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OPA Mission and Goals
“The Okoboji Protective Association is dedicated to preserving and enhancing the
ecological health of West Okoboji Lake and the entire Great Lakes watershed.”

ro

Vol. 34 No. 1

tective A
sso
ciatio n

O koboji P

Our Goals:
1. To prevent invasive species.
2. To preserve and protect the wetlands in the Iowa Great Lakes watershed.
3. To participate in the control of lake development to prevent environmental threats.
4. To promote sustainable urban and agricultural development that won’t upset the delicate
balance of the lake and its watershed.
5. To inform the community of ecological concerns and actions that must be taken to act on
those ecological concerns.
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From the President’s desk…

D

ear partners in water quality,
“Mother Nature always bats last, and she always bats 1,000.
Mother Nature is just chemistry, biology and physics. That’s all
she is….” - Robert K. Watson, the “Father of LEED”.
I have often encountered this quote in my career as an
environmental scientist. In 2020, these words have never seemed more
appropriate or relevant. The underlying concept is that as humans,
we want to control the environment, mold it to our wishes and make it
more palatable to our way of life. But doing so often brings unintended
consequences – nature is just chemistry, biology and physics after
all – and changes we make in the environment cascade through these
systems.
The Covid-19 pandemic is giving us a global example of this
concept. The jump of a wildlife virus in the human population has
forced us to work from home, shuttered schools and businesses and
significantly altered the way we live. Covid-19 has also offered rare
glimpses of how resilient nature is when it is allowed a little time to rest
and recover. The lesson for me is that when we work with nature instead
of against nature, everyone benefits.
For more than a century, the membership of the OPA has
advocated for this type of nature ethic with a special focus on the
protection of the Iowa Great Lakes. Visionaries such as Dr. Thomas
Macbride understood the need to give nature some respite from constant
human demands. Today, OPA is focused on continuing that mission of
education and protection of our precious natural resources. Despite the
challenges of in-person gatherings during 2020, many of the traditional
OPA activities will go on, and we are excited by a few new developments
as well.
Highlights for 2020 include:
• Lakeside Lab with support from the Iowa DNR, OPA, SLPA and
the Okoboji Foundation installed a second water quality buoy on
Big Spirit Lake in April.
• CLAMP monitoring enters its 22nd year of existence and teams
with dedicated equipment will be able to collect data while maintaining new safety protocols.
• The 5th Annual Blue Water Festival will return on August 8th with
a fantastic line-up of speakers and of course a rocking concert.
• The Prairie Lakes Conference will be held on August 6-7th with
a new location at the Majestic Pavilion in Arnold’s Park. A special
water quality tour will be held on the Queen as part of the event.

Earth Day: Bringing Back the Passion
By Greg Drees

In unprecedented times of challenge, people either step up bravely and persevere or they
buckle to the pressure and leave a tainted legacy. We have persevered, and thus we grow stronger
than before. When life and death circumstances are in the balance, we stand tall and lean on one
another to beat the oppressor. We stand triumphant, even in the shadow of our own mortality. We lost
many brethren in this fight, numbers surpassed only in worldwide conflicts. They were the brave ones.
We who outlasted the scourge must carry on in their memories.
I will speak of the ubiquitous assault on the world, but I refuse to call it by name, damn the
undiscriminating killer. One thing became clear in the aftermath: We proved our mettle. Now, perhaps,
is the time to deliver such dauntlessness against another assailant, much less in the public scope yet
equal in its devastation. In the afterglow of the golden anniversary of Earth Day, the plight of the planet
is in dire straits, if we face the facts with candor.
When the late Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin founded the inaugural Earth Day in 1970,
the movement sparked an immediate fervor seeded in the obvious environmental chaos of the country.
Large metros like Los Angeles suffocated under clouds of smog, rivers literally burned with toxicity and
agricultural soils fell gravely ill with pesticides. It wasn’t difficult at the time to sense the destruction. It
was right there in plain sight to witness.
Led by Nelson’s conception, we rose up against decades of natural resources abuse and,
borrowing the fervent emotion and visibility of the anti-war movement, took the cause to the halls of
Congress. Shock waves from the mass assemblies resulted in the most comprehensive environmental
legislation in the country’s history. Included in the landmark passages were the Clean Air, Clean Water
and Endangered Species Acts.
A half century later, Nelson’s vision remains untarnished, but the passion for the principle has
waned. With the ecumenical crisis that we face comes an auspicious opportunity. We can rise up
again, globally, in protest of the health of the planet, in the spirit of the original Earth Day. The message
in 1970 was clear and fervent, and it needs to be resurrected. This is the time to do it, to spite the
epidemic saboteur and turn our attention to healing the resources as well as humankind.
For more than a century we have collectively been good stewards of the Iowa Great Lakes.
The quality of life mirrors the quality of the water, and today it stands enduring. But lest it become
ephemeral we must understand that globally we are on a self-destructive course. We are degrading
resource bases until they are unsustainable. While population explosion booms unfettered (yes, even
in the U.S. where we continue to ignore the issue), natural resources that sustain economies are
dwindling.
We must understand that the wealth of the nation is in its air, soil, wildlife habitats and, most
importantly, water. Take these resources away and you have nothing but a wasteland. These ecological
systems support the wealth of the world.
Understanding that sustainability is the ubiquitous issue is paramount, and we need the
leadership and political will to get it done. There is a restlessness in the land. There is an uprising to
bring back the challenge of three decades ago to reclaim the natural world. All of us must do our part
and demand that our leaders follow suit. The natural world that we leave future generations depends
on it.

