Chapter 6: Strategic Focus: Issues, Goals, and Strategies

The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan is intended to help coordinate activities of agencies, organizations, and individuals to conserve these resources.  The strategies for directing and coordinating statewide activities are based upon widely approved goals that address commonly held concerns or issues (see Chapter 4). These issues, goals, and strategies represent substantial common ground, though each point that follows has not been endorsed by every agency, group, and/or individual involved in the process.

These issues, goals, and strategies serve as the Plan's action agenda.  They tend to be general, reflecting the nature of the planning effort, and the current status of Iowa programs for wetlands and riparian areas.  The strategies recommended are not a list of activities or new duties for the Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship and its Division of Soil Conservation (DSC), but the DSC will be a leader for a number of these strategies.  Other state and federal agencies already have primary responsibility for many of these tasks, though it is not the intention of this Plan to determine priorities and programs for other state and federal agencies.  To be effective, the majority of strategies have to be accomplished by multiple agencies working together, often in partnership with organizations and individuals outside of government.

In order to proceed with implementation, an important step will be identifying procedures for accomplishing these goals and the strategies under them.  In some cases, leadership is clear, because the strategy largely reflects current activities.  However, most strategies reflect at least incremental changes in activities.  One of the first steps of the implementation process will be to categorize the strategies as: existing activities; existing activities that can reasonably be expected to be expanded or made more efficient; or new activities that will require either additional funding and personnel or shifts in current budgets and staff assignments.  In many or most cases, new activities will not happen without additional support.

Issues, Goals and Strategies

The planning groups that participated in the Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan identified five major issues, listed below, and developed goals and strategies for each. (Order does not imply prioritization.)  In some cases, there is overlap between strategies, i.e., a strategy may be identified as a way to accomplish goals under more than one issue.

· Issue 1.    
Education and outreach

· Issue 2.
Functions and values of wetlands and riparian areas

· Issue 3.
Protection, restoration, management, and creation of wetlands and riparian

                        areas

· Issue 4.
Coordination and focus of government programs.

· Issue 5.    
Monitoring and evaluation of wetland and riparian area status and

                        activities

· Issue 1. Education and outreach
Information and training should be widely available to support understanding, appreciation, and application of knowledge of wetland and riparian area functions, values, regulations, and programs.  The state of Iowa has some excellent K-12 environmental education programs that include these topics, but they could be enhanced with complementary lessons that provide specific information, integrate new types of skills, such as computers, and/or emphasize active involvement in field experiences, such as restoration projects.  There is also a need to get reliable, up-to-date information about wetlands and riparian areas to adult audiences, especially targeted groups such as landowners, state and local officials, and agency staff.  Adult audiences can also benefit from field experiences.  Educational programs should strive for balance, presenting information and encouraging dialogue about the potential costs, as well as the potential benefits, of environmental protection.  Unmet needs for education and outreach result in lack of public awareness, missed opportunities for stewardship, and difficulty in gaining support for wetland and riparian area conservation.

Goal 1. Identify gaps in education and outreach activities for wetlands and riparian areas.  Consider target audiences, such as landowners, youth, community colleges and other colleges and universities, local governments and utilities, and businesses that have a stake in these issues.  Cooperation should be sought with groups such as soil and water conservation districts, county boards of supervisors, agricultural producer groups, land developers, conservation organizations, and other groups and individuals who would benefit from wetland and riparian area conservation information and/or programs.

Strategies:
1.
Establish an ad-hoc, short-term task force to identify and report on educational needs related to wetlands and riparian areas.  Reach out to those affected by wetlands and riparian area conservation programs, including landowners and non-governmental organizations, to provide information and invite their opinions.

2.
Inventory educational materials and demonstration projects currently available or underway.  Share comprehensive packet/reference list of available materials (such as an "annotated" bibliography) with target audiences.

3.
Identify and prioritize important stakeholder audiences and use that information to plan outreach and identify the best "outlets" for efforts.  Outlets might be special interest organizations, landowners, local officials, public schools, county conservation boards, technical assistance providers, etc.

