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U. S. Agent Dan Sheill is the new sheriff in town

By Mike Zielinski

The News-Herald

Shortly after the International Wildlife Refuge (IWR) announced it would be joining with the Lake Erie Metropark to help manage some of the park's vast coastal lands, the question came up about fish and game law enforcement of the area. 

John Hartig, director of the IWR directed the News-Herald to Dan Sheill, special agent, U.S. Fish & Wildlife. 

Sheill, conducts business in what is known as the Great Lakes-Big Rivers Region, Region Three, which borders on four of the five Great Lakes (Superior, Michigan, Huron, and Erie) and is defined by several extensive river systems, including the Mississippi, Missouri, Illinois, and Ohio. 

The region covers the midwestern states of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, and Wisconsin. 

As of September 30, 2002, 28 special agents and nine wildlife inspectors were stationed in the region.

Inspection services were provided at the designated port of Chicago and a number of border ports, including Detroit, Port Huron, and Sault Saint Marie, Michigan; and Minneapolis-St. Paul, Grand Portage, and International Falls, Minnesota. 

"Let me give you some background on how we're organized as an agency," said Sheill. 

"The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is separated into several autonomous divisions, including the National Wildlife Refuge System, Migratory Birds, National Fish Hatcheries, and the Division of Law Enforcement. 

"Two divisions within the agency have law enforcement personnel: Refuge officers, who enforce the laws and regulations of the National Wildlife Refuge System, and special agents, who enforce federal wildlife laws such as the Lacey Act and Endangered Species Act anywhere and everywhere. 

"Refuge Officers are uniformed officers with primary responsibility over national wildlife refuge lands. 

"Special agents are criminal investigators who focus more on the illegal commercial interstate and international traffic of wildlife. 

Habitat protection is essential to conserving wildlife resources. In 2002, Region Three special agents addressed various threats to habitat, including development, contaminants, and arson.

Special agents were among the federal, state, and local employees who staffed emergency cleanup and containment crews that worked to limit the damage caused by a large oil spill that occurred on the Detroit River on April 11, 2002. 

The spill contaminated habitat along more than 17 miles of shoreline on both the U.S. and Canadian sides of the river. Service agents are worked with other Federal agencies to investigate the source of the spill. 

In an important case in Ohio, the owner of a hunting preserve was found guilty in Federal court of illegally shooting hawks in violation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. 

Although the fine assessed was only $1,000, the case was significant because it highlighted a discrepancy between federal and state law with respect to the legality of killing "predatory" birds. 

The charges stemmed from a December 2000 incident in which a father and son hunting on a farm adjacent to the hunting preserve saw the defendant shoot two hawks from trees on his property. In their investigation, Ohio Division of Wildlife officers reported that the subject openly admitted shooting hawks at his preserve. 

The case ended up in Federal court when the State prosecutor refused to file charges because of an old State statute that allows licensed game propagators to kill predatory birds. 

Hawks and owls were added to the list of birds protected under Federal law in 1972.

Although state law may not be less restrictive than Federal law, the 1957 Ohio statute that allowed the killing of predatory birds was never amended. As a result of this case, Ohio wildlife authorities indicated that they would ask the State legislature to revise this statute. 

International wildlife trafficking is one of the US Fish & Wildlife Service major areas of enforcement. They work anywhere illegal animals, fish, mounts or parts could be smuggled in or out of the country. 

Black bear parts, especially gall bladders and claws are a big part of the illegal trafficking. 

Certain cultures use these items as aphrodisiacs and sexual performance enhancers. The bears are killed illegally and the parts sold for huge profits. 

There are a whole series of animals that cannot be imported or exported into and out of the U.S. including many big cats such as lions, tigers and jaguars. The same goes for birds, ivory and on and on. 

Bald eagles pose a particular problem as they have been removed from the Endangered Species list and there are lots of eagles around now. 

The feathers from these birds are important in some Native American cultures, who receive feathers from the government, which removes them from birds that are accidentally killed in the wild or die from natural causes. 

But don't expect guys like Sheill to tap you on the shoulder on opening day of deer season and ask to see your license.

That isn't part of the job. In fact, Sheill doesn't have the authority to do that unless specifically assigned. 

"Your average Michigan conservation officer talks to 100 percent more people than I do," said Sheill. "But if we do meet and I'm conducting business, you better believe I have a long rap sheet on you and you might be going down for a long time." 

Special agent Sheill has strong ties Downriver and he agreed to do a little question and answer session with the News-Herald and outdoors writer Mike Zielinski. 

NH: Agent Scheill, what is your background? 

SHEILL: I grew up in Trenton and my experiences hunting and fishing the Detroit River as a kid propelled me to pursue a career in wildlife protection. 

After graduating from Michigan State University with a degree in Natural Resources, I worked part-time jobs in Montana, Washington State and Wyoming to gain the necessary experience. 

It's very exciting to be part of the on-going protection efforts on the river. While I'm assisting the Detroit River IWR staff with the process of establishing the public use regulations and examining the jurisdictional issues, I'm more of a resource than anything else. My investigative caseload keeps my plate full.

Establishing the public use is a manpower intense process. Since it is a new refuge with limited staffing and with the initial efforts focused on land acquisition, I can only offer that the process will take patience on behalf of the sportsmen and women who'll fish and hunt and hike and birdwatch on the Detroit River."NH: How are you guys going to patrol this vast amount of water and weeds with so tiny a police force, namely you? 

SHEILL: At present, there are three special agents and one refuge for all of Michigan, so we are spread thin. 

"Thankfully, we have excellent relationships with the various law enforcement agencies with jurisdiction on the Detroit River 

When a national wildlife refuge is established, the land falls under proprietary (and sometimes concurrent jurisdiction), where both state and federal laws apply. So on the Detroit River IWR, conservation officers with the Michigan Department of Natural Resources enforce state wildlife laws, and federal wildlife officers enforce federal wildlife laws. 

We often partner with state officers and work cooperatively during hunting season. Patrols are also conducted by the Wayne County Sheriff's Office Marine Division, the U.S. Border Patrol, and the U.S. Coast Guard on the navigable waters of the river. 

NH: What about the most recent acquisition from the Lake Erie Metropark?

Will that come under your jurisdiction also or will it be left as is, with park rangers and Michigan DNR law enforcement personnel handling the field problems? SHEILL: My understanding is the agreement with Erie Metropark is not an acquisition as such, but an agreement to cooperatively manage critical habitat areas on Erie Metropark for the maximum benefit to wildlife. 

Jurisdictionally, nothing has changed. 

Park rangers and Michigan conservation officers retain their authority, as do we. 

For example, if someone is waterfowl hunting off the shore of Erie Metropark, they may be checked by enforcement personnel from any of the three agencies. 

If someone shoots a bald eagle at Erie Metropark they may be arrested by enforcement personnel from any of the three agencies. Both situations involve pre-existing overlapping jurisdictional authority.
