Chapter 1: Introduction

Nationwide, wetlands and riparian areas are prominent parts of local, state, and federal natural resource programs -- and controversies.  Private and public interests are at stake as decisions are made to destroy or to protect and restore wetlands and riparian areas.  The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan seeks to outline an approach for the state that considers Iowa’s unique needs, natural and cultural resources, and economic and political realities.

The challenge is to find the appropriate balance between conservation of wetlands and riparian areas in Iowa and their conversion to other uses, and to proceed in a way that makes the best use of public and private resources.  There are already a growing number of conservation efforts underway aimed at preserving and restoring the functions of wetlands and riparian areas for wildlife habitat, water quality, flood control, and recreation.  Many landowners are interested and enthusiastic about participating in these voluntary programs.  Restored and even created wetlands are beginning to dot the landscape.  In addition, scientists and economists now have better data about these types of areas, how they function, and their value to society.

However, Iowa has lost 89 to 95 percent of its original wetland resources – one of the highest rates of loss nationwide (see Chapter 3).  Riparian areas have also undergone extensive change and degradation.  There are varied reasons for these changes, and in many cases, the changes in the landscape have benefited Iowans and the state's economy.  Yet there are costs, too.  These areas are places of natural beauty and diversity that add richness to the landscape.  Some value them on that basis alone, but for many practical-minded Iowans, appreciation has been fostered by a growing understanding of the functions and potential functions of these areas, including protection of water quality and prevention of flooding.  As these functions become better understood, the need to protect them becomes more compelling.

The Process
The need for a state wetlands conservation plan grew out of an awareness that some aspects of the state's wetlands management programs needed improvement, and that an "umbrella" policy could serve as a framework to help link the efforts of different conservation partners and provide more guidance for administering wetlands programs, staff, and budgets.  It soon became clear that riparian lands should be included as well, due to their frequent connections with wetlands -- on the landscape and also in policy.  The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan represents a two-year process aimed at developing that framework.  Out of that process a comprehensive vision document has been crafted to guide state activities.  It builds on existing soil and water resource protection programs, as well as previous planning efforts that have influenced the direction of state policy related to water resources and outdoor recreation.

Wetlands and riparian areas management, and their destruction or conservation, potentially affect the quality of life of all Iowans.  Because of the importance of wetlands and riparian areas for long-term environmental quality and for agriculture, the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship's Division of Soil Conservation (DSC) accepted responsibility to administer this project, working closely with the other state and federal agencies that have interests in wetlands and riparian issues, with educational and research organizations, and with a Public Advisory Group that represented a wide diversity of Iowans.  Technical assistance was provided by the Iowa State University (ISU) Landscape Architecture Department and others.  Funding was provided by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA). (For more information on the planning process and those involved, see Chapter 4 and Appendix D.)

The Product
The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan does not map out every step needed to achieve the goals and strategies identified.  In some cases, the steps are obvious, and in other cases, devising those steps may require additional planning efforts.  This Plan is not solely owned by the DSC or any of the other signatories.  The DSC will be coordinating some of the activities identified; however, the leadership to accomplish many of the strategies will be provided by other agencies and partners.  In some cases, the Plan identifies leaders, but this was not always possible.  There is the hope that those who argued for specific goals and strategies will work with others to take ownership of those pieces of the Plan.

Responsibilities for the Plan and its implementation are not exclusively held by government.  For example, research and extension institutions have roles to play in wetland and riparian issues, along with private organizations and individuals.  In Iowa, as in many states, most wetlands and riparian areas are found on private land -​- perhaps 75 percent or more.  Thus, it is crucial that private landowners continue to be involved in conservation efforts, and that the public support this involvement, which benefits the wider community.

This Plan signals the State of lowa's commitment to conserve the functions and values of wetlands and riparian areas through activities that will protect, restore, enhance, and create them.  The Plan’s voluntary emphasis underscores the commitment to proceed in a cooperative framework to achieve those aims.