4.
Emphasize expansion of existing programs and materials to engage targeted audiences in new and unique ways, such as by using modern communications technologies and providing hands-on, experiential education for targeted audiences.

Goal 2. Address needs for education and outreach, focusing on groups identified as high priority.  Increase use of appropriate educational materials, demonstration projects, and other programs.  Whenever possible, integrate information into existing outreach opportunities to reduce duplication and travel time.

Strategies:
1. 
Improve communication and coordination with groups who represent target audiences.  Survey groups to better identify interests and needs.

2.
Provide a regular forum for interest groups to meet to gain information and share dialogue on these issues.  Possible forums could include a brown bag lunch series with short presentations and discussion on wetland and riparian issues, and/or an annual meeting or conference.

3.
Establish a clearinghouse of information on wetlands and riparian areas that focuses on Iowa and regional information, possibly through a web site or a newsletter.  The information should be available to libraries, schools, individuals, businesses, and agencies, and should include a list of contacts and available educational resources.

4.

Investigate other methods of education and outreach, including, but not limited to:

field days and tours; professional training meetings and workshops, demonstration projects,

contests and awards programs (such as Earth Day poster contests), print and electronic media, andcitizen volunteer water monitoring.

5.
Support procurement and enhancement of educational materials as needed, with an emphasis on targeted groups.  New technologies or methods of outreach should also be utilized.

Goal 3.  Engage the news media to increase the extent and accuracy of coverage on

wetlands and riparian area issues.

Strategies:
1.
Prepare easy-to-use materials for the news media (such as "sound bites," public service announcements and ads), with background information that includes ideas for localizing.  An easily identified focus might be Wetlands Month (May).

2.
Provide a list of Iowa speakers/contacts who would be appropriate to respond on different wetlands and riparian issues.  This list should be wide-ranging and include names of knowledgeable Public Advisory Group members (from groups representing agriculture, environment, business, and utilities), academic experts, and government officials.

3.
Work with interested local groups to provide information and to encourage their outreach to media on these issues.  Activities might include development of fact sheets that can be tailored to local projects and groups, a media field day during Wetlands Month, a public forum, or efforts to improve coverage in areas where wetlands issues are particularly timely and/or controversial.

· ISSUE 2. Functions and values of wetlands and riparian areas
The fields of science and applied science related to wetlands and riparian areas are dynamic.  A great deal has been learned about the multiple functions and benefits of these lands, which may include water quality protection, water quantity stabilization and flood​ impact reduction, habitat for plants and animals, and sources of aesthetic and cultural inspiration and education.  Methodologies for assessing the functions of wetlands are developing.  However, the degree to which any particular wetland or riparian area performs specific functions is usually uncertain, as is knowledge of how to best restore those functions in a local setting.  More information about these functions and values is needed, especially information that is based on good data, and tailored to local, state, and/or regional conditions.  This can help people make informed decisions about the values of wetlands, and the costs and benefits associated with their protection, restoration, management, and mitigation.

Even so, complete information is seldom if ever available.  Conservation, and sometimes design and management, decisions often have to depend on the best information available at the time, which is frequently based on regional or national data.  Typical "best guess” decisions need to allow reasonable margin for error.

Goal 1.  Expand research and information-sharing to foster Iowa-appropriate knowledge of wetland and riparian functions, and to better understand how Iowans value these functions.

Strategies

1.
Better define and prioritize research needs/interests related to developing measures of the biological, physical, and cultural benefits of wetlands and riparian areas, and the resulting costs and benefits of different policy approaches.

2.
Establish a clearinghouse and/or web page for Iowa-specific information related to wetlands and riparian areas that would include lists of contacts and resources, overview of governmental programs, results of research, case studies, etc.

Goal 2. Assess the biological, physical, cultural, and economic benefits and impacts of protecting, restoring, creating and managing Iowa's wetlands and riparian areas.  Taking into account existing programs and plans, develop a process to identify areas that should be priorities for conservation efforts.