My hope is that you remain healthy during this uncertain time and
that you continue to join us in our efforts to protect the Iowa Great Lakes
now and for the next generations. Together we can make this world a
better place.
Yours in service,
Mary Skopec
OPA President
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Hope Springs Eternal

Passport to Nature: Resources for a Novel Summer Lakeside
Outreach Education Report

By John H. Wills
Clean Water Alliance Coordinator
There are many references to Hope Springs
Eternal as it is a phrase in many movies, poems
and lyrics. Today, as you read this newsletter, I
think it is a pertinent and very valuable phrase. As
I looked through references about Hope Springs
Eternal, I ran across a song I had long since
forgotten and I think is pertinent to today. The
song is by Air Supply and is called “Hope Springs
Eternal” and the chorus of that song states “Hope
springs eternal, when you’re near, all passion
reappears, all emotion seems so strong”.
With COVID-19 and the fears of physical
sickness and financial sickness, we often forget to
look close to us to the things (and people) we hold
dear. I know when I am in Okoboji and able to enjoy
the Lake with the natural areas around the lakes,
and the amenities we enjoy, I realize we often take
these for granted, but hope springs eternal for me.
I know that all passion reappears, and all emotion
is so strong and even though Air Supply is talking
about a more relationship type situation, I feel
many of us feel the same about our Iowa Great
Lakes.
With that said, as we begin to normalize
and come out of this COVID crisis, we should do
something to protect our beautiful lakes that we
hold so dear. Eventually we will be outside and
using these wonderful resources, but we shouldn’t
forget that we must protect them in the same
sense.
We often get overwhelmed when we are
told abstract things like we must protect our lakes,
or we must stop pollution from entering our lakes
and I would like to let you know that it is really
easy for each of us to do something. Everyone can
do something and should do something because
these are OUR lakes, and not just certain people’s
lakes. What you do to protect OUR lakes is where
the matter gets tough. Some people really can’t do
much more than join a lakes protective association,
and since you are reading this article in the Okoboji
Protective Association Biannual Newsletter, then
you have already joined an association so you can
encourage others to join one.
Others want to do more and often there is
cost share and other resources available to help
them. If you wanted to do something more, what
can you do anyway? Some excellent things that
homeowners and lakeshore owners can do are
to reduce the sediment runoff from their yard,
4
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By Jane Shuttleworth
Lakeside Laboratory Education Coordinator

shoreline protection, rain gardens, native planting
and many other practices. Right now, is a perfect
time to plan for any one of these practices for a
summer or fall implementation.
If you would like to just get advice, I am
happy to help with that. For more specifics on what
you can do on your property, I am also happy to
help. Just send an email to john.wills@ia.nacdnet.
net or call 712-330-9492 with no requirement to do
anything.
Remember, Hope Springs Eternal, and we
will come through this crisis soon. My hope is that
you are all happy, healthy, and raring to get out on
our lakes and enjoy these beautiful resources that
we have been blessed with and that we all love.

Tune in to the Clean Water
Campaign on KUOO
By Steve Weisman
OPA Publicity Director
OPA members are encouraged to tune in to 2020
Okoboji Protective Association’s Clean Water Campaign on
KUOO (103.9 FM) radio with Becky Thoreson at 1:30 p.m.
every Wednesday beginning on Wednesday, June 10. The
weekly interviews will last through Wednesday, August 5.
Each week, Becky will interview a water quality
expert about a specific topic. Then on Becky’s Thursday
program, Becky will present a live Trivia question based
on the previous day’s Clean Water Campaign interview.
The winner of the correct answer will receive a $20 gift
certificate from the area Chamber of Commerce.
All of the Clean Water Campaign interviews, along
with any photos and/or videos the speakers can provide
will be archived under the Community tab on the Explore
Okoboji website.
The first segment on Wednesday, June 10 will
feature Mary Skopec, President of the OPA, telling the OPA
story, its support of the Iowa Great Lakes and an invitation
for listeners to join the OPA.
OPA members are encouraged to have neighbors
and friends tune in to KUOO, and if they can’t to check out
the Community tab on the Explore Okoboji website.

The novel corona virus has been novel in more ways than one. It has forced us to rethink, adapt and
re-arrange how we live our lives in ways unimaginable only a few months ago.
Here at Iowa Lakeside Laboratory it was a novel spring with cancelation of school programs,
and it promises to be a novel summer: at this writing we just learned from University of Iowa leadership
– Lakeside’s administrative home as a Iowa Board of Regents Institution – that all in-person summer
programming has been canceled through August 7, 2020 to protect the health and safety of participants
and staff.
Since early March we have been adapting programming to continue our mission of serving learners
of all ages as a community resource for scientific education, research and outreach. Below is a list of
resources we have begun developing for children, families and community members, but this is a work
in progress! Please stay tuned for updates and additional resources to be rolled out during this summer
through our website at www.iowalakesidelab.org and our Facebook page.
In the meantime, we wish you a safe and healthy summer. We hope you can use these ‘novel’ times
and the resources below as a “Passport to Nature” to dive deeper into awareness and discovery of how
interconnected and interdependent we are to each other and the natural world.

