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life on the Prairie - monarch monitoring at Neal smith Nwr
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

 Summer on the prairie is a time of growth, with long days stimulating plants to get taller, bloom, and begin to set seed. 
Animals are busy raising their young, taking advantage of abundant food supplies. For the biology team, it means getting 
out in the field and tracking what is going on. 

 
 This summer the team included biological science technician Jessica Riebkes 
Clough, interns Jake Hill and Drew Peeler, and teacher extern Heather Anderson. 
One of the major projects of the summer involved conducting monitoring of 
monarchs and their habitat, including milkweeds and nectar plants. As you have 
probably heard, monarch butterflies have been in decline and face many threats, 
including loss of habitat throughout their migratory, breeding, and wintering ranges. 
Each week the biology crew at Neal Smith NWR went to one of three sites on 
the refuge to conduct monarch habitat surveys. Transects were laid out and plots 
were placed every 5 meters throughout a specified area. All blooming plant species 
within each plot were recorded. Any milkweed plants that were found were also 
recorded and inspected for monarch eggs or larvae. This information will be used to 
determine the resources available to monarchs for feeding and reproduction. Similar 
information is being conducted all over the country, so it will help us understand 
what habitat elements are avail-
able or missing throughout the 
range of the monarch.
 

 The biology team also reared monarch eggs and larvae in captivity. 
Each monarch was kept in an individual container and fed milkweed leaves 
as it grew. Once a butterfly emerged, the crew tested it for a protozoan 
parasite, Ophryocystis elektroscirrha, or OE for short.  This parasite is 
dependent on monarch butterflies and a close relative, the queen butterfly, 
which is not found in Iowa. Monarchs that are infected with OE often 
will not survive to adulthood, but some with low levels of infection may 
survive and carry OE spores on their abdomens. These spores may be 
transmitted to milkweed leaves when an infected monarch lands on them, 
and then passed on to other monarchs. To test for OE spores, sticky tape 
is placed over the abdomen of the adult monarch and then onto a sample 
card. The butterfly is then released unharmed, and the sticky tape is sent 
to a laboratory for examination for presence and density of OE spores. 
This will provide information about the prevalence of this parasite and how it may affect monarch populations.
 
 The good news is that there seem to be quite a few monarch eggs on the refuge this year. Whether they survive to become 
butterflies and carry on the migration is not yet known. We will need to keep monitoring them as they continue their migra-
tion, and their descendants return next year.

monarch egg

Third instar   Photo: Tenlea Turner
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summer Nsm Interns
brian Parker

Hi! I’m Brian Parker, 
and this summer I am a veg-
etation management intern. I 
am from Cottage Grove, Min-
nesota and in May, I gradu-
ated with a B.S. in Biological 
Conservation from Drake 
University’s Environmental 
Science & Sustainability 
Department. I am extremely 
passionate about preserving 
and restoring the ecological 

landscapes around us. In my off 
time, you can find me running, hiking, competing in latte-art 
competitions and photographing. I spent last summer sitting 
in a lab researching biodiversity of prairie quadrats collected 
from across the state and I knew that in my next position I 
wanted to gain the field experience and be outdoors. 
 This internship has been exactly what I wanted to gain in 
applicable skills, and then some, reinforcing what I desire 
in a future career. I have been involved in everything from 
herding escaped elk to building a scope pad (that then got 
trampled by said escaped elk, but looks great now) to shap-
ing the desired biodiversity of vegetation around the refuge. 
I am not entirely sure where I will be next year, but I will be 
pursuing a position being adroit in similar tasks as to what I 
am currently involved with.  

