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Our Blooming Countryside
As you drive around rural Iowa this summer, be sure to keep your eyes on the road...But, if
you’re in the passenger seat, look up from your phone every now and then and take in the
colorful Iowa landscape! Iowa is, no doubt, very green during the summer. But, that green
is interspersed with other colors from the numerous, brightly-colored native wildflowers
growing in our fields and road ditches. These wildflowers make for beautiful summer
drives through Iowa!
When the first settlers arrived, the tallgrass prairie covered 30 million acres of Iowa, or
85% of the state. Iowa was truly a prairie state! That prairie was part of a larger tallgrass
prairie that extended from south-central Canada all the way to Texas. Over 500 species of
native grasses and wildflowers grew in that prairie, some as tall as 12 feet! Remarkably,
the roots of those plants extended underground just as far, an adaptation they evolved to
help them grow in the dry plains and survive frequent prairie fires.
The tallgrass prairie began growing in North America as the last glaciers retreated. It grew
in a continuous cycle of life and death each year for about 12,000 years. As the grasses and
flowers died each year, they would decompose, creating a tiny bit of soil. Over 12 millennia this process produced about 16” of fertile, rich topsoil. That may not sound like a lot,
but at a little over an inch every 1,000 years, soil formation is a slow process. In addition to
producing the soil that is the foundation of our agricultural society today, the tallgrass
prairie also cleaned our water, provided wildlife habitat, and held carbon.
Unfortunately, most of our native prairie has disappeared under the plow and human
encroachment and, today, less than 1/10 of 1% of that original tallgrass prairie still exists
here in Iowa. But, we have worked diligently to restore prairies where we can. Here in
Iowa, the 5,000-acre Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge east of Des Moines represents
the largest restored tallgrass prairie in the U.S. and has become a model of tallgrass prairie
restoration.
We can also be proud of how we have transformed our Iowa roadsides! Over the last 30
years, we have changed the way we manage many of our roadsides. Instead of blanket
spraying, we have transitioned to spot spraying where we can. When this effort first began,
just stopping blanket spraying made a noticeable difference; native wildflowers began to
emerge whose seeds had been buried in the soil for many decades, just waiting for an opportunity to finally germinate and grow!
Thanks to this effort, we’ve been able to establish native prairie vegetation in many of our
roadsides. Along with this vegetation come
many of its benefits—reduced erosion and
chemical use, cleaner water, and improved habitat for birds, small mammals, and pollinators.
So, as you’re sitting in the car, watching Iowa’s
landscape pass by, be sure to take notice of the
beneficial and beautiful native vegetation just
along the road, plants that have graced Iowa’s
landscape for thousands of years!
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Did You Know?
Common native roadside
wildflowers include:



















Butterfly Milkweed
Common Milkweed
Swamp Milkweed
Black-eyed Susan
Sunflower
Grayhead (Yellow)
Coneflower
Goldenrod
Prairie Phlox
Wild Rose
Spiderwort
Vervain
Purple Coneflower
Purple Prairie
Clover
Wild Bergamot (Bee
Balm)
Ironweed
Blazing Star
Aster
Compass Plant
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Foundation and Business
Donations
Over the last few months, our Environmental
Education Center Capital Campaign has received
some very nice donations from local foundations and
businesses!

Thank You to Our Donors!
The following people and organizations have contributed to our Environmental Education Center Capital
Campaign from April through June. We want to thank
everyone for all of the support we have received for
this project! Because of this support, our campaign
has been very successful. Although we are close to
our $1.2 million goal, we still have a ways to go. So,
please consider donating, if you haven’t already. You
can find information about the Center, our Campaign,
and how you can help, by going to our web site at
www.winnebagoccb.com.