LAKESIDE LAB PASSPORT TO NATURE
These resources can be accessed on the Iowa Lakeside Laboratory Facebook page, YouTube
Channel and website www.lakesidelab.org. For more information contact 712/337-3669 Ext 5 or 7 or janeshuttleworth@uiowa.edu.
• Lakeside Nature Challenge is an (almost) daily video posted on Facebook that follows the changes
in seasons and infuses education, experiments, crafts, games and experiences to prompt kids to go
outside and interact with their surroundings. It is oriented toward upper elementary level students but can
be adapted to any age level. We initially thought of this idea at the onset of the coronavirus pandemic,
as schools closed, and parents began to wonder how they could continue their children’s education with
something that wasn’t on a screen. To help with social distance practices, each episode focuses on things
everyone can access, do, or investigate in their back yards or if they live in an apartment complex, be it the
weather or the sky above or a tree or bush in the back yard, or a way to attract wildlife to their yards. The
Nature Challenges also encourages people to be creative with what is around their homes, so they do not
need to go out and buy things such as making a bird feeder out of milk cartons or making a nature journal
from recycled paper. Find episodes at https://www.facebook.com/watch/LakesideLab/539035170137916/
• Lakeside Facebook Friday Live
Each Friday at 9:30 am join in live interview and behind the scenes look inside laboratories, archives,
control rooms, studios and other locations with experts. Previous episodes have included a peek inside
operations at Lakeside’s State Hygienic Lab, the Spirit Lake Fish Hatchery, the archives and laboratory of
the State Office of Iowa Archaeology, the Iowa Great Lakes Sanitary Sewer District and the Iowa Great
Lakes Electric Fish Barrier. If you cannot join live, view archived episodes at Lakeside’s Facebook page:
https://www.facebook.com/watch/LakesideLab/225767262035031/
• Wildflower Wednesdays
These episodes are an outgrowth of the daily Nature Challenge where we entice viewers to get up close
and personal with Iowa’s native flora. https://www.facebook.com/watch/LakesideLab/925345161263342/
• Family ‘Grab N Go’ Passport to Nature Packets
In an effort to support students and families during the remainder of the spring school year the Friends of
Lakeside Lab – Lakeside’s nonprofit support organization - is offering free ‘grab and go’ packets for families
to use explore the natural world either on Lakeside grounds or at their homes while social distancing. This
program is kicking off for the duration of the school year as this article goes to press. Stay tuned for similar
programs during the summer to the Iowa Lakeside Laboratory web and Facebook pages for updates!
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Don’t Give Up; Don’t Ever Give Up
By Steve Weisman
OPA Publicity Director

What a crazy last six months this has been for all of us. The COVID-19 pandemic has taken
away a blanket of security for us, exposing us to a virus that has greatly changed our lives. As a
former educator/coach, I’ve been one to use the inspiration of others to motivate my students/
athletes and, for that matter, myself. Over the past several months, I have turned to one of the
greatest sports motivational speakers ever: Jimmy Valvano. He was the coach of the 1983 NCAA
National Championship North Carolina State basketball team, who then fought a valiant fight
against cancer.
In 1993, he said the words that I think we should all live by. “To me, there are three things
we should do every day. We should do this every day of our lives. Number one is laugh. You
should laugh every day. Number two is think. You should spend some time in thought. And
number three is, you should have your emotions moved to tears, could be happiness or joy. But
think about it. If you laugh, you think, and you cry, that’s a full day. That’s a heck of a day. You do
that seven days a week, you’re going to have something special. Don’t give up. Don’t ever give up.”
That’s the way I think we should approach everything that we do in life. We simply cannot
give up. Now as we work to get back to a “normal” life, we are so fortunate living in this area and to
have the beauty of our Iowa Great Lakes. I think the COVID-19 showed us to never take anything
in life for granted. Life is truly a gift!
As residents in the Iowa Great Lakes and members of the Okoboji Protective Association,
we have chosen to be part of an organization with over a century of active preservation of West
Okoboji, the Iowa Great Lakes watershed and surrounding waters. It is truly an opportunity
for members to work together to help protect and preserve our lakes for today and for future
generations.
The Board of Directors provides the leadership and the framework to achieve the mission
and goals of the Okoboji Protective Association. The OPA partners yearly with various entities on
clean water projects. It is the leading partner with the Okoboji Blue Water Festival and partners
with the Iowa Lakeside Lab giving funding for student scholarships, water sample analysis, while
at the same time working with the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation on several clean water land
purchases and the Dickinson County Clean Water Alliance watershed projects…the list goes on
and on. That’s the excitement of being part of the OPA.
We, as members, are an important part of this success as we volunteer as individuals and
as committee members to help the board achieve its goals. Each act of volunteerism we do, no
matter how large or small, has a profound impact on our lakes.
It is with pride that we are members of the OPA, and one of the things we can do is to reach
out to friends and neighbors and ask them to become members. We need to let folks know just
how important the mission and goals of this organization are for our Lakes area. After all, there is
strength in numbers. As Jimmy V. said, “Don’t give up. Don’t ever give up.” How can we when we
have the Iowa Great Lakes to protect?
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A Spring That Will Go Down in Everyone’s Book
By Mike Hawkins
DNR Fisheries Biologist

