Chapter 5: Planning Process and Advisory Group Concerns


More than 100 Iowans helped develop the Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan during two years, through a series of facilitated work group sessions and other means of communication.  They contributed ideas, information, and advice, and reviewed and commented on the Plan.  Thus, the Plan represents substantial common ground.  


The steps in this planning process were designed to:

· build on previous wetland conservation planning efforts in Iowa and elsewhere;

· incorporate current, research-based information, particularly from Iowa and the region;

· involve people with special knowledge, expertise, diverse points of view, and personal experiences with wetland and riparian resources of the state; and tailor a conservation plan specifically to Iowa's needs and landscape.

Process

The recommendation for comprehensive state wetland planning originated with the National Wetlands Policy Forum process, convened in 1987 by the Conservation Foundation.  This same process developed the concept of a national goal of no-net-loss and long-term net-gain of wetlands, which was later endorsed by the Bush and Clinton administrations.  Since 1991, states have been developing state wetland conservation plans (that sometimes also have included riparian areas).  These plans are to help provide guidance and coordination for local, state, and federal activities involving wetland conservation.  Typically, the plans identify statewide priorities and strategies that provide a framework appropriate to local situations, including wetland types and ecological systems, land uses, economics, property rights, political structure, and public concerns.

Groundwork for Iowa's wetland plan began as early as January 1994, when officials from Iowa attended a regional wetlands meeting sponsored by Region 7 of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA).  The USEPA was encouraging all states to develop comprehensive wetlands conservation plans and offering to share in the cost of preparing plans.  Iowa officials began studying the need and requirements for developing a specific plan for this state. Jeff Logsdon, director of the Dallas County Conservation Board and a graduate student at Iowa State University, was one of those attending the meeting, and decided to study the need and possible models for an Iowa wetlands plan as part of his graduate studies (Logsdon, 1995).  At the same time, Logsdon worked with others to develop a state-federal partnership with USEPA to conduct an Iowa Plan.

The Division of Soil Conservation (DSC) of the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship (IDALS) accepted responsibility for leading the planning effort, working with the Department of Landscape Architecture at Iowa State University (ISU).  A proposal was submitted to USEPA, and approved in September 1995.  A Planning Team was initiated consisting of four IDALS and ISU staff members, with responsibilities that included developing the planning process, coordinating involvement of groups to provide input, creating and circulating drafts, and producing a final document.

Participants and Responsibilities
In addition to the Planning Team, three other planning groups were actively involved in development of the Plan: a Public Advisory Group, an Agency Work Group, and a Technical Committee of researchers and specialists in relevant fields.

Public Advisory Group

Members of the Public Advisory Group were responsible for suggesting issues and priorities, reviewing draft materials, and gathering input from their constituents.

Approximately 75 people were involved in the Public Advisory Group, serving either as individuals or as organizational representatives of a wide diversity of stakeholders, including agriculture, developers and private business, local governments and utilities, and conservation and environmental interests.  (See Appendix D.)

Agency Work Group
Members of the Agency Work Group identified issues, developed priorities, and suggested strategies.  They also served as Plan reviewers.  Approximately 25 people served on the Agency Work Group, representing state and federal agencies, and county conservation boards.  The Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation also participated in the Agency Work Group because of its activities in land protection, which gives it a quasi​-agency role.  (See Appendix D.)

Technical Committee
Members of the Technical Committee served as natural resource specialists.  They provided background materials and referrals to other materials and experts.  They also served on panels at Public Advisory Group meetings and acted as reviewers.  Approximately 20 people served on the Technical Committee.  (See Appendix D.)

Major Concerns of  Planning Groups

Development of the state’s wetlands Plan must involve the people who will help implement it, as well as those who may be affected by its implementation.  An effective Plan should address the major issues or concerns important to both groups.  The following issues and concerns were identified through the Public Advisory Group, the Agency Work Group, and the Technical Committee.  Given the complexity and controversial nature of these topics, it is no surprise that the list of concerns is long and varied.  The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan recognizes and attempts to address these concerns.  This was not always easy to do and sometimes not even possible, especially when concerns voiced by planning group members contradicted each other or the concerns focused on federal regulatory issues outside of state authority.  For these reasons, this Plan emphasizes areas of common ground that were widely supported, but it does not represent unanimous consensus.  The order in which the following concerns are presented does not imply prioritization.

