
WINTER 2011-2012 

Upcoming Programs 2 

WCCB News 3 

The Great Backyard 

Bird Count 

4 

Eurasian Collared 

Doves 

5 

New Year  

Resolutions 

5 

Cabin Reminder 6 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE: 

The Prairie Country Quarterly 
 
 

A quarterly newsletter made possible by REAP funding 

THE WINNEBAGO COUNTY CONSERVATION BOARD 

Did You Know? 

Snowy Owls Invade Iowa 

 

 This winter, you might want to watch for a rare winter visitorða snowy owl! Snowy 

owls spend most of the year living on the Arctic tundra. In the winter, though, they often mi-

grate south in search of food. Typically, though, they only migrate as far south as Minnesota, 

although each year a few will show up in Iowa. 

 But, in some years, Iowa experiences what is called an ñirruption.ò An ñirruptionò is 

when birds that are usually only rarely seen are observed in much greater numbers than usu-

al. And, this year, it appears that we are experiencing an irruption of snowy owls! 

 According to the book, Birds in Iowa by Thomas Kent and James Dinsmore, past 

irruption winters have seen anywhere from 35 snowy owls in Iowa (1980-1981) to 206 re-

ports (1976-1977). But, already this winter, there have been over four dozen snowy owl ob-

servations in Iowa! So, this definitely looks like it could be a record year for this elusive bird. 

 Snowy owls are large owls, standing 22ò-27ò tall, with bright yellow eyes. Since 

they live where it is snowy, they are white birds, flecked with brown spots. This coloration 

helps them to blend in with their arctic environment. And, since there are few trees on the 

tundra, snowy owls nest in the tundra grass. Even when they migrate to an area that does 

have trees (such as Minnesota or Iowa), they rarely roost in trees, preferring instead to perch 

on fence posts or haystacks. As other owls do, snowy owls will ñhootò when establishing 

their territories, but will also produce loud, barking grunts, as well as an occasional croak.  

 Unlike other owls, snowy owls are diurnal, hunting mostly during the day. This al-

lows them to take advantage of the warmer daytime temperatures in their arctic habitat. They 

feed mostly on lemmings, but they will feed on other small mammals, as well, including 

mice, voles, and rabbits. Although it is neat to see so many snowy owls in our state this year, 

it is usually a shortage of arctic lemmings that 

causes snowy owls to venture further south in the 

winter in search of food. And, although snowy 

owls are excellent predators, they, in turn, are 

often preyed upon by coyotes and foxes. 

 This year, the owls have been spotted all 

over Iowa, not just in certain areas. They have 

usually been spotted in rural, open, areas, 

perched on sign posts or fence posts. Presumably, 

theyôre searching for rodents and other small 

mammals to feed upon. A few snowy owls have 

also been found dead in the state this year. It is 

likely these birds were weak and close to starva-

tion when they arrived in Iowa and could not find 

enough food fast enough to regain their strength. 

Winter can be tough on wildlife. 

 So, as youôre out driving around this 

winter, glance around every now and then and 

keep your eyes open for these arctic visitors. This 

year may be your best chance in a long time to 

observe one of these beautiful birds! 

¶ Owlsô eyes are so large 
that thereôs no room 

for eye muscles; so 

their eyes are fixed in 

their sockets. 
 

¶ Owls have excellent 
hearing. In fact, they 

have feathers that form 

a facial disk shaped 

liked a satellite dish. 

These feathers focus 

sound towards the 

owlsô ears. 

 

¶ Owls have one ear that 
is located higher than 

the other ear. This 

allows them to deter-

mine the direction of a 

sound better. 

 

¶ To fly quietly at night, 
owls have feathers on 

their feet to muffle 

sound. Their feathers 

also have down on 

them and their flight 

feathers have fringe 

along the edges to 

make the feathers qui-

eter.  

Snowy Owl 
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Enjoy Winter with These Fun Programs! 

 

Winter HikeðSunday, January 15th 

 Take a leisurely walk through Thorpe Park with Winnebago County 

Naturalist Lisa Ralls leading the way. Weôll observe birds and other signs of 

wildlife and enjoy the peace and serenity of the park at a time when few peo-

ple are around! The walk will begin at 2:00 PM at the park office and last 

about an hour, with hot chocolate and cookies served afterwards. Please dress 

for the weather, including boots if there is snow on the ground. 