There is no doubt this year will be one of the
most memorable times in our lives. Everyone has
a story to tell with the crisis impacting each of us in
different ways. Heroes and leaders emerge where
we least expect, and one strange solace has been
that the entire human population seems to be in this
thing together. Beyond the hardship and sadness,
it is heartening to see so many families enjoying
the outdoors together, reinforcing our connection to
natural resources and the peace we experience from
simply taking a hike or wetting a fishing line.
Like many, I spent the first few weeks
transitioning my work to home, setting up a
makeshift office, making sure our two middle
schoolers had what they needed to begin distance
learning, and trying desperately not to watch too
much news. However, spring isn’t the time when
you find many fisheries biologists sitting in an office.
During the winter months we do a lot of data entry,
analysis, and report writing. We try to squeeze in
a couple of professional conferences or seminars,
complete yearly training and then begin the task of
making sure all of our equipment and facilities are
ready for the upcoming season.
First and foremost, for almost every fisheries
employee in the state is the spring northern pike,
walleye, and muskellunge broodstock collection
and hatching efforts. Only about a third of our staff
specialize in fish culture (the raising of fish), but we
all pitch in during spring to complete this huge task.
Shortly after ice comes off the lakes, approximately
eighteen - two person crews head out each night
across Lake Rathbun, Clear Lake, Storm Lake,
and the Iowa Great Lakes to net thousands of
broodstock fish.
These aren’t the normal little guys most of
us catch from the dock. Walleyes up to 10 lbs and
muskies up to 40 lbs fill the catch. Crews use gillnets
which are run perpendicular to shore and left to
soak for two hours. At the end of two hours the nets
are checked for fish. All fish are removed and the
broodstock walleyes and muskies are put into tanks
and hauled back for sorting. The nets are left to soak
for another two hours before crews wrap up around
2 am with a final haul.
Some nights the nets are light with fish and
the work goes quickly. Some nights, like this year,
the nets are heavy with fish and work can become
frenzied as the boat crews keep tabs on how much
tank space they have, how much net they have yet

to run, and how quickly they can offload the catch.
The cold lake water and onboard oxygen tanks help
to keep the precious catch healthy, but a good run
can yield hundreds of pounds of big walleyes and
muskies. Iowa’s spring wind and wild weather can
make things even more challenging. Crews head out
in almost all weather conditions with some nights
feeling a little like a night on the Bering Sea.
Those staff not out working at night are in
our hatcheries sorting fish, watching over water
systems, taking eggs and fertilizing them using
methods developed over the past several decades.
The fertilized eggs are placed in dozens of large
hatching jars where fresh lake water gently rolls
them until they hatch some 20 days later.
This year has obviously been different.
Efforts this year were drastically cut to make sure
employees and the public were kept safe. Travel
was restricted and social distancing policies were
quickly put into place. This limited us to netting
Lake Rathbun, Blackhawk Lake, and the Iowa
Great Lakes with local staff only. Enough local staff
were available at each lake to run two to three
boats, and skeleton crews worked the long days
in the hatchery. Although we didn’t collect the egg
numbers of a typical spring, we made a great effort
and found a window of good weather that allowed
us to catch enough fish to hatch nearly 100 million
fry (approximately 30% less than normal spring
collection efforts).
Why do we do all this? The main reason
most state agencies and the federal government
operate fish hatcheries is to produce fish that have
a hard time reproducing and sustaining populations
on their own. Typically, this is because of habitat
degradation that impacts a species’ ability to spawn
or for their young to survive. For walleyes, only a
fraction of 1% of eggs spawned in the wild actually
hatch. In the hatchery, 70-80% of the eggs taken will
hatch. Not all species need the help of hatcheries,
but these efforts keep walleye and musky
populations from dwindling to unsustainable levels.
The Iowa DNR Fisheries Bureau helps
manage most of the public water in the state
while relying heavily on partnerships with lake
associations, communities, other agencies, and
user groups. Hatching fish isn’t the only thing we do,
but it is a very important component of managing
Iowa’s water and keeping our resources healthy.
When times like these hit, the efforts of everyone
working to protect these resources give us a place to
connect to our natural environment and a beautiful
place to just take a deep breath.
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Coronavirus and Climate Disruption: Crises of Science
By David Thoreson
Climate/Ocean Educator, Photographer & Explorer
We certainly are living through
interesting and tragic times. A medical
health crisis came upon us quickly, and quite
unexpectedly, in the form of a worldwide
pandemic which has overwhelmed the planet
within a matter of months. Large and small
economies have been completely shut down,
schools shuttered, millions of jobs lost without
warning and tens of thousands of families have
lost loved ones, both here in the U. S. and
across the globe.
This is a once in a century crisis. But
unlike the Great Depression, Recession or a
World War, we face a different kind of enemy.
The enemy is now all of us. Humans seem to
have lost the ability to share, decipher and act
on factual information. This, in turn, affects our
ability to cooperate together to solve any major
problems we encounter collectively. Who do
we trust when our politics are so polarized and
broken?
The other crisis of science is unfolding
more slowly, climate disruption. Two centuries
of burning fossil fuels to ignite our industrial
revolution and economies has brought us
prosperity, but at what cost? Our climate system
which sustains all life on planet earth is now
damaged and destabilized. Just as with the
human body and Coronavirus, the key indicator
of a sick patient is an elevated temperature, a
fever. Burning fossil fuels for energy increases
the blanketing effect of our atmosphere,
gives our planet a fever and decreases the
predictability of our weather systems, disrupting
normal human activities, like agriculture,
recreation and tourism.
The entire world just "celebrated" the
50th Anniversary of Earth Day, but not really.
Hundreds of millions of people were slated
to be outside rallying around the world but
Covid-19, flattening the curve and social
distancing ended what should have been one
of the largest common gatherings in world
history. Instead, many of us got together for
virtual Zoom meetings. Quite frankly, the big
anniversary of Earth Day was a real dud and
went out with a fizzle. This was extremely
8
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unfortunate. We badly needed a celebration
of our environmental achievements and an
energized review of the goals ahead.
I was 10 years old in 1970 and was
extremely inspired and awed by the astronauts,
the race for space and the view of our little
blue planet which all-of-a-sudden looked very
small and vulnerable. Americans looked closely
around the country and observed pesticides
killing birds, rivers on fire, garbage piling up
in streets, no recycling, horrible air pollution
and oceans being used as dumps and we
said, "Enough!" We took to the streets and
a movement was born; it was surprisingly
bipartisan. How quaint. Now fifty years later, we
have gone from vulnerable to threatened.
I spent summer days of my youth sailing
back and forth across the beautiful waters
of Okoboji. During these days, I developed a
dream to sail the world's oceans and learned
to love the water. I observed my grandfather,
my mother, Earl Rose, Berkeley Bedell and
so many others in the Iowa Great Lakes area
that became my peers, mentors, friends, and
teachers who taught me to care about the
environment.
Thirty years ago, I set off to sail the
world's oceans. My goals were to photograph
the beauty of the planet and learn everything
that I could about the earth's environment. It
took fifteen years and 40,000-miles of blue
water sailing to put me in a position in the Arctic
Ocean to make history. I was in the Northwest
Passage in the summer of 2007 and traversing
the passage in a small sailboat with very little
sea ice. I was there exploring a warming Arctic
and became an eye-witness to planetary
change, climate change, a tipping point in
earth's history that we may not recover from for
hundreds or thousands of years. What scientists
had predicted decades ago had become very
real. The earth had a fever and the polar ice
cap was melting away. My life was profoundly
altered forever.
While climate science is new to most
us within last few decades, scientists have
known for almost two centuries of the damage

