voters in Wisconsin via online interviews and live 
telephone interviews (both cellphones and landlines). 

Interviews were conducted August 21-25 2020, and were distributed proportionally 
throughout the state. Quotas were also set for key demographic sub-groups, such as 
gender and age.

The credibility interval (analogous to margin of error) is ±4.4% for the overall sample. 
The credibility interval will vary for sub-groups.
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Knowles Nelson 
Stewardship Program
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The Knowles Nelson Stewardship Program remains relatively unknown.

After I mention each one, please tell me if you have a favorable, neutral or unfavorable opinion of that individual or institution. 

15% 14%
9% 9% 9%

1% 3%
2% 1% 3%

72% 72%
81% 84%

72%

2007 2009 2015 2018 2020

Total Favorable Total Unfavorable Never Heard Of

+14 +11 +7 +8 +6

The Knowles Nelson Stewardship Program
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Therefore, respondents were provided 
with a brief explanation of the Stewardship Program…

The next questions deal more specifically with the Knowles -
Nelson Stewardship Program established in 1989 and renewed 
four times over the last couple of decades. It is a state program 
that protects natural areas, water quality, wildlife habitat, and 

parks and provides public access for outdoor recreation through 
voluntary agreements with willing landowners.  Through the 

Stewardship program, the state has protected important natural 
areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in every county in Wisconsin.

Having heard this information, would you now say you have a favorable, neutral or unfavorable opinion of the Knowles -Nelson Stewardship Program?
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After hearing the explanation, three-in-four voters hold a 
favorable view of the program, with a majority strongly favorable.

Having heard this information, would you now say you have a favorable, neutral or unfavorable opinion of the Knowles -Nelson Stewardship Program?

9%

76%

3% 2%

Initial Informed

Total Favorable Total Unfavorable

+6 +74

Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program

51%
Very

80% 76%

4% 2%

2018 2020

Total Favorable Total Unfavorable

51%
Very

+76 +74

Trend2020

49%
Very
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Support for continuing the Stewardship Program remains very strong.

The program is set to expire soon unless the State Legislature reauthorizes it. If it were up to you, would you tell your Legislator to -
continue to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin through the Stewardship Program, 
or stop protecting natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin through the Stewardship Program? 

93% 92%

2% 4%

2018 2020

Total Continue Total Stop

+91 +88

78%
Strongly

77%
Strongly



14

Support for restoring funding to 86 million dollars has increased slightly 
among Wisconsin voters.

Do you support or oppose restoring funding for the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program to previous levels of 86 million dollars annually in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin?

72% 76%

12%
19%

2018 2020

Total Support Total Oppose

+60 +57

Restore Funding to Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program

51%
Strongly

49%
Strongly

As recently as 2010, the state 
invested 86 million dollars in the 

program to protect natural areas, 
water quality, wildlife habitat, parks 
and recreational lands in Wisconsin.  

That annual funding has been cut 
by the Legislature by more than 

half, to 33 million dollars last year. 
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There is strong bipartisan support for restoring funding with more than two-
thirds of GOP and independent voters in support…

Do you support or oppose restoring funding for the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program to previous levels of 86 million dollars annually in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin?

66% 69%

92%

31%
22%

7%

Republican Independent Democrat

Total Support Total Oppose

+35 +47 +85

By Party

36%
Strongly

45%
Strongly

70%
Strongly
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…and support is strong throughout the state.

Do you support or oppose restoring funding for the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program to previous levels of 86 million dollars annually in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin?

76% 72% 78% 83%

19% 21% 19% 14%

Milwaukee Madison GB/Appleton Northern DMA's

Total Support Total Oppose

+57 +51 +59 +69

By Media Market

52%
Strongly

61%
Strongly48%

Strongly
50%

Strongly
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Visiting a Wisconsin State Park bears a strong relationship to higher support 
for restoration of funding.

Do you support or oppose restoring funding for the Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Program to previous levels of 86 million dollars annually in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin?

82%
68%

13%
29%

Yes No

Total Support Total Oppose

+69 +39

By Visited State Park in Last 12 Months

58%
Strongly 41%

Strongly
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And what are the one or two reasons you SUPPORT restoring funding to previous levels for this program?

“The wildlife depends on protection 
to preserve the beauty and integrity 

of our beautiful state.”
- Male, GOP, Rural

Among the 76% who Support Restored Funding

Reasons to SUPPORT restoring funding to previous levels:

“Natural resources are the future of the world and it is up to us to be 
good stewards and preserve them for future generations. It is also a 

wonderful way for people to be able to enjoy nature and find a 
peaceful place to share either by themselves or with others.”

- Female, Democrat, Suburban

“Wisconsin's natural beauty is essential for 
many quality of life reasons but primarily 
for tourism. We have four-season appeal 

for some folks from other states.”
- Female, Independent, Suburban

“I enjoy our wildlife habitat areas and natural areas and parks. My 
wife and I have backpacked through several parks in Wisconsin. You 
can't protect them if there is no money to do that. My family is big 

into fishing. If those resources are not taken care of or protected then 
they will not be sustainable.”

