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 We would like to welcome you to the electronic publica-

tion of the Conservation Connection. Our goal of this newsletter 

is to bring multiple conservation-related organizations together 

to present a sneak peak of “hot topics” in the conservation field. 

This publication will be  provided to you at no charge every six 

months through your e-mail that you have provided to one of 

the organizations. We see this newsletter growing each publica-

tion with additional articles written by joining organizations, do 

not pass this opportunity to keep up on “hot topics” in your area 

and statewide issues. 

“We cannot accomplish all that we need to do without working together” -Bill Richardson 
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Dickinson County Conservation Board 
Kiley Roth – Community Relations Coordinator  

www.DickinsonCountyConservationBoard.com 

Katie Plucker Art Exhibit at the Nature Center 

 The reflection of a vibrant yellow kayak ripples in the calm water, while nearby a bullfrog rests on a 

boat hoist. 

 From the same vantage point, one can see a fisherman testing his luck on Lake Minnewashta and some 

red-winged blackbirds taking in the scenery from an old wire fence. 

 The view is beautiful, but 

it’s not even outside. It’s the 

view from a bench inside the 

Dickinson County Nature Center 

in Okoboji from which you can 

see watercolor painter Anita 

“Katie” Plucker’s new exhibit. 

 A new exhibit space was 

erected inside the nature center 

in January, and the featured art-

ist will rotate quarterly. Water-

color artist Glenda Drennen is 

scheduled for April-June and 

photographer Dan Ruf for July-

September. 

 The new exhibit is not 

only a beautiful reflection of na-

ture, but it is yet another way to entice people to come to the nature center to see all that is offered. Perhaps 

people who love art have never been but are now excited to come by to check out the exhibit and will then 

stay to experience the rest of the environmental education inside. On the flip side, those who stop by the na-

ture center to see the exhibits will get to experience the connection between art and nature through this new 

gallery. 

 Like many environmental entities, one of the challenges the nature center faces is to not only get peo-

ple coming through its doors but to get people to come back. To do that, we are constantly trying to update 

and expand our offerings so there is always something interesting to see and do. We never want people to get 

bored and think they have seen it all. 

 In addition to the art gallery, the Dickinson County Conservation Board staff has plenty of other ideas 

for new exhibits and updates to what we offer. That includes a new display inside the front doors that will fea-

ture native birds, nests and feeders, an updated wetland, an exhibit on local trees and the creatures that live 

near or inside them. 

 A new recycling exhibit is planned as is a timeline addition to the Okoboji Osprey display. The kids 

area in the lower level of the nature center will also be revamped. 

 Each time people come inside, we hope there is something new and interesting for them to experience. 

Combining education, fun and excitement will hopefully keep people coming back and as they do, it will ful-

fill our mission of “fostering an appreciation” for nature and all it represents. 

http://www.DickinsonCountyConservationBoard.com
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Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
Mike Hawkins – Fisheries Biologist  

IowaDNR.gov  

Aquatic Invasive Species Update – November 2014 

 Asian Carp (silver and bighead) – As most lake residents know, the fish populations in the Iowa 

Great Lakes are an extremely important resources in the region.  As such, DNR personnel spend a lot of time 

and effort evaluating the general health of many different species in these lakes.  Our fisheries sampling began 

after ice out and continued until just a few weeks ago.  During all of that sampling we did not see any Asian 

carp.  A commercial angler harvesting common carp and buffalo this spring did catch two bighead carp near 

the Narrows on East Okoboji Lake. 

 The low catch rate of these fish continues to indicate that Asian carp numbers in the Iowa Great Lakes 

are low.  The reproductive cycle of these fish requires a large river system like the Missouri or Mississippi riv-

ers.  Since they cannot reproduce here, the electric barrier installed at the outlet of the Iowa Great Lakes will 

prevent populations from increasing through immigration.   

 The electric fish barrier continues to operate as designed and was activated in June following heavy 

rains that raised water levels in the lakes nearly a foot.  The lake peaked about 6 inches over the crest of the 

dam later that month.  It was evident shortly after this water rise the barrier was effective as I watched several 

frustrated silver carp flying through the air below the barrier.  The barrier stopped them from getting any fur-

ther upstream. 

 Zebra Mussels – Our fight against zebra mussels has not been as successful.  Zebra mussels were first 

discovered in the Okoboji lakes in 2012.  By 2013, their numbers and distribution had increased significantly.  

At present we have documented zebra mussels along most shorelines in East Okoboji, West Okoboji, Upper 

and Lower Gar, and Lake Minnewashta.  To date, we have not documented any zebra mussels in Big Spirit 

Lake. 