burning fossil fuels in massive amounts was
doing to our atmosphere. Yes, we were warned
long ago. From Joseph Fourier in 1824 to
Charles Keeling in 1960, scientists began to
understand the relationships between naturally
occurring "greenhouse gases" and those
attributed to human causes. In 1988, Iowan
and climatologist James Hansen made one of
the first "assessments" that human activity was
forcing warming into the earth's natural climate
cycle. His congressional testimony both altered
and elevated climate science and awareness
into the mainstream.
Iowa climate scientists, such as
Dr. Eugene Takle of Iowa State University
predicted decades ago that the greatest effect
of climate change in the Upper Midwest and
Iowa would be increased precipitation and
extreme rain events. They were correct as
annual precipitation has now increased by 3-4"
in the past two decades while 5-10" rain events
are now very common. These extremes are
disrupting agriculture, flooding communities
and destroying infrastructure to the tune of
$2.9 Billion in flood damage last year in Iowa.
We have barely repaired this damage and now
we are hit by a global pandemic right at the
time when we are entering our storm season.
Climate disruption adds risk into daily lives and
acts as a "threat multiplier." It can take the bad
and make it much worse.
The Great Lakes are suffering from
record high lake levels because of this climate
effect and the Iowa Great Lakes are not
immune either. Last summer there was much
discussion about engineering changes to the
culvert system to allow more water to flow
out of our lakes downstream. Dr. Larry Weber
from the Iowa Flood Center reported that
these engineering fixes would cost us between
$400K - $2.5 Million to install. But it is was
what he also added that caught my attention.
Dr. Weber, a climate scientist, said that climate
models predict that ten years from now these
engineered changes would be overwhelmed by
increased precipitation, unless we change our
land practices.
A study was just issued stating the two
most endangered river systems in the United
States are the Upper Mississippi and the Lower
Missouri Rivers and their watersheds. Iowa is