- Male, Independent, Suburban
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A ten-year extension on the funding is universally viewed by Wisconsin 
voters as important, with 73% saying it is extremely or very important.

And thinking about one other aspect of the program, how important would it be to you that the program be extended for ten years to fund these conservation efforts in Wisconsin?

Extremely 
Important

41%

Very 
Important

32%

Somewhat 
Important

21%

Not
Important

5%

Extended for Ten Years - Importance

Total Important
94%
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Two-thirds of voters say they would have a more favorable impression of a 
State Legislator who supports restoring funding for the stewardship program.

If your State Legislator voted in favor of restoring funding for the Stewardship program in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin, would you have a more favorable impression, a less 
favorable impression, or would that not make a difference in your view of him or her? 

67% 67%

3% 4%

2018 2020

Total More Favorable Total Less Favorable

+64 +63

State Legislator Supporting Stewardship Program

35%
Much More

36%
Much More
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The more favorable response to a State Legislator who supports restoring 
funding is evident across party lines.

If your State Legislator voted in favor of restoring funding for the Stewardship program in order to protect natural areas, wildlife habitat, and parks in Wisconsin, would you have a more favorable impression, a less 
favorable impression, or would that not make a difference in your view of him or her? 

60% 59%

79%

7% 4% 1%

Republican Independent Democrat

Total More Favorable Total Less Favorable

+53 +55 +78

By Party

31%
Much More

24%
Much More

48%
Much More
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Next, please indicate which of the following statements about restoring funding for land, water and wildlife habitat conservation comes closer to your opinion, even if neither one matches your opinion exactly. 

Supporters say that Wisconsin has been blessed with beautiful lakes, rivers, 
and forests. During these difficult times, we have all recently seen the 

importance of getting outdoors for our physical and mental health. Plus, here 
in Wisconsin outdoor recreation generates nearly 18 billion dollars, and
supports 168,000 jobs.  We need to protect our drinking water sources, 

support our economy, and continue outdoor traditions for future generations.

When presented with different viewpoints about restoring funding, 
voters remain solidly committed to conservation.

Opponents say that small businesses are closing, many people have lost jobs 
and state revenues are down. We have protected hundreds of thousands of 
acres, and we do not need to preserve more public lands at this time, when 

we have other important needs like health care and schools.  We need to 
take a time out from funding this program.

…OR…

20202018*2015*

77% 82% 78%

20% 13% 20%

*Language varied in 2015 and 2018
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Perceived Benefits of 
Conservation Funding
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Protecting water quality and drinking sources are the most important types 
of conservation projects to Wisconsin voters. 

Next, I am going to read you some types of projects that have been and could be completed though the Knowles Nelson Stewardship program.
Recognizing that there may not be enough funding for all such projects, please tell me how important it would be to you that each project be funded. 

% Extremely/Very Important Total

Protecting sources of drinking water 95%

Protecting water quality in rivers and streams 90%

Conserving habitat for disappearing pollinators like bees
and monarch butterflies 83%

Protecting fish and wildlife habitat 83%

Preserve working farms 79%

Protecting and encouraging local food production 78%

Conserving sensitive fish habitat such as nurseries and spawning areas 
in the Great Lakes 76%

Conserving natural areas 74%

Conserving beaches and shoreline along Lake Michigan and Lake 
Superior 74%

% Extremely/Very Important Total

Preserve working forests 71%

Providing more opportunities for children to explore and learn about 
nature 70%

Provide outdoor recreation and nature opportunities to all Wisconsin 
residents including lower-income residents and people of color 66%

Conserving lands for outdoor recreation, such as camping, birding, and 
wildlife watching 65%

Conserving lands most vulnerable to a changing climate 63%

Conserving lands for outdoor recreation, such as hunting and fishing 62%

Improving and expanding state parks 59%

Protecting and improving urban parks 59%

Creating more trails for hiking, biking and recreation 48%
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These types of projects are viewed as important by Republicans and 
Democrats alike. 

Next, I am going to read you some types of projects that have been and could be completed though the Knowles Nelson Stewardship program.
Recognizing that there may not be enough funding for all such projects, please tell me how important it would be to you that each project be funded. 

% Extremely/Very Important Total GOP IND DEM YES NO

Protecting sources of drinking water 95% 93% 95% 96% 96% 93%

Protecting water quality in rivers and streams 90% 87% 86% 95% 93% 86%

Conserving habitat for disappearing pollinators like bees
and monarch butterflies 83% 82% 77% 89% 86% 79%

Protecting fish and wildlife habitat 83% 78% 75% 93% 88% 75%

Preserve working farms 79% 82% 72% 81% 84% 73%

Protecting and encouraging local food production 78% 76% 77% 81% 84% 71%

Conserving sensitive fish habitat such as nurseries and spawning 
areas in the Great Lakes 76% 76% 68% 82% 81% 69%

Conserving natural areas 74% 71% 66% 84% 82% 65%

Conserving beaches and shoreline along Lake Michigan and Lake 
Superior 74% 72% 67% 82% 81% 65%

Party Visited State Park
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

There is overwhelming agreement that conservation efforts are important for 
the economy and public health and are good investments. 

