Chapter 7:  Moving Forward - Implementing Iowa’s Plan


The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan itself is an indication of progress, but alone it is only one step.  The Plan is like a map or a guide -- getting somewhere is a matter of implementation. 

During the planning process, several practical issues emerged as priorities for implementation.  The first three are shorter term and relate directly to the Plan’s issues, goals, and strategies.  These are:  the need for improved coordination; the need for additional and improved information, education, and outreach; and the need to establish methods to measure progress. Strategies that relate to these items will be among the first to be addressed as the Plan’s sponsors move ahead.


In addition to these priorities, two other broad themes were identified that address longer-term concerns reaching far beyond the scope of this Plan.  These relate to the action items more indirectly.  The first of these is the need to use a watershed approach to help define problems and structure solutions.  This concept was the subject of considerable discussion and comments during Advisory Group meetings, though these were generally not specific enough to be reflected in the action items in Chapter 6.  The other broad theme relates to funding, an aspect of implementation that cannot be ignored.

Coordination and Education  

During the development of the Plan, there was widespread advocacy for improved coordination of wetlands programs, and for improvements in the areas of information, education, and outreach.  Many of the initial Plan implementation steps, laid out below, address these major concerns. 

There are problems with coordination of wetland- and riparian-related programs that hamper program delivery, reduce effectiveness, and lead to public dissatisfaction.  Some of the problems may be perceptual, resulting from misunderstanding and/or misinformation, but it is clear that the call for better coordination results from a real need.  The good news is that there are already efforts to improve coordination of the programs and policies that apply to wetlands and riparian lands in Iowa (see Sidebar on Coordination in this chapter). 

These coordination efforts reflect a similar push for improved coordination nationwide.  For example, Missouri and Minnesota in this region both provide good examples of coordination efforts that include outreach to the interested public.  In Missouri, the federal and state agencies that work on wetlands meet twice annually for a two-day coordination meeting, where policies and problems are discussed.  The first day of each meeting also involves agencies that do not have a direct decision-making role, along with non-governmental organizations.  There is time for questions and complaints, as well as discussion about grants, research needs, and opportunities for working together.  The second day provides a forum for agencies dealing directly with Clean Water Act  Section 404 permit decisions.  In Minnesota, a state-federal Interagency Wetlands Group works together on projects such as simplifying the permit application process with a “one-stop-shop” covering application, fees, public notice, wetland delineation, permit review timing, and other topics. Since 1992, Minnesota has had a joint project application form that serves as official notification of any prospective wetland impact, which is accepted by all regulating and reviewing agencies.


These types of efforts to coordinate and work together are positive.  However, rather than simply increasing the number of such meetings in Iowa, planning, and goal setting is needed to improve results. There also appears to be a need to expand the players to interested groups and to the research community.  The public should have regular opportunities for interaction and questions on programs and/or specific projects. Involving researchers and educators who work at the state’s research and educational institutions can help integrate current research information into policy development, program delivery, and monitoring.


In addition, it is necessary to have good, up-to-date information if decisions are to be based on more than sensationalism or self-interest. Information is most useful if it is locally appropriate and targeted to specific audiences.  People, including those who provide technical assistance, are also important in the process of translating information into messages that are locally relevant.  Indeed, surveys have found that personal contacts with landowners are often a key factor in the success of conservation programs (Pease et al., 1997).

In the process of developing the Plan, it has become clear that a good deal of information currently exists about wetlands and riparian areas.  (See Appendix C.)  However, much of this information is very general.  It is usually not targeted to specific areas or audiences, and it does not necessarily focus on the types of information that people say they want, such as data on functions, costs and benefits, and technical issues related to restoration and/or mitigation.


There is a growing availability of research and demonstration reports, policy studies, and curriculum materials focused on understanding wetlands and riparian areas and their place in a natural and cultural context.  Some of this information is region- and Iowa-specific.  This information needs to be more widely available, and to be disseminated in forms that are appropriate to affected groups, including landowners, agency staff, local government officials, and those in development-related design and contracting professions.  