Jake Hill

 My name is Jake Hill. I am 
thrilled to be a biology intern 
at the Refuge this summer. 
This past spring, I graduated 
from Iowa State with a B.S. 
in Environmental Science and 
Biology. I’m fortunate to have 
spent the past couple summers 
doing conservation work, first as 
a land stewardship intern at Iowa 
Natural Heritage Foundation, 
and then as an undergraduate 

research technician assisting with 
grassland bird research at ISU. 
 Having grown up in central Iowa (Newton, to be exact), 
I’m most interested in tallgrass prairie and oak savanna com-
munities as well as the theory and practice of their restoration. 
As such, I am excited to become acquainted with the Refuge’s 
wild inhabitants and learn from all the excellent restoration-
ists on staff! I hope to gain plant and animal identification 
skills, especially of birds, as well as learn about the daily 
operations of a large-scale restoration process while I’m 
here. I’ve already experienced so much, including frog and 
toad call surveys, monarch monitoring, helping with Pedal 
the Prairie, and prairie plant propagation. 
 From the onset of my internship, I’ve had the uncom-
mon opportunity to experience rare plants and animals in 
the company of hard-working and knowledgeable people. 
Needless to say, the uniqueness and value of the Refuge is 
becoming ever more obvious to me. I’m truly grateful to the 
Friends group for supporting this wonderful opportunity to 
grow professionally and enhance my ecological awareness. I 
look forward to seeing what’s in store the rest of the summer!  

andrew Peeler
Hello, my name is Andrew 
Peeler and I am excited to be 
here at the Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge as a Biology In-
tern. I graduated from Wartburg 
College in 2016 with a degree in 
Environmental Studies. Previ-
ous conservation employment 
includes four summers at the 
Warren County Conservation 
Board as a seasonal employee 
and a semester at the Blank Park 

Zoo as a Conservation Intern. I am 
looking forward to adding the Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge on to that list and gaining the amazing experiences 
that this internship has to offer.
 Being an Iowa native, I am interested in the habitat that 
once covered over 99% of this great state. The amount of 
biodiversity in the tallgrass prairie is the most fascinating 
part to me. From the plants, insects, birds, small mammals 
to large mammals, they all have a role to play in the tallgrass 
prairie ecosystem. I hope to gain more identification skills of 
plants by learning their common name as well as the scientific 
name. I also want to understand the role each part of wildlife 
plays in restoration. 
 Since I started at the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 
I have been helping in the greenhouse, collecting prairie 
seed, doing vegetation research and observation, monarch 
habitat research, and some bison research. I am so thankful to 
Karen and the Friends group for this opportunity to broaden 
my knowledge base before I head out into the conservation 
field. I am looking forward to the rest of my internship!

Carlie stanton

 Hello, my name is 
Carlie Stanton. To in-
form you about myself, 
I attended Kirkwood 
Community College and 
received an Associate’s 
degree in Liberal Arts. I 
then moved on to Iowa 
State University where I 
am currently working to-
wards a Bachelor’s degree 
in Animal Ecology, with 
the option in wildlife.
 For the summer, I have been very fortunate enough to be 
brought onto the Vegetation Management team at Neal Smith 
NWR. This position has been more than what I’ve expected 
and it has been a lot of fun. Not only have I been learning 
how to manage different types of plant species, but I have 
also assisted in building an observation station to help the 
public see the bison family a little better.
 With the knowledge and skills I’m gaining here at Neal 
Smith, I can better myself to go against the competition of 
the conservation field and hopefully, find a position that is 
right for me.  
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what's happening this summer?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

To register for programs, contact Doreen at 515/994-3400 or 
email Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.gov.

Nature Tots
Saturday, Sept. 2, Magical Monarchs
Saturday, Oct. 7, Colorful Leaves
Saturday, Nov. 4, Prairie Seed Har-
vest
Children ages 3-5 are invited to bring 
their favorite adult to join us from 
10:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m., as we read 
stories, go outside, make nature crafts, 
and much more!  Pre-registration is 
required. 