Bluebird Level ($250-$499)—
Barb Lovick
James Tollefson
Irven Olsen
Tri-County Ducks Unlimited
Virjean Skogen
In Memory of Norman Skogen
Goldfinch Level ($500-$999)—
Jim and Virginia Kingland
Jerry and Mary Brickman
Doug and Jean Yeager

Cardinal Level ($1,000-$2,499)—
Norseman Outdoors
Daniel and Shandra Sarasio Meyer
Bald Eagle Level ($10,000 and over)—
Thompson Family Foundation
Winnebago County Community
Foundation
And, again, thank you to everyone who has
donated to this project!

In June, the Winnebago County Community Foundation generously awarded the Campaign a $20,500
grant. The Winnebago County Community Foundation is part of the Community Foundation of Northeast Iowa, a larger, umbrella organization.
The Campaign also received a wonderful $10,000
donation from the Thompson Family Foundation of
Forest City!
And, Norseman Outdoors of Lake Mills contributed
a generous $1,000 donation to our project.
We want to thank each of these organizations for
their much-appreciated support!

Environmental Education
Center Progress
We have received many questions about how our
Capital Campaign fundraising is going and when we
will actually begin to build our new Environmental
Education Center. We’re happy to say that our fundraising has gone very well. And, thanks to all the
wonderful support we’ve received, we are continuing to move forward with our project!
The current timeline has us accepting construction
bids sometime this fall or winter, with groundbreaking taking place early next year. It is possible
that groundbreaking may occur earlier, with the construction itself commencing early next year. In
either case, if all continues to go as planned, we
hope to open up the new center sometime in 2020!
We’ll keep you posted on our progress! And, thank
you, again, for all your support!
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Join us for These Fun Summer Programs!
Summer Canoe Float—Wednesday, July 31st
Come to the boat ramp at Thorpe Park anytime between 6:00 and 8:00
PM to borrow a canoe, some paddles, and life jackets (free of charge) for a leisurely float on Lake Catherine. We’ll also supply a little instruction, if needed!

Summer Stargazing—Saturday, August 10th
Meet at the Pilot Knob State Park tower at 9:15 PM for a tour of the summer nighttime sky.
We will observe and identify some of the brighter stars and constellations that will be visible, as
well as a few other objects such as planets and, hopefully, a few Perseid meteors! Star charts will be
also available for people to take home afterwards.

Monarch Tagging—Saturday, August 31st
Back by popular demand! We will once again be tagging Monarchs at the
Thorpe Park shelterhouse this year. There will be a short program about the Monarch butterfly from 10:00-10:30 AM, then a brief introduction of the tagging process. Then, from about 10:45 until noon, we will be tagging Monarch butterflies
so that their migration to Mexico can be studied.
We will have some Monarchs for people to tag, but people can also bring
their own, as well. In addition, we will have nets available for people to catch
Monarchs at the park. People are encouraged to come and go as they wish.

Master Conservationist Program—Beginning Thursday, September 5th
The Master Conservationist Program is offered by ISU Extension, County Conservation
Boards, and local conservation leaders to equip Iowans interested in conservation with the
knowledge and skills necessary to make informed decisions about natural resources and to become
local leaders and educators. Master Conservationists are individuals that share an interest in the sustainability of Iowa's natural resources and in becoming better stewards of those resources.
We will be joining with the Winnebago County Extension Office to offer this program here
in Winnebago County. The dates will be September 5th, 12th, 18th, 26th, and October 3rd, 10th, and
17th. More information will be available soon, but you can learn more about the
Master Conservationist Program by visiting the MCP website at naturalresources.extension.iastate.edu/programs/master-conservationist-program.

