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   December 3, 2024 

 

 

 

TO:  Representative Paul Tittl 

  Room 218 North, State Capitol 

 

FROM: Paul Ferguson and Margo Poelstra 

 

SUBJECT: 2025 LRB-0591 and LRB-0604: Sandhill Crane Hunting and Crop Damage Rebates 

 

 

 At your request, this memorandum summarizes the fiscal effects of 2025 LRB-0591/P3, 

relating to the authorization of a sandhill crane hunt and changes to the wildlife damage surcharge, 

and 2025 LRB-0604/P2, relating to the creation of a sandhill crane crop damage rebate program.  

 

LRB-0591: Sandhill Crane Hunting and Wildlife Damage Abatement 

 

 Summary 

 

 The bill would authorize the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) to issue permits for the 

taking of sandhill cranes, pursuant to approval by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and authorize 

the DNR to structure a hunting season. Persons applying for a permit would be limited to one permit 

per season, and DNR would be required to issue permits according to a cumulative preference system 

in the event permit applications exceeded DNR's harvest limits in a given area. The bill would 

authorize DNR to include in a permit any conditions necessary to comply with federal laws and 

regulations, and DNR would be authorized to manage the hunting season: (a) to close areas to 

hunting during festivals or ecotourism events; (b) to minimize the likelihood that breeding sandhill 

cranes are disproportionately hunted; and (c) to minimize impacts to whooping cranes.  

 

 The bill would establish a permit fee of $20 for residents and $100 for nonresidents, which 

would also incur a statutory issuing fee of $0.75. Additionally, the bill would establish a sandhill 

crane permit application processing base fee of $4.25 and a $0.25 issuing fee. Any holder of a 

sandhill crane hunting permit would be required to hold a small game license in addition to the 

sandhill crane permit. The cost of a standard adult small game license currently is $18 for residents 

and $90 for nonresidents, including a $0.75 issuing fee and $2 wildlife damage surcharge.  

 

 The bill would direct proceeds of fees as follows: (a) 50% of sandhill crane hunting permit 

fees and permit application fees to a new continuing appropriation in the segregated conservation 
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fund for the development, management, preservation, restoration, and maintenance of the sandhill 

crane population and for the sandhill crane hunter education program; and (b) the remaining 50% of 

fees collected from those sources to the wildlife damage and abatement claims program (WDACP). 

In both cases, fees deposited to each appropriation would remain in the appropriation, and 

unexpended amounts would remain available in future fiscal years for the purposes authorized for 

each appropriation.  

 

 The bill would also make several changes to the wildlife damage surcharge collected on most 

hunting authorizations, which is $2 for most individual licenses or authorizations and sports licenses, 

or $4 for conservation patron licenses. The bill would increase the base wildlife damage surcharge 

to $3 for residents ($1 increase) and $4 for nonresidents ($2 increase). Wildlife damage surcharges 

on conservation patron licenses would increase to $6 for residents ($2 increase) and $8 for 

nonresidents ($4 increase).  

 

 The bill would specify wildlife damage surcharges of $3 for resident applicants for a sandhill 

crane hunting permit and $4 for nonresident applicants for a sandhill crane permit. This would be 

paid at the time of applying for a permit, meaning the total application fee, including $0.25 issuing 

fee, would be $7.50 for residents and $8.50 for nonresidents.  

 

 DNR would be required to notify the Legislative Reference Bureau at the time the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service authorizes the Department's plan for administering a sandhill crane hunting 

season. LRB would publish a notice of the approval in the Wisconsin Administrative Register. The 

bill would make the increases to the wildlife damage surcharges effective on that date.  

 

 The bill would also require DNR to offer a hunter education program specific to sandhill crane 

hunting, management, and identification. A person would be required annually to pass a test offered 

by DNR that demonstrates the completion of the hunter education course, and DNR would issue 

certificates of accomplishment to those persons passing the test. No fee would be charged for the 

hunter education course, for the taking of a test, or for the issuance of a certificate of accomplishment.  

 

 The bill also would make changes to various enforcement and civil forfeitures under Chapter 

29 of the statutes (hunting regulation). The fiscal changes for those provisions are considered 

minimal and are not discussed further in this memorandum.   