bordered by these two rivers and contributes
tremendously to the sediment and nutrient
loads degrading the water quality. Iowa also
has over 800 impaired bodies of water within
the state. With climate models clearly showing
more average precipitation and extreme rain
events coming in our future, the science
suggests that we must change our land
practices to build more natural resiliency back
into the landscape along with our agriculture
and communities.
Last autumn, which seems like a lifetime
ago, I spoke at the first-ever TEDxOkoboji
conference about this very issue. At the time,
I offered up the "Okoboji Model" as a potential
solution. Here at the Iowa Great Lakes, we are
already implementing many of the best land
practices to help maintain our water quality.
We just need more investment, both here
and across the state of Iowa. If not now, then
when? Do we come out of our Coronavirus
emergency doing business as usual or do we
start implementing more science-based policies
to help solve problems now before they become
a crisis?
Medical science professionals have
warned us about potential pandemics for
decades and yet we have allowed our health
care access, infrastructure and institutions to
erode over the same time due to petty political
bickering. Now we are paying the price. We
are overwhelmed and hemorrhaging taxpayer
dollars in the trillions. Climate scientists have
warned us of the coming crisis in the decades
to come if we do not invest now in a new clean
energy economy along with becoming better
stewards of our natural environment.
We are entering a new era where
21st-century problems cannot be solved with
outdated, last century thinking. Let's come
out of this Coronavirus crisis stronger, more
cooperative and adaptive as people. Change
is difficult but necessary. We need leaders
who will agree to be guided by science to
lead us into a new and sustainable future. The
alternative is a global temperature, a fever,
continuing to rise until we are overwhelmed. I
trust the scientists in these challenging times.
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Summer of Discovery
By Anita O’Gara
INHF Vice President

You might be sharing my feelings of both hope
and uncertainty about what “Summer at the Lakes” will
be like this year. We sense that this summer won’t be
exactly like prior years.
Let’s look for a fresh angle this summer. Nature
is calling us to discover new places in new ways!
We’ve been reminded recently that Nature is
always there for us. When favorite businesses closed,
we found solace in socially-distanced visits to parks,
prairies and woodlands. We were reminded that in
Nature we can see with new eyes, breathe more freely,
and restore our spirits.
The Iowa Great Lakes watershed is especially
rich in public places to explore nature. Many wetlands
and prairies were restored in recent years—mainly
to improve lake water quality. It’s easy to miss the
benefits that go way beyond water quality.
I wonder: Have you cheered for these
restorations, maybe even donated or volunteered for
them… but haven’t actually visited these lands to
discover the beauty and life that’s returned to them?
Now’s the time.
Drop by West Okoboji Wildlife Management
Area. A decade ago, Iowa Natural Heritage
Foundation purchased 347 acres just west and south
of Okoboji View Golf Course. Today a network of 23
wetland basins connected by expansive prairie cover
that land! They filter as much as 90% of the silt loads
entering West Lake Okoboji through Sandpiper Cove,
slashing the nitrogen and phosphorous that travel with
silt. Hike in to see the new life that’s returned since the

2013 restoration. A mowed management path in its
Northeast section offers an easier stroll through the
prairie and along wetland dikes. Thank you to the Iowa
Dept. of Natural Resources and US Fish & Wildlife
Service professionals who nurture the ecological
systems.
See the rest of Reeds Run Wildlife Area.
Next time you enjoy the bike trail on the NE shore of
Big Spirit Lake, add the adventure of walking into this
43-acre site that adjoins the trail for a half-mile. Savor
the serenity. Listen to the birds as you think about
all the phosphorous being captured by its natural
landscape. It’s been five years since INHF worked
toward this protection with Spirit Lake Protective
Association. Thanks to Dickinson County Conservation
Board for protecting it into the future.
When you visit Gull Point or any other
great state park at the Lakes, please think gratefully
of those foresighted people who envisioned such a
concept of public land a century ago. Think also of
the individuals who worked hard to create, expand or
improve each and every park over the years—and the
people who care for them today.
Watch for news and opportunities at INHF’s
Wallace & Bowers Nature Area. In mid-summer,
NRCS and contractors will help the “big wet spot”
become a wetland surrounded by native plant species.
It’s miraculous to think that as the water returns, so will
the frogs, birds, dragonflies, salamanders and more.
Also, fingers crossed for a summer/fall field day about
the large prairie buffer planted near Big Spirit Lake a
year ago. Updates will be at www.INHF.org.
Look forward with a fresh heart to the next
opportunities to benefit lake water quality—knowing
they also benefit people and “all things great and
small.”

Explore West Okoboji Wildlife Area just west of Hiway 86, adjacent to the west edge of Okoboji View
Golf Course. This photo shows its larger restored wetlands. Hike in from public access points on
160th Street or 170th Street; watch for butterflies, waterfowl and more. Photo courtesy of Iowa DNR.
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Protecting Soil and Water
By Kiley Roth
DCCB Community Relations Coordinator