Public Trap Shooting
We will be offering public trap shooting at the Florence Trap Shooting
Range at various dates throughout the summer and early fall. You can check out which dates the
range will be open by visiting our web site at www.winnebagoccb.com.
If any of our programs need to be postponed or canceled due to weather, that announcement will
run on KIOW Radio (FM 107.3), on our web site, on our Facebook page, and on our Twitter feed.
Unless otherwise noted, all programs are free of charge and no preregistration is needed.
For more information, contact Naturalist Lisa Ralls at (641) 565-3390 or at lralls@winnebagoccb.com.
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Iowa’s Rivers—Gems of our State
Here in Iowa, we often take our rivers for granted. But, Iowa occupies a unique location between two of the
world’s greatest rivers, and our state is criss-crossed by many others. So, Iowa is blessed by many wonderful
rivers that provide not only wildlife habitat and other conservation benefits, but also great recreational opportunities, as well!
People have used Iowa’s rivers for thousands of years, ever since the glaciers retreated, the prairies began to
grow, and Iowa’s first residents entered the state. Native American tribes often set up their settlements along
our rivers and, when the first European settlers arrived, they built their towns on those same rivers. The rivers
provided both groups with water, hunting and fishing habitat, and a means to move from place to place.

Rivers have historically provided many benefits to people living along them or near them and they continue to
do so today. Rivers still provide a vital means of transportation, especially the larger rivers such as the Missouri
and Mississippi Rivers here in Iowa. Most river cities still get their water from the nearby river. And, over the
years, people have used the flowing water of rivers to power grist mills or even hydroelectric power plants.
But, rivers are also important to
wildlife, providing invaluable
habitat. The water is home for a
whole ecosystem of insects, fish,
reptiles, amphibians, and even a
few mammals. And the area surrounding rivers is just as important
as the rivers themselves. The trees
and fields that line rivers provide
homes for countless songbirds,
herons, raptors, and other animals,
many of which depend upon the
river’s water and surrounding
habitat for their survival.
An often-overlooked benefit of rivers is the recreation they provide to us. We can take a leisurely float down a
river, seeing fish, turtles, dragonflies, otters, and bald eagles along the way. We can cast a line, with the hope of
catching a trophy northern or a few panfish for dinner. We can walk along a riverbank watching the countless
songbirds that flutter among the trees. Or, we can just sit and watch the water as it flows off to meet other rivers, eventually ending up at its destination which, for our rivers, is the Gulf of Mexico.
Unfortunately, for all our rivers do for us, we haven’t taken very good care of them. We’ve straightened them,
allowing the water to flow faster, causing their banks to erode. We’ve dumped raw sewage into them and let
polluted water from our streets and lawns drain into them. We’ve cut down their trees, which warms up the
water so fewer critters can live there. And, especially around here, we’ve allowed our valuable top soil to wash
into them (bringing with it pesticides and fertilizers), filling in our rivers, and suffocating their insects and fish.
But, numerous laws over the years have worked to protect our rivers, and that has helped. We can also help by
not cutting down trees along our rivers and planting buffer zones and cover crops to not only conserve our soil,
but our rivers. And, we can all take of our rivers by not using them as our personal trash can, by realizing that
just because garbage floats away downstream, it isn’t gone. We need to always remember that our rivers travel
long distances and, eventually, all connect together. If we pollute one part of a river, we pollute the whole river
and often many others, as well.
If we take care of our rivers, they will continue to serve us well for many more years. Many of our forefathers
settled along rivers because they were important resources. Today, we need to remember that. Maybe, if you
need a gentle reminder, take a few minutes and go sit under a tree along a river. Watch the water flow by and
listen to the birds in the trees. Maybe you’ll even catch a glimpse of a turtle on a log. If you do, you’ll soon
realize how important our rivers are and have been for thousands of years.
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Good News for Monarchs
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Look for the
Summer Triangle
If you look up into the summer nighttime sky,
you’ll see three bright stars that form the Summer
Triangle. Along with the Big Dipper, those three
stars form one of the most easily recognizable
patterns in the summer sky. And seeing the Summer Triangle can also help you find other things!