Second Saturday
Saturday, September 9
Saturday, October 14 - see NWR Week Seed Collection Day
Saturday, November 11
Interested in giving back to the environment and the prairie? 
Volunteer days occur on the Second Saturday of each month from 
9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. 
Fall Photo Hikes
Sunday, September 17, 6:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m.
Saturday, October 21, 7:00 a.m. - 9:00 a.m.
Sunday, November 19, 4:00 p.m. - 6:00 p.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and using all camera types are 
invited to photograph the summer prairie on a ranger-led walk. All 
photographers will also have the opportunity to exhibit their work 
in our art gallery in November and December. Pre-registration is 
requested. 
Naturalist Programs
Bison and Elk Walk and Talk
Sunday, September 10, at 1:30 p.m.
Take a guided hike along the 1/2 
mile Overlook Trail to learn about 
our national mammal, the Ameri-
can Bison, as well as the majestic 
elk. Learn about their histories, 
uses, management, and recovery 
while having the opportunity to 
observe the herds. 
Monarch Madness
Saturday, September 16, 9:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m.
Calling citizen scientists of all ages! Neal Smith NWR is looking 
for volunteers to assist Refuge staff in capturing, tagging, and 
releasing monarch butterflies. Tagging monarchs helps scientists 
learn more about their fascinating migration. Pre-registration is 
required and limited to the first 100 participants.
Birds and Butterflies Walk
Saturday, September 23, 10:00 a.m.
Join a naturalist on a nature walk along the 1/2 mile Overlook Trail to 
look for and to learn to identify butterflies and migrating songbirds.
Prairie Discovery Walk
Sunday, September 24, 1:30 p.m.
Join a naturalist for a guided nature walk along the 1/2 mile Over-
look Trail and learn about wildlife, wildflowers and management 

of the Refuge. See the prairie in fall colors, watch for birds and 
butterflies, and learn about the bison and elk herds.
National Public Lands Day
Saturday, September 30, 9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.
National Public Lands Day is the nation's largest single-day vol-
unteer effort on public lands. Join us for a chance to volunteer and 
help create native tallgrass prairie at the Refuge by collecting native 
plant seeds. Pre-registration required.
National Wildlife Refuge Week - Seed Collection Day
Saturday, October 14, 9:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.
In celebration of National Wildlife Refuge Week, the Refuge is 
hosting stewardship opportunities for you and/or your group. Col-
lect native prairie seeds to be used in restoration of tallgrass prairie 
on the Refuge. A FREE lunch will be provided by the Friends of 
Neal Smith NWR. Pre-registration is required.
Oak Savanna Trail Fall Hike
Saturday, October 21, 1:00 p.m.
Take a guided hike on the 1/2 mile Overlook Trail to learn about 
wildlife, plants and management of the area. Enjoy the fall season 
with a hike on the Refuge.

an opportunity to Participate
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

 Observing nature is fun. It 
can also serve a greater pur-
pose. Nature’s Notebook is 
a national, online program 
where amateur and profes-
sional naturalists regularly 
record observations of plants 
and animals to generate long-

term data sets used for scientific discovery and decision-making. 
Phenology is the timing of seasonal changes in plants and animals 
each year. Life cycle events such as flowering, emergence of insects, 
and migration of birds are related to weather and climate as well 
as day length. Observations of phenology made over many years 
help scientists, land managers, and decision makers by providing 
valuable information.
 Neal Smith NWR has begun participating in Nature’s Notebook 
and we’re looking for volunteers. An information session will be 
held following Second Saturday Stewardship on Saturday, Septem-
ber 9 at noon. We’ll have a potluck and discuss the program and 
what you can do to help. Requirements to participate in Nature’s 
Notebook are the ability to learn to identify a few species of plants 
and animals (training will be provided before next spring), to visit 
the refuge several times during the year to make observations, and 
to record observations on paper and submit the data to refuge staff.
 Bring a dish to share for the potluck. Questions will be answered 
at the information session. No registration is required. For more 
information contact Karen at karen_vistesparkman@fws.gov or 
515-994-3400.
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2017 Youth Conservation Corps (YCC)