Strategies:
1.
Continue to develop and refine a method for assessing functions of wetlands in Iowa, working with the Natural Resources Conservation Service and other appropriate agencies.  Use existing methods and work already done in Iowa and the region as a foundation.  Involve diverse groups and disciplines, including resource professionals, research community, and interested governmental and non-governmental organizations in its refinement, field testing, and application.  Consider expanding functional assessment methods to riparian areas.

2.
For each landform or ecoregion in Iowa, locate reference sites to study and use as baseline for functional assessments.  Develop a monitoring plan to assess the functions of the reference sites.

3. 
Identify existing wetland protection and restoration programs, and the wetland types

being addressed by these programs.

4.
Refine and/or develop criteria and methods on which to base strategies for efforts to protect and restore wetlands and riparian areas.  In developing priorities, consider information about functions, uniqueness, biological integrity, and landscape location (including the "gap analysis" going on at Iowa State University that analyzes critical habitats and their fragmentation).  Also consider goals and purposes of programs, and costs and sources of funding.  Involve agency staff, researchers, and interested groups in discussion and development of recommendations.

5.
Develop a statewide survey of wetland and riparian-related cultural resources, including determinations of likely resource significance, and assessment of impacts from erosion and development.  Create preservation and management strategies to more effectively and efficiently comply with the National Historic Preservation Act.

· Issue 3.  Protection, restoration, management, and creation of wetland and riparian areas

There is a need to recognize what is working with past and present programs, and to use that information to become more effective in protecting, restoring, and managing the state's most important wetland and riparian area resources for a range of functions and values.  In the past, most wetland and riparian programs have focused on preserving and/or restoring wildlife habitat, a function that many Iowans value and for which funding has been more available.  Less attention and funding has been directed to other concerns, such as uniqueness, overall quality measured by factors such as biodiversity and degree of disturbance, and/or potential to provide watershed functions such as water quality and/or flood control.  Nearly all Iowans appreciate the importance of water quality, and consider it a priority among all of the societal issues that concern them.  Thus, wetland and riparian programs may be more widely supported if a stronger emphasis is placed on achieving water quality benefits.

Water filtration is one area where constructed wetlands, created either where wetlands never existed or in places where wetlands have been filled or drained, are likely to make the most positive contribution.  Additional research and demonstration is needed to help resolve questions about the degree to which created wetlands can perform multiple functions, and their long-term effectiveness.  Until there is better documentation for created wetlands, they should not be considered as suitable replacements for existing or restored natural wetlands.  Even so, created wetlands may be an excellent solution to a specific problem, such as the need to reduce nitrates or pesticides in water flowing from underground tiles.

Goal 1.  Emphasize protection of existing high quality wetlands and riparian areas. (Note: defining "quality" resources is an ongoing process that includes considerations of the degree of functioning for one or more attributes, such as wildlife, water quality and flood control, as well as overall uniqueness, degree of disturbance, and other relevant factors.)

Strategies:
1.
Complete and/or refine mapping information to establish a current inventory showing locations of wetlands and watershed boundaries, the quantity and types of wetland and riparian resources that still exist, and the location of restoration efforts.  Utilize Geographic Information System technology to track information and communicate with decision​makers and the public.

2.
Evaluate existing resources, paying careful attention to best available information on quality, functions, and values in different locations and watersheds.  Also consider existing program goals.  Integrate this information with efforts to develop prioritization strategies (also see Issue 2, Goal 2).

3. 
Focus conservation efforts on wetlands and riparian areas identified as part of

prioritization strategies.

4.
Expand existing property tax incentives for wetland protection beyond those recognized by the Iowa Code.  Reimburse counties for wetlands granted protection through legislative appropriation.

Goal 2.  Restore wetlands and riparian areas.