If you think you’ve been seeing more Monarch butterflies this summer, you’re probably right! Although
Monarch numbers have been declining for 20 years,
they did rebound a bit last year, which means that the
overwintering population in Mexico was higher and,
as a result, there were more returning Monarchs this
Spring.
The two-decade decline in the Monarch population
has been attributed to several factors including an increase in pesticide use, fewer milkweed plants (which
Monarchs depend upon), and extreme weather events
brought on by climate change. Altogether, these factors have led to a 90% decline in the Monarch population over the last 20 years. So, people have become
more aware of their pesticide use and have planted
more milkweed and other beneficial flowers. And,
although the efforts will have to be more long-term,
people are also becoming more aware of how climate
change is affecting all living things.
It’s too soon to tell if this past year’s numbers are a
trend or are just the result of luck. But., last year’s
wintering population in Mexico was the highest it’s
been in 12 years, with the Monarchs covering an area
about 15 acres in size. That compares to an area of
only a little over 6 acres during the winter of 20172018. And, this summer’s observations seem to indicate that the trend is continuing, at least for now.
Hopefully, this summer will be a productive one for
the Monarchs so that this upward trend can continue.
People need to continue to reduce their pesticide use,
plant more “pollinator plants” (including milkweed),
and do what they can to combat the long-term effects
of climate change. Then, with a little luck, it is hoped
that those concerted efforts can bring back the Monarch butterfly, just as similar efforts have brought back
other species.

The Summer Triangle isn’t, technically, one of the
88 recognized constellations. It’s actually an
asterism, a pattern that is made up of several
constellations or is part of a larger constellation. In
the case of the Triangle, the three stars are each part
of three separate constellations.
The brightest of the stars is Vega, one of the
brightest stars in the summer nighttime sky. It is
part of the constellation Lyra, the lyre or harp. If
you look closely, you will see a small lopsided rectangle next to Vega which is the lyre. The next
brightest star in the Summer Triangle is Altair in
the constellation of Aquilla the Eagle. Aquilla is a
diamond-shaped constellation that represents the
outspread wings of an eagle.
Finally, the third star in the Triangle is Deneb in the
constellation of Cygnus the Swan. Deneb represents the tail of Cygnus, who appears to be flying
into the Triangle. His, body, long neck, and outstretched wings do look like a flying swan. They
also appear to look like a cross, which gives the
constellation its other name—the Northern Cross.
Deneb is much further away than Vega or Altair,
but it also much bigger.
So, the next clear night, look overhead and you’ll
see the Summer Triangle. And, when you do, you’ll
also see three of summer’s brightest constellations!

Star map from earthsky.org.
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We did not think of the great open plains, the
beautiful rolling hills, and winding streams with
tangled growth as “wild.” Only to the white man was
nature a “wilderness” and only to him was the land
“infested” with “wild” animals, and “savage” people.
To us it was tame, Earth was
bountiful and we were surrounded with the blessings of
the Great Mystery.
—Chief Luther Standing Bear
Enjoy a relaxing stay at the
Lake Catherine Cabin!

“The Prairie Country Quarterly” is published,
free of charge, four times a year. Anyone wishing
to be on our mailing list need only send their
name and address to our office listed below. The
public is also invited to attend our board meetings which are held at our Thorpe Park office the
second Monday of each month,
beginning at 8:00 A.M.
The Winnebago County Conservation Board
Thorpe Park
34496 110th Avenue
Forest City, IA 50436
Phone: (641)565-3390
Web Site: www.winnebagoccb.com
The WCCB, in the provision of services and
facilities to the public, does not discriminate
against anyone on the basis of race, color, sex,
creed, national origin, or handicap. If anyone
believes that he or she has been subjected to such
discrimination, he or she may file a complaint
with the WCCB at the address above, or with the
Office of Equal Opportunity, U.S. Department of
the Interior, Washington, D.C., 20240.

$73.50/night on Fri. and Sat. and
$57.75/night during the week
Reserve your stay at
www.winnebagoccb.com

Don’t Forget to Check Out Our Website!
We want to remind everyone of our web site! It contains
WCCB news, a listing of all of our parks and wildlife areas,
a listing of upcoming programs, and a lot of other
information. You can even read this newsletter there or
download a cabin reservation form. So, check us out at
www.winnebagoccb.com!
Be sure to also “like” us our Facebook page or follow us
on Twitter !