 We have worked with the community and lake organizations to explore and investigate the impacts and 

management strategies related to the establishment of this species.  We have been pouring over the scientific 

literature, having discussions with resource professionals in other states, and contacting other lake organiza-

tions dealing with advanced infestations.  In addition, the local community invited Dr. Daniel Molloy to the 

Iowa Great Lakes to discuss zebra mussel management strategies.  Dr. Molloy is a researcher studying aquatic 

invertebrate pathology at the University of Albany in New York.  Dr. Molloy is considered one of the foremost 

experts in zebra mussel pathology and has even discovered and cultured a strain of bacteria that kills zebra 

mussels.  This discovery, now marketed as Zequanox, has been shown to be effective in some situations at re-

ducing zebra mussels in enclosed areas.   

 

http://www.iowadnr.gov/
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Mike Hawkins, IDNR, continued 

 Dr. Molloy addressed 

the community regarding our 

current level of infestation 

and discussed our options.  

Unfortunately, Dr. Molloy 

could not recommend any 

methods for control given the 

broad distribution of the mus-

sels and the sheer size of our 

lakes.  Dr. Molloy did pro-

vide hope that ongoing re-

search may provide an effec-

tive control mechanism in 

coming years.  We, along 

with other lake groups and 

agencies from across the na-

tion, will be watching this 

work closely. 

 Dr. Molloy did make an important point during his presentation that I wanted to mention.  He assured 

the community that having zebra mussels would not “ruin” the lakes.  Recreation, fishing, and the natural envi-

ronment will not collapse and our lakes will continue on.  I believe this is an important consideration as we 

face a problem that does not have a clear solution.  Zebra mussels are here to stay, at least until a breakthrough 

is found, and we must continue working on other critical but related issues.   

 Studies from around the world have shown the impacts of invaders can be mitigated by maintaining 

healthy native plant and animal populations and protecting water quality.  Our community’s efforts to reduce 

sediment and nutrients entering the lakes, protect shorelines from erosion and over-development, and enhance 

aquatic habitat are all critical in our long-term battle against zebra mussels and other aquatic invaders.  It 

makes sense that a healthy lake ecosystem is more resilient to an invader. 

 Efforts to stop or slow the spread of other invading plants and animals are also critical. To that goal, the 

Okoboji Protective Association (OPA) was again successful in securing a Dickinson County Water Quality 

Commission grant to continue the boat ramp education and inspection program.  This partnership program be-

tween the DNR, Iowa Lakeside Laboratory, and OPA remains a valuable tool in combating the spread of the 

many aquatic invaders still out there.   

Typical shell of a Zebra Mussel 
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Urban Conservation Update Derek Namanny – Urban Conservationist  

RainscapingIowa.org 

Urban Conservation Update 

 The Dickinson Soil and Water 

Conservation District just wrapped up 

another busy year of implementing Low 

Impact Development (LID) practices 

throughout Dickinson County. Installa-

tion of small-scale practices to fit indi-

vidual residential lots continued with cost

-share dollars paid out to 10 LID practic-

es. Sizes range from small-scale rain gar-

dens installed near downspouts from 

rooftops to large bio-retention cells adja-

cent to parking lots that capture and filter 

stormwater runoff before reaching the lakes system.  

 The end of summer also brought the continuing work of installing LID practices within the Center Lake 

Watershed. Urban lands are a large portion of the watershed. Targeting these areas of the watershed is vital to 

the protection of Center Lake and its downstream neighbor, West Lake Okoboji. The first phase of the project 

included installing large scale practices like bio-swales, bio-retention cells, pervious pavers, and a stormwater 

wetland. The bulk of these practices can be seen driving along Highway 71 before it meets up with Highway 9 

in Spirit Lake. Work is currently underway on the northeast portion of the watershed along Circle Drive West 

in Spirit Lake. This phase would construct multiple bio-retention cells (two have already been completed) and 

potentially incorporate native prairie grasses to replace now present turf grass. Unlike turf grass, native prairie 

plants increase rainfall water absorbed into the ground and provide better soil stabilization as their deep root 

system can grow upwards of 10 feet in depth.  

 Another large scale project in progress is addressing stormwater runoff from the Monarch Cove area on 

the northeast side of West Lake Okoboji. Due to the lack of storm sewer infrastructure, stormwater in the past 

has been discharged directly into West Lake Okoboji with little or no treatment.  Residents in the area ob-

served runoff and decided to take a proactive approach to protect the lake. After several meetings and scouting 

of viable practice locations, the area was broken into five treatment zones that could be phased in multiple 

years. Summer of 2014 saw the completion of phase one that included installing a bio-retention cell and rain 

garden that captures runoff from more than four acres of land. Both practices near the intersection of 214th Av-

enue and Seward Street are functioning as designed and are a positive aesthetic complement to Monarch Cove.  