Protecting water quality and land in Wisconsin is critical to keeping the 
state's economy strong. 

In these difficult times we have seen how important parks and outdoor 
recreation are for our mental and physical health. It's more important 

than ever to provide and maintain opportunities for children and all 
Wisconsin residents to get outside safely. 

Investing in conservation helps support jobs in Wisconsin's tourism, 
farming, fishing, and forestry industries and helps support our economy. 

Even when the state budget is tight, we should still find the money to 
invest in protecting Wisconsin's land, water and wildlife.

The public receives its money's worth when we invest in conserving 
wildlife habitat, natural areas, and farmland. 

62%

58%

56%

47%

46%

95%

91%

93%

88%

87%

Ranked by % Strongly Agree

Strongly Agree Total Agree
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

Wisconsin voters have consistently agreed that water and land quality is 
critical to keeping the state’s economy strong.

Protecting water quality and land in Wisconsin is critical to 
keeping the state's economy strong. 

94% 89% 90% 95% 95%

2007 2009 2015 2018 2020

Total Agree

68%
Str 57%

Str

62%
Str

72%
Str 62%

Str

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 52% 92%

Independent 60% 92%

Democrat 75% 99%

Milwaukee 62% 91%

Madison 65% 94%

GB/Appleton 62% 98%

Northern DMA’s 58% 100%
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

The physical and mental health benefits of parks and outdoor recreation are 
also overwhelmingly recognized.

In these difficult times we have seen how important parks and outdoor recreation are 
for our mental and physical health. It's more important than ever to provide and 

maintain opportunities for children and all Wisconsin residents to get outside safely. 

91%

2020

Total Agree

58%
Strongly

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 54% 90%

Independent 57% 87%

Democrat 62% 96%

Milwaukee 58% 91%

Madison 57% 85%

GB/Appleton 57% 92%

Northern DMA’s 60% 95%
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

Wisconsin voters throughout the state and across party lines say investing in 
conservation supports jobs in critical sectors of the economy.

Investing in conservation helps support jobs in Wisconsin's tourism, farming, 
fishing, and forestry industries and helps support our economy. 

91% 94% 93%

2015 2018 2020

Total Agree

59%
Strongly

67%
Strongly 56%

Strongly

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 51% 92%

Independent 58% 88%

Democrat 57% 98%

Milwaukee 53% 93%

Madison 70% 98%

GB/Appleton 48% 84%

Northern DMA’s 56% 100%
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

More than four-in-five Republicans and nearly all other voters say we should 
maintain conservation funding even when the state budget is tight. 

Even when the state budget is tight, we should still find the money 
to invest in protecting Wisconsin's land, water and wildlife.

89%
78%

88% 91% 88%

2007 2009 2015 2018 2020

Total Agree

64%
Str

40%
Str

57%
Str

61%
Str 47%

Str

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 37% 81%

Independent 44% 88%

Democrat 58% 95%

Milwaukee 53% 87%

Madison 40% 90%

GB/Appleton 44% 88%

Northern DMA’s 53% 92%
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

Wisconsin voters share the view that they get their money’s worth
out of state investments in conservation.

The public receives its money's worth when we invest in conserving wildlife habitat, 
natural areas, and farmland. 

87%

2020

Total Agree

46%
Strongly

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 38% 84%

Independent 44% 83%

Democrat 52% 93%

Milwaukee 51% 88%

Madison 43% 86%

GB/Appleton 32% 83%

Northern DMA’s 50% 93%
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Natural Climate 
Solutions
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Taking a step back for a moment - I'm going to read you a list of statements.  For each one, please indicate whether you generally agree or disagree.

Nine-in-ten voters agree with efforts to conserve forests, farms and wetlands 
in order to store carbon, including nearly all Republicans.

Conserving natural areas like forests, farms and wetlands naturally removes carbon from our air. We need 
to help protect our forests, working farms, and wetlands so they can store carbon and remove carbon 

pollution that contributes to climate change from the air naturally.

91%

2020

Total Agree

56%
Strongly

Strongly
Agree

Total
Agree

Republican 40% 87%

Independent 55% 87%

Democrat 70% 98%

City 62% 98%

Suburb 55% 87%

Town 50% 93%

Rural 54% 86%
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The Bottom Line
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Bottom Line
• Despite the pandemic and resulting economic downturn, Wisconsin voters express strong 

and consistent support for continuing to fund the Knowles Nelson Stewardship Program, 
including the vast majority saying it is very important to extend it for the next decade.  

• Similarly, three-quarters support restoring funding to $86 million – slightly more than said 
the same two years ago in a very different economic situation. Support is solid throughout 
the state, across party lines, and with every demographic sub-group. 

• Fully 88% say we should continue to invest in conservation even when the budget situation 
is tight. Voters double down on this by saying that they believe the public receives its 
money’s worth from conservation investments. 

• Nearly all potential conservation investments are deemed important by the electorate, 
particularly those related to water. 

• The strong support for conservation may be rooted in the fact that the vast majority of
voters perceive a benefit for the state’s economy from these investments. 