With this background, there are a number of specific steps being taken to implement the Plan’s coordination and education/outreach goals as well as other strategies in the Plan.  These steps include the following:   

· A coordinator at the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship -- Division of Soil Conservation (DSC) will be responsible for continuing work with partner agencies and organizations to help achieve the goals of the Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan.  Duties will include organizing educational forums and training sessions, and working with the Iowa Department of Natural Resources (IDNR), Iowa State University (ISU) Wildlife Extension Programs, and others on education and outreach.  A grant from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) will provide primary support for the first two years of this coordination.

· The DSC and its partner agencies will continue to encourage and support coordination efforts among governmental and non-governmental organizations with the goals of reducing confusion and paperwork, and making more efficient use of staff and financial resources.  

· Iowa State University Extension - Wildlife Programs will take leadership to develop a webpage clearinghouse of information that focuses on wetlands and riparian area information specific to Iowa and the region.  Many of the outreach needs identified during this planning process can be partially achieved through this medium, accessible over the Internet. ISU will work with the IDALS-DSC, the IDNR, and other agency partners.

· The DSC will initiate a regular “brown bag” seminar series to be held in central Iowa.  The series will include short presentations, along with time for discussion and possibly circulation of calendar and news items.  Such a forum is needed as a way for interested parties to get together, because there is no existing networking effort in Iowa that is adequately broad in scope or involvement to provide this type of information sharing and interaction.

· An “ad hoc” committee will be convened by the IDNR and the Iowa Conservation Education Council (ICEC) to conduct an evaluation of needs that can help guide education and outreach efforts.  The evaluation would help identify what resources already exist, which groups want and/or need information, and what types of information and dissemination methods might be most effective.  The committee is expected to function over a short time frame, and will include environmental educators along with representatives from groups involved in the general planning process, such as landowners and farmers, conservationists, developers, and local government and agency personnel. 
Monitoring of Plan Progress


As a result of the development of this Plan, Iowa now has an informal partnership of agencies, technical experts, and the public that can help monitor progress in implementation. The same cooperative process -- representing a wide variety of talent and expertise --that has been used to develop the Plan can facilitate its implementation. The advisory groups will be combined and will meet one to two times each year for the next two years in order to monitor progress on the Plan and to help refine implementation. 

Expenses related to convening the planning groups, with support for expenses of members to attend regular meetings, will be provided by the DSC, with the first two years of implementation, primarily supported by a grant from the USEPA. 

A Watershed Approach

Many of those involved in developing the Plan are asking for more basic changes than specific strategies.  They recommend taking a watershed approach as a way to more effectively integrate wetland and riparian area issues with related natural resource problems and opportunities, other planning efforts, and the role of people and economics. Moving in this direction is a long-term process much broader than the scope of this Plan.  However, this theme for the future needs attention.  


Traditional approaches to wetlands and riparian protection and management have often neglected landscape connections, but there is a growing appreciation of the value of organizing natural resource protection around landscapes, ecosystems, and particularly watersheds.  Watersheds recognize landscape-imposed limits and opportunities, while also providing a way to integrate people into the picture. The view through the watershed window can help connect what happens on the land, in the transition zones between land and water (wetlands and riparian areas), and in the groundwater and surface water. In addition, an advantage of watershed thinking is that the geographic context can be adjusted from larger to smaller “nested” subwatersheds to bring these issues close to home, helping people identify local activities with impacts on land and water locally and regionally.  


For those who favor voluntary measures to conserve natural resources, the watershed approach holds considerable promise.  In general, this approach emphasizes flexibility based on local conditions, local involvement in planning and decision-making, and collaborative partnerships.  In practice, the watershed approach has strongly favored information and education, monitoring, demonstrations and incentives. When regulation does occur, it is much less likely to be a “blanket approach,” but is carefully targeted to identified problems and critical areas.


This approach is based on water, widely recognized in surveys as the natural resource Iowans care most about -- to drink, to bathe in, to recreate in and near, and to support commerce and agriculture.  Showing relationships to water quality and quantity can help bring an appreciation for the big picture, and eventually, help motivate informed action.  One example is the nationally respected Iowa Groundwater Act of 1987.  Other Iowa examples include the many watershed projects that have been organized during the last decade in places like Pine Creek and Bear Creek, Lake Okoboji and Storm Lake, and along the Iowa River Corridor.  From Atlantic, to Iowa City and Des Moines, municipal utilities are looking at watersheds and critical areas within watersheds as an organizing principle to protect their sources of drinking water. Frequent project components are riparian buffers along with protection of existing wetlands, and restoration and even creation of wetlands.  