 With tireless efforts of many groups and individuals, urban conservation practices and principles have 

become vital toward improving water quality in lakes around Dickinson County. The fruit of everyone’s labor 

continues to play out with each additional practice that is installed. If you or someone you know would like 

more information on urban conservation please feel free to contact the Dickinson County Soil and Water Con-

servation District at 712-336-3782 Ext. 3.  

http://www.rainscapingiowa.org
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Clean Water Alliance 

John Wills – Clean Water Alliance Coordinator  

CleanWaterAlliance.net 

Okoboji, One of Three Blue Water Lakes 

 Ever since I can remember, I have been told that West Okoboji is one of only three blue water lakes in 

the world.  To back it up I was told, one only has to look at a National Geographic Magazine article that has 

the proof.  This is to show that we live in a special and rare location that should be treated with awe and re-

spect.  This is well and good, but as a scientist I find it tough to believe in something if I am not sure what it 

means.  So years ago, I decided to research what a blue water lake is.  To my surprise, I found there was not a 

real definition of a blue water lake.  One source said it was a lake that has a blue tinge to the water if you drew 

a sample of water in a clear glass and it did say there were very few lakes that met this condition.   Another 

source simply said it is any lake that reflects the light of the sky in a certain way to create a very clear blue col-

or.   

 The bulk of the sources that I looked at, however, simply stated there is no clear definition of a true 

“blue water lake” because it is simply a reflection of the sky.   So, if you have a good angle and a clear sky the 

lake will be blue.  To my surprise I could not say that our lake was a blue water lake using these descriptors.  

So a friend of mine went to the source of this — the National Geographic Magazine.  We found there is no 

such thing as an article about the three blue water lakes in the world.  However, there was an article that talked 

about the Iowa Great Lakes being beautiful and blue and centered on the Okoboji Lakes.  The title to the article 

— “Iowa, America’s Middle Earth” by Harvey Arden is a very well-written article.  The article talks about Io-

wa and the amazing topography that we here in Iowa experience.   

 So, what is the answer?  Is Okoboji a blue-water lake?  The answer is simple — yes, on a clear blue 

summer day our lakes sparkle and shine like the fine jewels they are.  Are they one of only three blue water 

lakes in the world?  No, they are not.  To keep our lakes sparkly and shiny, we need to protect them and keep 

them clean.  If we do that, they will stay “our blue-water lakes” for generations to come.  We do live in a rare 

and beautiful area and we don’t need National Geographic Magazine to tell us that.  We do need to protect and 

preserve our lakes for our future.   

 So, with that said, we need to make this protection a priority.  We need to ensure shorelines are protect-

ed and the integrity is not destroyed.  We need to ensure nutrients, which are needed to grow crops, are used 

only in the amount needed to grow a financially sound crop.  We need to ensure that phosphorous-free fertiliz-

ers are used on our lawns.  We need to make sure we are all doing our part because the protection of our lakes 

is not something one person can do.  It takes us all doing small parts to make a big difference.   

http://cleanwateralliance.net/blog/
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Iowa Great Lakes Watershed Project 

Jim Sholly – Project Coordinator 

IowaGreatLakesSanitaryDistrict.com 

Watershed Improvements Can Start in Your Front Lawn 

 

 One of the greatest protections to water quality with-

in any of our natural lakes is shoreline stabilization. When 

sediments laden with excess nutrients are picked up by mov-

ing water high in the watershed, opportunities exist to trap 

and filter that water before it reaches our lakes. Whereas, 

erosion along shorelines result in sediments and nutrients 

being immediately released into the lake where they become 

available to nuisance algae.  

 By pairing native vegetation with bio-engineering, 

we can work to reverse damage caused by wave actions and 

prevent shorelines from eroding further. Native prairie grass-

es and wildflowers evolved with extremely deep root sys-

tems, some species extending more than 10 feet below the 

surface. In contrast, typical turf grass roots will only reach 

down 10-12 inches. These elaborate root systems are what hold shoreline sediments in place even when faced 

with tremendous wave energy. 

 When we, as lakeshore homeowners, are 

making decisions on the landscaping of our shore-

lines there are several important factors to consider. 

Will we follow the theme of concrete and metal sea-

walls that disconnect our landscapes from the lake 

and rebound wave energy back away from our 

shorelines to become someone else’s problem, or do 

we step forward as responsible stewards for the 

lake? Incorporating natural shoreline themes into 

our yards is simple, beautiful, beneficial, and most 

of the time costs less than artificially engineered 

barriers. Native plantings offer a seamless transition 

from the aquatic to terrestrial community. Many tur-

tles, amphibians, and birds require buffer zones be-

tween the lake and the upland areas to nest, feed, 

and rear young. Some species of natives can even be used as a natural barrier between the lake and your lawn 

where undesired Canada Geese may reside.  