 

 Fiscal Estimate 

 

 Revenues. Table 1 shows the estimated revenue effect of the fees created and changed under 

the bill.  
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TABLE 1 

 

LRB-0591 Revenue Estimate 

 
  Fee Amounts  Estimated 

 Sales  LRB-0591 Revenue 

Category/Authorization Base Current Law Increase Increase 
 

Wildlife Damage Surcharges 

Resident Licenses 788,700 $2.00 $1.00 $788,700 

Nonresident Licenses 50,600 2.00 2.00 101,200 

Sports -- Resident 54,800 2.00 1.00 54,800 

Sports -- Nonresident 3,800 2.00 2.00 7,600 

Conservation Patron -- Resident 63,500 4.00 2.00 127,000 

Conservation Patron -- Nonresident 1,000 4.00 4.00 4,000 

Sandhill Crane Permit Appl. -- Resident 28,200 N.A. 3.00 84,600 

Sandhill Crane Permit Appl. -- Nonresident 1,800 N.A. 4.00          7,200 

   Subtotal    $1,175,100 

 

Sandhill Crane Hunting 

Permit Application 30,000 N.A. $4.25 $127,500 

Permit -- Resident 4,800 N.A. 20.00 96,000 

Permit -- Nonresident 300 N.A. 100.00     30,000 

   Subtotal    $253,500 

 

Total Revenue Increase:    $1,428,600 

 

 Share to Wildlife Damage Program: $1,301,850 

 Share to Sandhill Crane Management: 126,750 

 

Application Issuing Fee 30,000 $0.25 -- $7,500 

Permit Issuing Fee 5,100 0.75 -- 3,800 

 

 

 For wildlife damage surcharges, the sales base shown includes the number of licenses sold in 

the 2023-24 fiscal year in each existing category affected by the bill and that incur the surcharge as 

created or modified under the bill. On this basis, it is assumed most revenue increases under the bill 

would owe to increases in the wildlife damage surcharge.  

 

 For estimated sandhill crane permits, the number of sales shown is assumed to be the estimated 

maximum number of permits that could be issued in Wisconsin on the basis of the recent average 

peak crane abundance, or about 5,100 birds, as discussed in testimony from the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service Mississippi Flyway representative before the Legislative Council Study Committee 

on Sandhill Cranes on October 1, 2024. Assuming the maximum number of permits issued, it is 

further assumed approximately 94% of permits issued would be to residents, which is generally 

consistent with the share of overall licenses shown in the table that are issued to residents.   

 

 The number of permit applications that would be received if a sandhill crane hunt were 

established is uncertain. Hunts that are currently administered under stamp programs, including those 

for waterfowl, wild turkey, and pheasant, range from typical annual stamp sales of approximately 

30,000 (pheasant) to approximately 100,000 (wild turkey). Also, the recent instituting of an elk hunt 



Page 4 

may be analogous to a future sandhill crane hunt. Beginning with the 2018 hunt, DNR received 

approximately 38,500 applications for four non-tribal elk hunting authorizations issued through a 

DNR lottery. Recent elk applications have decreased to a range of 21,000 to 27,000 each year.  

 

 For purposes of this estimate, it is assumed sandhill crane permit and preference point 

applications would be perhaps 30,000, as shown in Table 1. Given that each application would 

generate revenues of $4.25 for sandhill crane management and the WDACP, each incremental 

change of 10,000 applicants would increase or decrease the total revenues by $42,500. Issuing all 

5,100 permits to the same number of applicants would generate application and issuing fee revenues 

of $21,675. It is also possible that fewer licenses would be issued than are available.  

 

 Not shown in Table 1 are revenues from small game licenses, which would be required of any 

person holding a sandhill crane hunting permit. Small game licenses are required under current law 

for those hunting migratory game birds and upland game birds, in addition to small mammals and 

furbearers. It is assumed that the number of persons who would apply for a sandhill crane hunting 

permit would not appreciably affect current sales of small game licenses.  

 

 Under the bill, revenues from the fees for sandhill crane hunting permits and permit 

applications would be evenly divided between a new continuing appropriation for sandhill crane 

population management and the WDACP. All new revenues from the wildlife damage surcharge 

would be deposited to the WDACP. Table 1 shows that approximately $1,301,850 annually would 

be credited to the WDACP and $126,750 would be credited to the appropriation for sandhill crane 

management.  

 

 Revenues from the $0.25 issuing fee payable by applicants for a sandhill crane permit and the 

$0.75 issuing fee for hunting permits are shown separately. These revenues would be retained in the 

conservation fund for other purposes. The fees would generate an estimated $11,300 annually 

assuming the numbers of applications and permits shown.  

 

 Damage Claims. The wildlife damage abatement and claims program would be authorized to 

pay claims for sandhill crane damage if a hunt were to be established. By statute, damage payments 

are made for 100% of claims up to $5,250, less a $500 deductible, and 80% of the remaining claim 

if more than $5,250, with an overall limit of $10,000 per claim. Further, information from DNR on 

2021 Senate Bill 620, which would have established a sandhill crane hunt, and testimony from the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) indicates that reported sandhill crane damage typically 

numbers approximately 200 cases or more annually and may total from $1.6 million to $2.0 million 

in damages. In 2023, USDA indicated an average of $8,621 per damage report.  

