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Nature and culture both have influenced Iowa's wetlands and riparian areas, a process that continues today.  Natural processes that shape the land include erosion and deposition by wind, water, and glaciers, as well as biologic interaction with land surface materials.  Glaciation, geologic erosion, precipitation variation, temperature variation, and other natural processes have caused changes in the amount of wetlands and riparian areas.  Over millions of years, Iowa has been covered by shallow warm seas, tropical forests, glaciers and ice sheets, coniferous forests, prairies, and finally hardwood forests in protected areas (Eilers and Roosa, 1994).  Over the past few thousand years, climate changes have caused significant fluctuations in lake levels and in wetland sizes and characteristics throughout the state (Prior, 1991).

Cultural processes affecting wetlands and riparian areas involve movement and activities of people, such as immigration, transportation, agriculture, agriculture, urban development, land drainage, and stream channelization.  The first written records from travelers in Iowa document the large number of wetlands and riparian areas.  Explorers, such as Marquette and Joliet (along the Mississippi River in 1673) and Lewis and Clark (along the Missouri River in 1804) described the "serpentine meanderings of the river" and backwaters full of fish, fowl, and other wildlife (Sage, 1974).  The variety of life, or biodiversity, once found in this landscape was "much greater than most Iowans would ever guess" (Dinsmore, 1994).  The land's earliest American Indian inhabitants often preferred wetlands and riparian areas for settlement (Anfinson, 1997; Lensink, 1984), but later Euro-Americans considered much of this land "waste land." Settlers described the difficulty in crossing the prairies and rivers because of the "almost impassable bogs and sloughs" and "soft and treacherous bottomlands," which were "the terror of the traveler far and near" (Payne, 1911).

Since then, Iowa's landscape has undergone dramatic changes as the mosaic of prairies, wetlands, and forests dissected with streams, rivers, and wetland complexes has been gradually converted to farm fields, urban settlements, and transportation corridors. lowa's people have energetically modified the land to suit their needs and fulfill their visions, using the best information, technology and technical expertise available.

Drainage was encouraged for many years by federal and state government.  The U.S. Congress enacted Swamplands Acts in 1850 and 1860 that resulted in over 1. I million acres of Iowa "swamp and overflow lands" to be reclaimed, primarily for farming (Bishop and van der Valk, 1982).  Wetlands and riparian areas were sold to individuals and land speculators for as little as 25 cents an acre.  Other wetlands and riparian areas were given to railroad companies and steamboat companies as incentives to build transportation routes.  "Wetlands were seen as a menace to and a hindrance to land development.  Approximately 65 million acres of wetlands were given to 15 states by Congress for reclamation and to eliminate mosquito-breeding swamps" (Leitch, 1989).

The Iowa Legislature enacted legislation to establish drainage districts in the late 1800s.  This gave the county boards of supervisors jurisdiction and authority to establish drainage districts and levees to drain, straighten, widen, deepen, or change any natural water course whenever the action is of public utility or conducive to public health, convenience, or welfare. (See Appendix B.)  Soon after, drainage on a large scale began, with much of it completed early in this century.  Iowa law still presumes that drainage is "a public benefit and conducive to the public health, convenience or welfare" (Chapter 468, Code of Iowa).  Up until the 1970s, the USDA Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service (the precursor to the Farm Service Agency) provided financial incentives for farmers to drain and in other ways modify land and waterways to move water off land and increase productivity.

Yet for years, some have asked whether drainage and stream altering activities have gone "too far." Iowa's native son Aldo Leopold, in his 1949 classic, A Sand County Almanac, expressed concerns about the impacts of so drastically altering the landscape: "It cannot be right, in the ecological sense, for a farmer to drain the last marsh ... channelize his creek or pasture his steep slopes, because in doing so, he passes flood trouble to his neighbors below, just as his neighbors above have passed it to him."  Leopold was not the first to raise such questions.  Even in the 1920s, similar concerns were expressed by others, including William Berry (1927), who wrote in the Iowa Journal of History and Politics:
"There is some question as to whether or not the State and the United States as a whole have yet received any real benefits from this drainage ...  With the exception of the few war-time years, drainage has merely contributed to a surplus that has so upset farming conditions as to threaten the very foundation of agriculture ... It has lowered the ground water table throughout much of the State and it has destroyed the most valuable breeding grounds of migratory birds in [the] central United States.  It would have been better to have left the swamp lands in their original state.”

But such was not to be the case with wetlands or with streams.  As in many other parts of the United States, there developed a cultural, legal, and economic tradition that devalued wetlands and riparian lands.  When water posed an obstacle to settlement and development, Iowans have been remarkably successful at removing it and/or channeling it into more convenient patterns.  The changes in the landscape are widely lauded as the source of much prosperity in this "breadbasket of the world," yet only a small percentage of the state's original wetlands remain, and riparian areas have also been severely degraded.  Today, Iowans, like their counterparts elsewhere, are trying to find a reasonable balance between development and greater care for natural resources, including wetlands and riparian areas.
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