 Anyone interested the opportunities to enhance their shorelines should contact Jim Sholly at (712) 336-

3782 Ext 3. 

Manicured lawn extending to the lake shore provides 

little to no protection from erosion.  

After native plants have been established, energy from wave 

action will be absorbed and sediments stabilized. 

http://iowagreatlakessanitarydistrict.com/
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Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Michael Mahoney – Soil Conservation Technician 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 

Valuing of Wetlands 

 

It would be difficult to argue that clean and healthy lakes, ponds and rivers are not important to us all. 

The natural world as well as our own health relies on water that is clean and pollution free. The famous ocean-

ographer Jacques Cousteau once said that “water and air” are “the two essential fluids on which all life de-

pends.”  

Cousteau’s work, of course, focused on the world’s oceans, half a continent away from the prairies of 

northwest Iowa. Yet, this simple law of nature rings true for us here. We enjoy recreation in clean, clear water. 

We expect the fish we catch to be uncontaminated and not sick from toxins and pollutants. We want and de-

mand clean water to bathe in and drink. Without it, we could not survive. Fortunately, northwest Iowa possess-

es an abundance of clean fresh water that we all benefit from. But, that could change for the worst.  

Early settlers of northwest Iowa found a land of low rolling hills, floodplains rich with game, fertile 

soil and thousands of interconnected wetlands. Much of the area was not traversable in spring unless you had 

some sort of boat and the resilience to portage many times. Starting in the 1860s through the end of the 19th 

century, settlers started to farm and drain the area known as the prairie pothole region. Federal programs 

through the USDA actually subsidized and facilitated wetland losses through public-works projects, technical 

practices, and cost-shared drainage programs.  

Prairie potholes are depression wetlands — primarily freshwater marshes. Carved by glaciers which 

dominated the area 10,000 years ago, prairie potholes are the recognizable remnant of those glaciers which 

have since receded. What was left is a landscape pockmarked with an immense number of small potholes that 

fill with snowmelt and rain each spring. Some prairie pothole marshes are temporary, while others may be es-

sentially permanent.  

But, through efforts to “tame the land,” much of what was once this vast quilt of upland prairie, shal-

low lakes and potholes were manipulated, altered and destroyed. Agriculture was made possible in the area 

primarily because of an extensive network of drainage and manipulations of surface water runoff. While this 

work produced some of the most fertile farmland in the world, by the 1980s nearly 90 percent of native wet-

lands had been drained.  

Conservation and restoration of degraded or impaired prairie pothole wetlands is a relatively new con-

cept. Starting in the 1970s, understanding for the ability of wetlands to remove contaminants grew. Further re-

search in the 1980s showed the remarkable ability and value wetlands provide by directly consuming and re-

moving nutrients that otherwise would run off to streams, rivers and lakes.   

 

http://www.ia.nrcs.usda.gov
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Michael Mahoney, NRCS Continued…. 

 Meanwhile, a sharp growth in agricultural production, improved mechanization, and advances 

in technology and agronomy has brought about nutrient runoff increases. The abilities of wetlands to act as a 

natural filter of these nutrients is now recognized as the best tool we have available to mitigate the dilemma.  

Efforts by conservation groups along with state and federal agencies mandated to protect and restore 

more wetlands than ever before is part of the solution to better protect and improve water quality. The benefits 

far outweigh the cost as increasing wetland numbers and overall presence helps the greater environment in 

which we all live. Wetlands act as the initial gatherer and supplier of water to the vast underground water table 

which we rely upon and their presence alleviates, if not prevents, floods. Wetlands also reduce sediment deliv-

ery to our rivers, and eventually, to the Gulf of Mexico.  Possibly appreciated by most, is the value wetlands 

provide to wildlife as needed habitat.  

Farming of frequently flooded, saturated or poorly drained areas can be expensive. Often the best eco-

nomic choice may be to set aside a wet area as a wetland. Numerous programs offer financial incentives for 

restoring wetlands and actually generating income for farmers and land owners. Wetlands set aside and con-

served may be used to hunt on and even provide seasonal income when leased to hunters. 

There is still much that can be done to complement what has been accomplished in protecting and re-

storing this valuable resource. Opportunity for further preservation, conservation and rehabilitation abounds. 

But, sensibility dictates a balance must be maintained between those who rely on the land for livelihood and 

means of life and those of us who count on nature to provide us all with the “essential fluids on which all life 

depends.”  

Dickinson County Nature Centers Wetland 