 

Winter StargazingðThursday, January 26th 

 Meet at the entrance to Thorpe Park at 7:00 PM for an informal tour of the winter nighttime 

sky. The winter sky has the brightest stars of the year, so take advantage of this opportunity to see and 

learn about some magnificent sights, including Venus and Jupiter, which should also be shining bright-

ly! Hot chocolate will be served afterwards, and star charts will be given to participants to take home. 

The program will last about 45 minutes, but will have to be postponed or canceled if skies are cloudy. 

 

The Great Backyard Bird CountðWednesday, February 1st 

 If you would like to participate in the Great Backyard Bird Count, you might want to attend this 

program to find out just how easy it is to do! Meet at the Thorpe Park office at 7:00 PM for an enter-

taining introduction to this fun and important survey that anyone can help out with. (See page 4 for 

more information about the GBBC.) 

 

Snowshoeing at Thorpe ParkðSunday, February 12th 

 Snowshoeing is a great way to enjoy the outdoors in the winter time, 

as well as get some wonderful exercise. If youôve always wanted to try it out, 

nowôs your chance! All you have to do is meet at the Thorpe Park office at 

2:00 PM for a leisurely, hour-long, snowshoe hike around Thorpe Park. (To 

make sure that there are enough snowshoes available, people do need to pre-

register for the hike by contacting our office. Registration will be limited.) 

 

Artifact Road ShowðSunday, February 26th 

 Have you ever found something that looks like an artifact (or maybe you know that it is) and 

wanted to learn more about what you found? Then, plan to attend this program where Sarah Horgen 

from the University of Iowaôs Museum of Natural History will be viewing artifacts that people bring in 

and identifying what they have. The exact location and time of the program have yet to be determined. 

She will not be giving an actual presentation, so you can show up any time during her visit to have her 

take a look at an artifact that you found. If you donôt have anything to bring in, thatôs fine, too; some-

times itôs just fun to see what other people bring in! 

If any of the above programs needs to be postponed or canceled,  
that announcement will run on  

KIOW Radio (FM 107.3), on our web site, and on our Facebook page.  
 

Unless otherwise noted, all programs are free of charge and no preregistration is 
needed. For more information, contact Lisa Ralls at (641) 565 -3390 or at 

lralls@winnebagoccb.com.  



THE PRAIRIE COUNTRY QUARTERLY PAGE 3 

WCCB News 

Insect Zoo a Big Success! 
 

 In October, over 115 people packed the Forest City 

YMCAôs multi-purpose room to see Iowa State Universityôs 

Insect Zoo! Two ISU students brought along the zooôs amaz-

ing collection of insects and other related species from 

around the world and gave an informative presentation about 

the critters. Then, everyone had the opportunity to view the 

insects up close. A few brave souls even got to touch the in-

sects. It was a truly unique experience for young and old 

alike! (Photo courtesy of the Forest City Summit.) 

 
 

WCCB Receives Water Trail Grant 

 

 The WCCB recently received a $4,671 Water Trails Develop-

ment Grant from the Iowa DNR to install additional signage along the 

27-mile Winnebago River Water Trail and to develop a user-friendly 

brochure. The highly-popular trail starts at Dahle Park, northwest of 

Lake Mills, and ends at Pammel Park in Forest City. In 2010, the Io-

wa DNR designated the Winnebago River Water Trail an official Io-

wa State Water Trail at an event held in Forest City. It is now one of 

17 such designated water trails in the state.  

 The water trail has four canoe accesses, as well as mile mark-

ers and directional and informational signs along the route. A local 

group of volunteers also periodically cleans the river and keeps it free 

from obstructions. The new brochure will be developed this winter 

and the new signs will be installed next spring. 

 
 

Fish Habitat Grants Will Improve Fishing at Ambroson Park 

 

 Fishing should improve at the Ambroson Recreation Area thanks to two Fish Habitat Grants 

that the Iowa DNR awarded to the WCCB in 2010 and again in 2011. The grants will cover 90% of a 

$12,703 renovation project, most of which was completed this past fall. Since a vast majority of the 

fish in the three ponds were rough fish (such as bigmouth buffalo and bullheads), they were killed off 

using a fish toxicant. Then, an aerator was installed in each 

of the ponds to prevent future winterkills. Finally, bluegills 

and channel catfish were stocked in the ponds, and large-

mouth bass will be stocked in the spring.  

 Fish Habitat Grant money comes from the sale of 

fishing licenses, which include a Fish Habitat Stamp. Alt-

hough it will be a few years before the stocked fish are 

large enough to keep, anglers should notice an immediate 

improvement in water clarity, thanks to the removal of the 

rough fish. People should also be cautious around the 

ponds this winter, since the ice will be thin around the 

newly-installed aerators. 