Strategies:

1.
Develop a handbook to compile current information on restoration and management recommendations appropriate for Iowa.  Such a handbook should provide practical information about methods to increase the quality and functioning, as well as the quantity, of wetlands and riparian areas.  State and federal agencies and other groups (such as county conservation boards and Trees Forever) that sponsor restoration programs within the state should be involved in development of the handbook.

2.
Based on information such as existing plans and programs, functional assessments, mitigation needs and opportunities, consider the potential need to modify targeting of future restoration activities.  Possible priorities for the future that have been identified include: improving the quality of restorations (for example by increasing native species plantings); continuing to stress enhancement of wildlife benefits; better integrating restoration efforts to fit with watershed programs; and protecting water quality and public drinking water supplies.  Monitor progress.  Involve the research community and local community interests, such as boards of health and/or county conservation boards in the monitoring and evaluation.

3. 
Finish guidelines to establish an Iowa system of wetland mitigation banking.  Involve the research community in assessing the effectiveness of banks that are established.

4.
Communicate with landowners about the potential regulatory implications of restoring (and creating) wetlands.  Develop a fact sheet that can be distributed by agencies and/or groups.

Goal 3. Consider the potential to improve management of existing, restored and created wetlands and riparian areas to achieve the best possible quality for desired functions and values.

Strategies:
1.
As in Issue 3, Goal 2, Strategy 1 above, develop a handbook to compile current information on restoration and management recommendations appropriate for Iowa.  Focus on "best management practices" for wetland and riparian areas, considering goals or purposes of programs, and opportunities to achieve the highest quality possible for a range of functions and values, considering practicality and costs.  As appropriate, look at reference sites of similar types as background.  Involve diverse groups in discussions on management guidelines.

2.
Evaluate existing programs and if needed, refine or create new options to assist landowners and land managers in protecting existing wetlands, restoring converted wetlands, and using desirable management techniques.

3. 
Encourage research and monitoring to evaluate the performance of management

practices on existing, restored, and created wetlands and riparian areas.

4. 
Encourage wetland and riparian enhancement through an "adopt-a-wetland" program, working with local conservation groups, schools, and others.

Goal 4. Expand knowledge and technical assistance on created wetlands.

Strategies:

1.
Gather information on the theory and practice of wetland creation, with an emphasis on state and regional experience.  Support pilot projects on wetland creation, looking at costs, qualitative issues, functions, and long-term viability.  Develop an annotated bibliography.  Identify research gaps, and encourage research and demonstrations.

2. 
Evaluate criteria for design, construction, and revegetation strategies used in wetland and riparian area creation, and develop recommendations.

· Issue 4. Coordination and focus of governmental programs

The current federal regulatory scheme for wetlands and riparian areas is often confusing and difficult to administer in ways that are perceived as reasonable or effective.  Accounting for wetland losses (especially cumulative losses) and mitigation requirements and results have often been inadequate.  There have been perceptions that governmental entities are sometimes held to lesser standards than private individuals and businesses.  In addition, it has sometimes been difficult to adapt federal regulations to the specific needs of Iowa's land and people.  Non-regulatory incentive programs are more popular, but have also often been confusing to landowners.  These problems and perceptions of problems contribute to tensions over wetland delineation, regulation, conservation, and private property rights.

Goal 1.  Increase incentives for voluntary stewardship of wetlands and riparian areas, and if needed, encourage modification of existing incentives to make them more flexible and better integrated with other state and federal programs.

Strategies:
1.
Survey landowners, conservation district commissioners, developers, and wetland and riparian area program staff to identify program gaps and problems.  Working with other agency partners, use this information to modify existing programs and/or design pilot wetlands and riparian incentive program for the state.  Recognize lessons learned to build on what works with both rural and urban constituencies.  Consider non-traditional constituencies, such as urban landowners, developers, cities, and counties.

2.
Emphasize better integration of wetland and riparian stewardship goals into conservation planning efforts, including Best Management Practice planning, whole farm plans, water quality plans, and emergency preparedness plans.