We all love the Iowa Great Lakes area. We
want to protect it – for future generations, for water
quality, for wildlife. And we can all start helping to
protect our natural world through simple changes we
can make right at home, no matter where we live.
• First, be aware of what you put on your
lawn. By decreasing or eliminating the use of lawn
fertilizers, you will help decrease or eliminate the
runoff of chemicals that goes into our storm sewers
and ends up directly in our lakes. Also, decrease or
eliminate pesticides on your landscaping. There are
no pesticides or insecticides that will only affect the
“bad” bugs in your yard. Insecticides will inevitably
affect important pollinators, such as butterflies,
bees and moths, as well. Many times, pesticides
and fertilizers are unnecessary and create perfectly
pristine green spaces. However, if we change our
attitudes about what we want our lawns to look like
and prioritize a healthy landscape rather than a
sterile environment, we can make a difference for
our Iowa Great Lakes.
• Second, changing our ideas about our
lawns. If we change our attitudes about what we
want our lawns to look like and prioritize a healthy
landscape rather than a sterile environment, we
can make a difference for our Iowa Great Lakes.
Kentucky bluegrass has about a 4-inch root system,
which means that it does not do well in droughts and
doesn’t soak in rainwater well. It increases runoff
into our storm sewers and also erosion. Instead of
planting this exotic species, you can plant a native
turfgrass --- such as buffalo grass or blue gramma --to have a lawn with root systems that reach 6-9 feet
below the surface. Mow these grasses, and they look
exactly like your typical lawn.
• Third, benefits of native grasses. Under
the surface, these native turf species are working
wonders. Native tallgrass prairie species can absorb
9 inches of rainfall per hour before any kind of runoff
occurs, and one acre of established turfgrass will
intercept as much as 53 tons of water during a
one-inch per hour rain event. Also, instead of runoff
going into our storm sewers, native prairie plants
help water absorb deep into the soil. With roots as
deep as 5, 10, or even 15 feet – approximately 70
percent of each plant – they suck water deep into
the earth. That water then makes its way through
the local watershed, and as it does, the water is
decontaminated and cleaned. By the time it ends up
in the nearest body of water, that water is clean and
quality. Another perk of native turf grass is that it is
easy to care for. Native plants are especially adapted

to live in our climate, so once they are established,
they require little or no watering. They can survive
droughts better than exotic species, because their
root systems grow so deep. There is no fertilization
needed either.
• Fourth, plant natives that will help
pollinators and other wildlife. Native flowering plants
have all of the same benefits as native grasses,
but they are also important tools in helping bring
back dwindling pollinator populations in Iowa and
throughout North America by providing habitat and
food sources. It can be overwhelming to look at all
the options of native flowers that you can put in your
garden, but here are five flowers that are gardenfriendly, have a full season’s worth of bloom time
from April-October and will draw in both butterflies
and bees. Just remember to plant in clumps of the
same species so that our pollinator friends can
efficiently make it from one plant to the next, and
provide plenty of sun and water.
• Fifth, native plant options: prairie phlox,
prairie smoke, butterfly milkweed, wild bergamot,
stiff goldenrod.
Plant native, decrease pesticides and
fertilizers – these are simple steps, but they can truly
make a huge difference to the environment in the
Iowa Great Lakes area and beyond.

Wild Bergamot

Butterfly Milkweed
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Iowa Great Lakes Sanitary Upcoming Projects
By Steve Anderson
IGL Sanitary District Superintendent

The Iowa Great Lakes Sanitary District has
several projects going on around the area with a
primary focus on Haywards Bay and the Center
Lake areas. The Haywards Bay lift station is being
relocated off the shoreline of West Okoboji at the
end of Alexander Street. The new lift station is
being built southeast of Center Lake to replace
a lift station that was built by the Works Progress
Administration back in the late 1930s and has
been in operation for over 80 years.
The new lift station will pump wastewater
for the north end of West Okoboji Lake and
should be completed this fall. New pipes are
being installed from Arrowwood Resort through
Brooks Golf Course down Nature Center Road and
Lakeshore Drive this spring and should be mainly
completed by June 1, 2020. Once this work is all
done, Lakeshore Drive and Nature Center Road
will be left as gravel roads to settle over the winter
and will be paved in the spring of 2021.
The last phase of this project will be done
in the fall of 2020 with the running of the gravity
sewer system from the current Haywards Bay lift
station to the new lift station. The relocation of
the lift station gets the facility out of the floodplain
of West Okoboji, provides a larger lift station for
future development and creates capacity in the
center core pipe system.
The next area of focus is extending
gravity sewer to areas south of Center Lake.
The purpose of this extension goes back to the
founding of the Iowa Great Lakes Sanitary District
for protection and improvements of water quality
of the Iowa Great Lakes. Center Lake was listed
as an impaired water body by the Iowa DNR a
few years ago. The impairment is linked to the
blue-green algae blooms in the lake. Those algae
blooms are due to high levels of nutrients getting
into the lake.
The nutrients have been linked to urban
runoff, shoreline erosion and septic systems
around the lake. Urban runoff improvements
started back in 2011 with implementation starting
in 2013. Shoreline work improvements are being
addressed. The extension of gravity sewer in
Center Lake is the final project for the Center Lake
Improvements. The gravity sewer extension should
start in the fall of 2020 or the spring of 2021.

One last note, the Sanitary District has
been working hard to remove ground water and
surface water from the public sewer system. The
ground water and surface water connections are
the primary cause of bypasses into the lakes or
private properties. With over 500 home inspections
completed last year, the Sanitary District removed
a total of 24 illegal connections.
If those 24 illegal connections were working
together over a 4-hour period in one day, they
would produce over 250,000 gallons of ground or
surface water going into the sanitary sewer system
a day. The Sanitary District asks that you look to
make sure your sump pump is not connected to
the sewer system inside of your house.
If you would like to have your sump pump
inspected, you can make a request on our website
at www.iglsd.com. Click on the Inspection Request
tab at the top of the home page. This is one way
you can help protect the public health of both
residents and visitors and protect the water quality
of the Iowa Great Lakes.