 

 At an average of $8,621 in damage per reported case, a claimant would be eligible for a 

damage payment of $7,446. The additional revenues to the wildlife damage claims and abatement 

program would be equivalent to full payment of perhaps 170 claims, after accounting for county 

administrative costs described in a separate paragraph. Any increase in claims that exceed increases 

in revenues would be funded by available balances in the WDACP. As shown in an August 28, 2024, 

memorandum from this office to the Study Committee on Sandhill Cranes, the WDACP program 

has an available balance of approximately $3.0 million as of July 1, 2024.  
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 Abatement Costs. The wildlife damage abatement program partially reimburses landowners 

for approved projects that are likely to reduce wildlife damages. Under the program, DNR pays up 

to 75% of the cost of materials and installation on both permanent abatement projects, such as 

constructing fences and other protective structures, and temporary abatement projects, such as scare 

techniques, trapping and relocating nuisance animals, and repellents. Section 29.889(5)(bm) of the 

statutes requires that counties recommend only those abatement projects that are cost-effective 

relative to the value of wildlife damage claims that would be avoided through their implementation. 

Section NR 12.35(2) of the administrative code also specifies that wildlife abatement practices are 

limited to those listed in the WDACP technical manual. Further, to be eligible for abatement funding, 

there must be damage from an eligible species to the property, as verified by county damage 

technicians. Landowners must also allow hunting of the type of animal causing damage on the land 

under the same ownership.  

 

 If a sandhill crane hunt were authorized, DNR would need to update the WDACP technical 

manual before any sandhill crane abatement projects could be funded. It is not clear to what extent 

certain methods would be found as a cost-effective method relative to the expected amount of 

damage that would be avoided. While sandhill crane habitat covers much of the state, the areas that 

are most at risk of crane-caused crop damage are those close to wetland habitat areas. It is possible 

that eligibility for certain methods of abatement, such as the chemical corn seed treatment 

anthraquinone (AQ, or Avipel), would be limited to cornfields in crane hotspots, rather than 

statewide. It is also unclear how the enactment of the provisions under LRB-0604, which is discussed 

in the next section, would impact expenditures for sandhill crane damage abatement funding.  
 

 WDACP Cost Considerations. As noted previously, the WDACP available balance as of July 

1, 2024, was $3.0 million. In the 2023-24 state fiscal year, the program received revenues of $3.22 

million, including $2.05 million from damage surcharges and $1.17 million from a portion of the 

sale of bonus deer permits. Expenditures totaled $3.48 million, including: (a) $1.78 million for 

county administration of the WDACP; (b) $411,900 for damage abatement projects; (c) $823,600 

for wildlife damage claims; and (d) $464,200 for wild animal control programs and the venison 

donation processing program.  

 

 Additional damage and abatement claims attributable to sandhill cranes would be able to draw 

on the available balances and any new revenues under the bill. However, if the WDACP exhausted 

these balances in future fiscal years, the statutes establish that WDACP county administrative costs 

are given priority, followed by abatement assistance payments. Damage claim payments are given 

last priority. Payments would be prorated if available funding were insufficient for all claims. In the 

fiscal estimate for 2021 SB 620, DNR noted that sandhill crane damage and abatement claims 

payments, if significant and prompting a proration of claims, would tend to shift payments toward 

sandhill crane damage and away from claims attributable to other animals, such as bear, deer, elk, 

turkeys, and geese.  
 

 Other Costs. The DNR fiscal estimate for 2021 SB 620 notes that establishing a sandhill crane 

hunt would incur other costs to counties and the Department in administering the WDACP. DNR 

estimated that inspections of wildlife damage claims typically require five hours of county damage 

technician staff time. At a standard salary and fringe rate of $35 per hour, each inspection costs 

roughly $175 in staff time. Assuming 200 damage reports each year, the WDACP would incur costs 
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of $35,000 annually for damage inspections. This staff time is eligible for reimbursement from the 

WDACP along with other county administrative costs. 

 DNR also reported that creating a hunter education course would cost an estimated $75,000 

and be carried out by a third-party provider under a competitively bid contract. DNR additionally 

estimated one-time costs of rule-making, season structuring, quota development, stakeholder 

outreach, and initiating processes with FWS for federal approval totaling perhaps $22,000. These 

costs could be funded from the sandhill crane hunting fees established by the bill, or from other 

available resources.  