3.
Develop awards program to recognize voluntary efforts that are "above and beyond."  Have planning group members identify nominees for recognition.  Consider involving entities, such as water utilities, private business, or media to sponsor awards that would recognize urban and rural leadership on wetland and riparian area conservation.

Goal 2. Encourage agency partners at the federal and state level to work together to

improve consistency and incorporate up-to-date, research-based information and technical practice into a framework of rules and their implementation.  Also, incorporate regional flexibility into wetland regulatory criteria that would be sensitive to hydrogeomorphic and biological differences, and the priorities documented in state and regional plans.

Strategies:
1.
Provide continuing opportunities for communication and dialogue about wetlands and riparian areas, prioritization strategies, and legal issues, among diverse groups and interests.

2.
Encourage federal partners to continue the process of focusing regulatory review and requirements for compensatory mitigation.  There should be increased flexibility for mitigation of wetlands and riparian areas that are assessed to be highly degraded and/or of low priority, based on functions and values assessments, prioritization strategies, etc.  Wetlands and riparian areas identified as of high priority and/or quality should receive the most attention.

3.
Develop case studies that document landowner/developer interaction with federal wetland authorities showing flowchart of responsibilities, the steps in complying with regulations, appeals procedures, etc.  Use to illustrate the ways people solve problems and work effectively with agencies.

· Issue 5. Monitoring and evaluation of wetland and riparian area status and activities.

We often lack current, comprehensive knowledge and data about our wetlands and riparian areas, and changes in their conservation status.  To achieve the maximum benefits of public and private investment of resources, we need improved record-keeping that can help the state measure the effectiveness of wetland and riparian area programs, strategies and management, including any results to come from development of a comprehensive plan.  There are also needs to foster continuing, informed dialogue on these issues, and programs and their implementation, and to support education and outreach, and evaluation efforts.

Goal 1. Develop a better technical capability to show impacts on net gains or losses of wetlands and riparian areas in measurable ways, considering factors such as acreage, type, function, and quality.

Strategies:
1. 
Continue on-going efforts to improve geographic information about wetlands and riparian areas.  Use existing National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) as the basis for a database, integrating that data with other appropriate sources.  Develop a plan for continued updating and monitoring.

2.
Encourage improved record-keeping and reporting to provide information about the status of Iowa's wetlands and riparian areas.  This data would include existing wetlands, areas converted, applications for wetland conversion permits under the Clean Water Act Section 404, individual mitigation sites, mitigation banks, and created wetlands.  This information should include mitigation plans, monitoring reports, and, when possible, geographic information system (GIS) maps.

3.
Make sure data are easily accessible, preferably in one centralized location.

4.
Increase outreach and education on GIS and its applications as a land management tool.

Goal 2. Report on estimated impacts of programs, considering factors that represent improvements, maintenance, or degradation of wetland and riparian area quality, functions, and quantity.

Strategies:
1.
Report on the status of government programs and other activities related to wetlands and riparian areas in Iowa (examples include state acquisition programs and federal farm conservation programs).  Information gathered should include data on acreage protected, acreage lost, and restored, functions protected, lost, and restored, and management goals and progress towards achieving those goals.

2.
Any mitigation banks created should be required to provide detailed information about losses or gains in terms of functions, acreage, type, and quality, and if possible, geographic information system (GIS) maps.

Goal 3. Evaluate the impact of the Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan on such areas as public perceptions of wetland and riparian area functions and values, education and outreach, and coordination and focus of governmental programs.

Strategies:
1. 
Report on progress in achieving the goals established in this Plan.  Involve advisory group members and others in evaluation.  Reporting should occur after two years and five years.

2. 
Conduct survey of educators (formal and informal, of youth and adults) to assess

impacts of this Plan on education and outreach.

3.
Conduct a general attitudinal survey of target audiences, such as the Public Advisory Group, landowners, local officials, conservation and outdoor interests, and legislators to measure any changes in knowledge, awareness of programs, perceptions about governmental programs, etc.  Re-survey again after two to five years to measure any changes.