The Value of Including Riparian Areas in a Wetlands Plan
People have mixed views about including riparian areas in this Plan as a way to recognize the interconnectedness of waterways and wetlands within watersheds.  Riparian specialists point out that riparian and wetlands issues are not always identical, and they question whether riparian areas will receive adequate emphasis.  Others fear that linking riparian lands to wetlands could increase bureaucracy and/or regulation.

Comprehensiveness
The concept of a comprehensive plan to coordinate protection, restoration, and creation of wetlands and riparian areas is supported by many, but with questions and concerns.  There has been a dynamic tension between those who want to see the scope of the Plan narrowed, and those who want to see it expanded to be more broad and holistic.

Laws and Regulations
A host of concerns with current federal wetlands conservation regulations exist -​from regulations being confusing and inflexible, to inconsistencies in enforcement, to uncertainties and time-lags associated with the permitting process.  There are also problems that occur because state drainage laws conflict with federal wetlands conservation laws.  Many planning group members oppose increased regulation.  Some members advocate additional regulations.  A few oppose all regulations, or propose that land in drainage districts be exempted from federal wetland protection laws (which would apply to most of Iowa's wetlands).

Property Rights
The importance of respecting private property rights is strongly emphasized, along with the need to provide positive incentives to encourage landowners to protect and restore wetlands and riparian areas.  A number of planning group members also express the view that responsibilities are associated with private property rights, especially when the public is providing support through government payments and incentives.  There are continuing concerns about how regulations and other management activities affect the balance between property owners' rights and responsibilities.

Definitions
Different definitions used in different situations cause confusion and misunderstanding.  Many would like to have one consistent definition used by all the agencies.

Information
It is widely agreed that there is a need for more research-based, Iowa- and region​-specific information about wetlands and riparian areas.  Specific informational needs that are most often mentioned relate to the current status of wetlands and riparian areas; their functions and values; economic costs and benefits of protection, restoration and mitigation; and management techniques.  Many see a need for clear, concise information about governmental programs, rules, and roles.  There is concern that even existing information is not readily available to those who need it.

Education
Education about wetlands and riparian areas is widely valued as essential, and additional educational efforts are recommended.  However, there are widely disparate views about what type of educational efforts are most needed, which audiences should be targeted, and how messages should be balanced to convey potential costs and benefits of environmental protection.  Some regard youth as the priority, while others view continuing education of adults as a greater need.  Educational efforts that involve people in field experiences and/or restoration projects are strongly supported for all ages.  

Prioritization
The lack of priorities for conserving wetlands and riparian areas frustrates developers and hinders the effectiveness of programs.  Many think that protection efforts should be better targeted to areas "worth saving."

Role of Mitigation
The role of mitigation, especially based on creation of new wetland or riparian

areas, remains highly controversial.  More opportunity to mitigate losses is desired by

agricultural, development, and transportation interests, and some agency staff and researchers who want programs to be more flexible and affordable.  Increased reliance on mitigation is resisted by others, especially environmentalists and natural resource specialists, who think this strategy narrows the range of wetland types, reduces plant and animal diversity, and can have other undesired consequences.

Constructed Wetlands
There are widely varied views on the role of constructed wetlands, and their likely contribution to overall conservation of wetlands and their functions.  More information and long-term research is needed on this topic.

No-Net-Loss
There are questions about the concept of no-net-loss by people with varying viewpoints. Some questions relate to the validity and incompleteness of data and assessment methods used to determine losses and gains of acreage and/or function.  Others are concerned that the concept does not adequately account for losses of quality or type.  Some fear that no-net-loss will become a standard used to impose additional regulation.

Quality versus Quantity
Some are concerned that wetland programs too often focus on number of acres restored and neglect issues related to function, and/or conservation of high quality areas that are unique, pristine, or of a special type.  However, even many of those who advocate more protection based on function and quality question our ability to accurately measure these attributes.

No New Bureaucracy
A number of people oppose new programs, staff or committees, which could result in increased bureaucracy, new taxes, and more meetings to attend.

Increase in Pest Species
Some are concerned that increasing the amount of natural areas on public or private land will lead to additional unwanted increases in pest species populations, especially deer, which are already causing problems for many woodland owners, farmers, and others.  Another pest of concern is mosquitoes.  Some fear that an increase in wetlands will lead to increased incidence of mosquito-borne diseases such as encephalitis, which could pose a public health threat.