girdling
By Alison Schrad, YCC Crew Member

sweet Clover removal

Sweet clover was intro-
duced from Eurasia by European 
settlers as a forage crop, but in 
the prairie it can create patches 
that shade and crowd out native 
species. Most of the sweet clover 
control is done by mowing around 
the refuge, but in sensitive areas or 
those around trails, we find it is best 
to remove the plants by hand. This 
not only helps improve the visitor 
experience around the trails, but 
it also gives the surrounding na-
tive plants a better chance to set 
seed and crowd out sweet clover 
the following year. Whether it is 

pulling the plants out early in the season or clipping off the tops 
later in the season, the goal is to not let the sweet clover drop seed 
in the prairie. Every plant that is removed prevents thousands of 
seeds from making it into the soil, and this is especially important 
since the seeds can survive in the soil up to 30 years. This year’s 
Youth Conservation Corp (YCC) has removed sweet clover around 
the Learning Center, some of the trails, and in one of our remnant 
prairies. Their efforts and the efforts of future YCC members will 
hopefully lead to seeing less sweet clover and improve the plant 
diversity around the refuge in years to come.

By Jacob Mortensen, YCC Crew Leader

            This summer as part of the YCC 
crew, one of the tasks we accomplished 
was girdling the oak savanna. Girdling 
is a process of stripping the bark off of 
the trees to the smooth layer. We were 
girdling certain trees because the trees 
aren’t native to the oak savanna. Some 
of the trees we were girdling were black 
cherry, hackberry, elm, black walnut, 
and black/honey locust. All the tools 
anyone will need to complete girdling 
would be a drawknife. Girdling is a 
simple process.
The process starts with identifying the 
trees you want to girdle. For example, 

the hackberry tree has corky ridges for its bark. The hackberry tree 
is one of the easier trees to girdle because it has soft and weak bark. 
Once you have identified the tree, you will need to use a drawknife; 
which is a long angled metal blade with handles connected on each 
end. With the drawknife, you would use horizontal motions to 
take the bark off one layer at a time. When removing the bark off 
the tree, it should go all the way around the tree with a length of 
6-8 inches. We spent many hours out in the oak savanna and have 
girdled many trees, which should be helpful to the oak savanna.

Painting
By Kaylee Townsend, YCC Crew Member

Working as part 
of the YCC this summer, 
we have had many jobs 
and one of them would be 
painting. We have spent 
several hours painting in 
the bison round-up facility. 
Within the bison facility, 
we have painted the walls 
and the shed that houses 
all the computers. The sup-
plies we used were rollers, 
brushes, pole extensions, paint holders, and paint. We used two 
types of paint, one was oil based which was used on the round up 
facility walls, and the other was latex paint. The oil based paint 
was used on the metal and the latex was used on the wood. The 
paints were used this way to make sure the paint will stay on longer.

The purpose of painting the bison round-up facility walls 
is so the bison can’t see out and so that they don’t get scared and 
worked up. Also, painting the walls will keep the metal from rusting 
faster. We painted the shed too, to keep it in good shape and to look 
like the rest of the facility. On the shed we had to do a couple coats 
of paint to make it look better. We hope that the painting stays for 
a couple years and helps with the bison round-up.

Viewing Pad
By Nick Shkiryak, YCC Crew Member

When peo-
ple drive through 
the bison enclosure 
sometimes they can’t 
see the bison because 
they are hidden in 
the northeast corner. 
The northeast corner 
is the only place 
where you can’t see 
the bison up close. 
All sections of the 
bison enclosure are 
visible from the Prairie Learning Center, 96th Street and 129th 
Street. Therefore, we put in a viewing pad next to Pacific Street 
(entry road), so people could stop and look through a scope to see 
the bison and elk when they were in the northeast corner.