Lift Station Map

Why Prescribed Burns are Needed
By Steve Weisman
OPA Publicity Director

One of my favorite magazines to read
each spring is the Iowa Natural Heritage
magazine. In the recent publication, a section
entitled “Field Notes” shared information on their
annual spring prescribed burns across the state,
and I began to think about the topic of prescribed
burns. There seems to be a misconception by a
lot of people about why these burns are done.
For me, however, it is a welcome sign.
These burns, known as prescribed burns, are
done by landowners (both public and private)
to maintain the health of the grasslands, often
tall grass prairie, by helping to manage weeds,
eliminate volunteer trees and invasive plants.
The prescribed burns also help restore nutrients
and improve the quality of the land. On private
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) lands,
the prescribed burns are known as mid-contract
burns.
Sometimes, people really get upset with
these prescribed burns and ask, “Why would
you want to get rid of those trees? Why not leave
things alone?” The answer is kind of complicated.
Yes, we like to plant trees and see wooded areas
develop. However, prairie is prairie, and it is
meant to be prairie.
Historically speaking
Take a look at the early days when the
Europeans crossed our country. They found miles
and miles of prairie described by some as an
ocean of tall grass prairie. Yes, it was solid grass
and had been that way for years and years with
no trees or shrubs. In addition to grasses such as
big bluestem, little bluestem and Indian grass, the
prairie ecosystem included a host of wildflowers.
From the early spring through the growing
season, different forbes would open up in bloom.
Historians note that Iowa was in the very heart of
the tall grass prairie and that 75 to 80 percent of
the state was once covered in prairie. The Iowa
Natural Heritage Foundation estimates that this
was the largest percentage in the nation.
Yes, there were trees, but they were
mostly found along creeks and streams. Between
the thick stand of native tall grasses, the “every so
often” prairie burn started by a lightning strike and
the grazing of the buffalo and elk, the invasive
saplings didn’t stand much of a chance.

So, simply put prairie is prairie! Doug
Harr, president of Iowa Audubon and former State
Coordinator of the Iowa DNR's Wildlife Diversity
Program, visited with me a few years ago about
this topic. He said, “"Trees do belong in some
places, and they certainly don't belong in others."
The first question we must ask ourselves is this:
"What is this parcel of land supposed to be and
are we trying to return it to what it was before
humans broke it up and turned it into agriculture
land?"
Back to today
Today is a far cry from the tall grass prairie
days. Most of that land has become some of the
richest crop producing land in the world. Today,
historians say less than 0.1 percent of the original
tallgrass prairie is left in Iowa. Instead, there are
managed remnants and tracts of CRP land that
have been planted into a mix of tallgrass prairie
and forbes. To manage these acres, prescribed
burns are part of the management plan.
However, it’s not as simple as just going
out and starting a fire. On state-owned land,
DNR crews are trained to safely orchestrate a
prescribed burn, there are professionally trained
private companies and also area fire departments
that have been trained in safely performing a
prescribed burn.

(photo by Derek Miner) INHF staff burns at Snyder
Heritage Farm located north of Des Moines.

While the burns rejuvenate the grasses,
they also work on burning up small volunteer
invasive trees and shrubs. Managers have found
if the invasives are allowed to grow, over time they
will begin to shade and crowd out the prairie. The
volunteer trees that show up on this prairie
continued on next page
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ground are invasives: ash, willows, cottonwood trees, cedar trees, mulberry bushes, hackberry trees,
dogwood shrubs…and, yes, even tame grasses like brome and other cool-season grasses which grow
quickly in the early spring and can be set back by burns, allowing the summer-flowering native prairie
grasses to flourish. They all need to be controlled. If left alone, they will grow and expand until you don’t
really know what you have: prairie or woodland or just a hodgepodge that isn’t really worth much of
anything.
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Mary Skopec

(photo by Steve Weisman) The result of an effective prescribed burn around a small wetland.

Many of these lands also have wetlands and sloughs. It is here that the willows really take off. They
like the wet soil, and in a few years many sloughs are lined by willows that can soon overtake the slough.
What is neat about the burn is that everything is clear except for any larger saplings. So, it becomes easy to
walk around and cut down any of those larger saplings. That, however, must be done or the invasive trees
will continue to grow.
Within a few weeks of the prescribed burn, foliage returns with more vigor, imitating the historical
burns in the pioneer days.

Wills Awarded Circle of Excellence Award
By Steve Weisman
OPA Publicity Director

Congratulations are in order for OPA member and former OPA
president John Wills for being honored with a Circle of Excellence award from
the Iowa Agriculture Water Alliance (IAWA) as part of the third annual Iowa
Watershed Awards program.
Wills, along with five other watershed coordinators received the award
for their contributions and dedication to improving water quality across the
state. Wills has been the Dickinson County Clean Water Alliance Coordinator
since 1993 and is currently the Great Lakes Watershed Coordinator.
Sean McMahon, IAWA Executive Director, says, “John is helping
farmers, landowners, and urban partners meet local community goals for
Iowa’s Great Lakes region while also simultaneously advancing the objectives
of the statewide Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy.”
Reflecting on the award, Wills says, “It was an honor to be selected as a Circle of Excellence award
winner, but I really feel like I am moderator accepting an award for all the people in the watershed who are
doing the work, while I just help them along the way. The people in the Iowa Great Lakes Watershed who
are doing the water quality work are the true award winners.
Congratulations on the award, John, and for your ongoing efforts in protecting and improving water
quality in the Iowa Great Lakes.
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