The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan recognizes the value of integrating conservation of these lands within watershed planning and action.  Whether or not this happens in structure, it is already happening in practice.  Certainly, there may be resistance if changes usher in new bureaucracies or authorities; however, there are existing entities that might take on a broader mission for watershed planning and management.  Such a role might eventually represent a logical step for Iowa’s drainage districts.  

Drainage district projects have been very successful in the state, resulting in hundreds of thousands of acres of highly productive agricultural land.  While acknowledging the extensive benefits they have provided and still provide, Iowa’s drainage laws have been responsible for much of the wetland loss in the state, especially in the prairie potholes.  Extensive manipulation of much of the state’s landscape for drainage has also dramatically affected riparian systems.  As society has begun to place a value on wetlands and riparian areas, there has been a growing conflict between policies that encourage drainage and those that seek to both prevent further wetland loss, and restore or mitigate for lost environmental values.  Some of these conflicts may be avoided by approaching drainage as one component of watershed planning and management, balancing drainage needs with other goals, including water quality, wetlands conservation, and flood abatement.  In some cases, this is already happening through activities such as state floodplain construction permit requirements and state water quality standards review for federal Clean Water Act Section 404 permits.

Funding for Wetland and Riparian Area Conservation


To begin implementation of the Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan, little or no new funding will be required.  Many programs and resources already exist, and either they are functioning in an exemplary fashion or they may be expected to do so with minor modifications.  Many landowners are contributing by making changes consistent with this Plan either through projects cost-shared by the Wetlands Reserve Program and other programs, or on their own.  In addition, it is hoped that in some cases, agencies and/or groups will decide to make some reallocations in funding or program activities if they appreciate the Plan’s priorities and the process that they reflect.


However, there is no free lunch.  Over time, new money will be needed to achieve many of the goals of this Plan. Increasing educational outreach with target audiences, expanding research and monitoring, developing new strategies and/or programs, and bringing groups together to develop protocols for prioritizing resources, all such activities require time and funding.  Of course, money for existing and new programs should be used in the most effective manner possible, but it is generally recognized that Iowa ranks at the bottom on the list of states in terms of per capita spending for natural resource protection and provision of public areas.


The public as a whole benefits from maintaining the capital Iowa has in its land and water, and all citizens directly and indirectly impact land and water at home, at work, at play, and even as they travel.  There are opportunities for funding.  The nonprofit organization Pheasants Forever has expressed interest in supporting specific activities related to the Plan that enhance wildlife habitat.  They are only one of a number of conservation organizations that already participate in the type of activities recommended in the Plan and that have indicated interest in doing more.  Additional funding should come from a much wider public than the hunters, anglers, and birdwatchers who have often been the primary or sole source of support for conservation programs.  For example, the dollars to reimburse counties for a property tax incentive to protect certain types of existing wetlands now comes from the fish and wildlife budget of the IDNR.  But the benefits of protecting these wetlands go far beyond recreation.  Support for this and other programs also should come from business, water users and utilities, transportation and flood-management related sources, and private foundations.  Potential sources that may already be in place should be investigated, such as trust fund options or gambling proceeds, or additional funding through a higher level of support for the Resource Enhancement and Protection (REAP) Program.  New funding mechanisms also should be considered, such as sales taxes in Missouri that provides support for soil and water conservation, parks, and fish and wildlife programs, or a special legislative appropriation in Minnesota that funds competitive grants under the Legislative Commission on Minnesota Resources.

The Iowa Wetlands and Riparian Areas Conservation Plan presents some reasons why Iowans may decide it is in their interests to invest more heavily in protecting the state’s natural resource infrastructure that helps support a high quality of life in the state. The Plan also sets the stage for a pro-active, voluntary (non-regulatory) approach by providing basic information about Iowa’s wetlands and riparian areas, their functions and values, conservation needs, and some generally agreed-upon directions that should be widely acceptable.