 

 DNR also noted the instituting of a sandhill crane hunt would require other one-time 

implementation costs, including for DNR customer service staff training, updates to the GoWild 

license issuing system, and updating certain DNR forms. These costs were estimated at $10,800 

under 2021 SB 620 and are assumed to be similar under LRB-0591/P3 given the similarity in the 

applicable provisions. Costs would be covered by existing departmental budget authority and any 

that may be available under newly enacted legislation.  

 

LRB-0604: Sandhill Crane Crop Damage Rebate 

 

 Summary  

 

 The bill would create a sandhill crane damage rebate program administered by the Department 

of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP). A rebate would be available for up to 

50% of the cost of purchasing seed coating that is applied as a corn seed treatment, up to $6,250 per 

applicant per planting season. A person would apply to DATCP from March 1 to June 15 each year, 

for reimbursement for seed coating purchased after November 1 of the previous year. Applicants 

would be reimbursed no later than September 15 each year, with each farm eligible to receive one 

reimbursement payment annually. Eligible applicants would include individuals that plant corn on 

land that is operated as part of a farm and produced at least $6,000 in revenue during the taxable year 

prior to the year in which the person applies for rebates.  

 

 The following applicants would be prioritized for rebates under the bill: (a) applicants that 

received a federal depredation permit for sandhill cranes in the previous year; (b) applicants that 

received rebate reimbursement in the past three years; (c) applicants that can provide documentation 

of seed coating purchase in the past three years; and (d) applicants planting corn on land vulnerable 

to sandhill crane depredation, as determined by DATCP, DNR, and other consulted conservation 

organizations. After fulfilling requests from prioritized groups, DATCP would provide rebates to 

other eligible applicants that purchase seed coating.  

 

 The bill would create a continuing appropriation from the state general fund for payments by 

DATCP, which would allow the amounts that have been made available by the Legislature to be 

expended at any time until the funds are exhausted or the appropriation is repealed. (A technical 

correction to the bill would be necessary to clarify this intent.) This means funds not used in one or 

more fiscal years would remain in the appropriation for paying future years' rebates. However, the 

amount newly provided each year would be determined by the Legislature through the biennial 

budget process.  
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 DATCP would be required to report annually, to the appropriate standing committees of the 

Legislature, an assessment of the impact of the program, as well as the amount paid and the number 

of rebates issued.  

 Fiscal Estimate 

 

 The bill appropriates $1,875,000 in general purpose revenues (GPR) annually for rebates. 

Testimony before the Study Committee on Sandhill Cranes noted that Avipel costs from $10 to $15 

per acre planted, and that perhaps 3 million acres are at risk of crane depredation. In 2019, a report 

from the Wisconsin Waterfowl Association estimated that Avipel was applied to 195,000 acres of 

corn fields in Wisconsin. DNR reports that Avipel's producer estimated that 160,000 acres of corn 

fields were voluntarily treated with Avipel in 2019. 

 

 Discussion by the Study Committee on Sandhill Cranes found that application of Avipel to all 

at-risk acres would represent a likely significant private and public cost, and the bill would give 

priority for financial assistance for Avipel applications to those areas most at risk of crane 

depredation. Table 2 shows potential costs for Avipel purchase and a range of reimbursement 

estimates for acres most at risk.  

 

TABLE 2 

 

LRB 0604 -- Reimbursement Estimates for Acres Most at Risk 
 

 

  Effective 

 Cost of Reimbursement  Applied Acreage  

 Avipel per Acre Rate (50%) 200,000 250,000 300,000 350,000 400,000 

 

$5.00 $2.50  $500,000  $625,000  $750,000  $875,000  $1,000,000  

10.00 5.00  1,000,000  1,250,000  1,500,000  1,750,000  2,000,000  

12.50 6.25  1,250,000  1,562,500  1,875,000  2,187,500  2,500,000  

15.00 7.50  1,500,000  1,875,000  2,250,000  2,625,000  3,000,000  

20.00 10.00  2,000,000  2,500,000  3,000,000  3,500,000  4,000,000  

 

 

 The bill would cap rebate payments to an individual claimant at $6,250 per planting season. 

It is estimated this maximum rebate amount would assist in the application of treated seed on a range 

of 833 acres per claimant, at an average cost of $15 per acre ($7.50/acre reimbursement), and up to 

1,250 acres per claimant, at an average cost of $10 per acre ($5/acre reimbursement).  

 

 At treatment costs of $10 per acre, $1,875,000 in funding would provide reimbursement for 

approximately 375,000 acres. At $12.50 per acre, this amount would provide reimbursement for 

300,000 acres. At $15 per acre, this amount would provide reimbursement for 250,000 acres. 

 

 We hope that this information is helpful. Please contact our office if you have questions.  

 

 

PF/MP/ml 