To build the viewing pad, four inches of gravel had to be 
put down at a time, then sprayed with water and compacted. This 
process had to be repeated until we got three level feet of gravel 
for the viewing pad. The gravel sloped off, so that the water was 
able to run off. On the slope we put down buckets of brown gravel 
and spread it out evenly to decorate the pad. Later, the scope was 
mounted by the Friends group. Now the viewing pad has been used 
by tourists and has become a great attraction.

more about YCC on page 5
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mist-netting bats
By Nikki Horne, SCA Intern

On Friday, August 11, 
visitors gathered at the refuge for a 
night of bat sightings and hands-on 
experience. Russ Benedict, a pro-
fessor with the biology department 
at Central College, led a program 
on mist netting and banding bats 
of Iowa. The evening started with 
crafts at 6:30 p.m. for kids, followed 
by an introduction to the bats of Iowa 
at 7:00 p.m. led by visitor services 
interns, Holly Hallman and Nikki 
Horne. After the indoor activities, 

attendees traveled from the Learning Center to the east side of the 
refuge to meet up with Russ. 

Russ has been handling bats since his early college days. 
He does bat research every year and leads a biannual winter break 
trip to the tropics for more bat work with his students. Around 8:30 
p.m. was when the bats first started to become active feeders for 
the night. As the sun went down, Russ showed the group how a 
mist net works and where it should be set up. The net resembles a 
volleyball net stretched across a driveway. Bats use sound vibra-
tions, called echolocation, to navigate and find food in the dark. 
However, the mist net is light enough that the bats will often get 
caught in the net before they realize that it is there. Once in the net, 
biologists and technicians retrieve the bats and handle them with 
caution.  Russ was very accommodating to the group of about 20 
people, ensuring that everyone had a chance to touch, look, and 
take pictures of the bats. He explained thoroughly what he was 
doing and facts about each species of bat, the approximate age of 
each one, characteristics, and more. 

Three different types of Iowa bats made their appear-
ances, including the Eastern red bat, Northern long-eared bat, and 
big brown bat. There are nine species of bats that are commonly 
found in Iowa, these are just a few of them. It was a great night of 
education and up close encounters with bats… and a few meteors 
danced in the sky to cheer us on! Join us next year.

Cattle guards
By Alison, Kaylee and Nick

A t  t h e 
refuge we had a 
problem; the elk 
were getting out 
of the enclosure by 
walking over the 
cattle guards. Af-
ter we spent hours 
getting the elk in 
the enclosure, they 
always found their 
way back out. One 

way we could fix this problem was by painting the cattle guards 
white. Painting them white would make the guards contrast with 
the ground and when the elk walked up to the guards they would 
see more of a hole between the beams. After this research was done, 
the refuge decided to have the YCC paint the cattle guards white.

The process of painting the cattle guards took two days. 
On day one we put out traffic cones and parked cars, one in front 
and the other behind so no cars would go where we started to 
paint. We only painted half of the guard so traffic could still come 
through on the guards at each entry. The cones were left overnight 
so the paint would be allowed to fully dry. The next day we moved 
the cones to the other side and painted the other half of the guard. 
When painting the guards, we painted both sides and the top in 
white paint, and used paint rollers to do this. As far as we know, 
this has kept the elk in.

removing Fence
By Alison, Kaylee, and Nick

The Neal Smith 
Wildlife Refuge has a lot 
of barbed wire fence that 
needs to be removed. The 
fence is left over from 
farm lands that are now 
a part of the refuge. One 
of the main jobs of the 
YCC is to remove these 
fences. The fences need 
to be removed in order 
to mow and remove any 

trees. The YCC has spent many days removing fence from the 
property and there is still a lot left to be pulled.

A barbed wire fence usually has two to four strands of 
wire. When pulling barbed wire, the wire needs to be cut off from 
the first post. Then, while wearing gloves, the wire has to be rolled 
up in a loop until it gets too heavy to hold comfortably. While three 
people roll up the wire, one person cuts the clips holding the wire 
to the posts. The loop of wire is cut off from the strand and the 
process is repeated. After all of the wire is removed, the posts also 
have to be pulled out with a post puller and taken away.

bison Day 2017 - a huge success!
By Nikki Horne, SCA Intern

Saturday, August 5th was a special day at the refuge; it was the 
annual Bison Day. After months of organization and preparation, 
the event was well attended with roughly 1200 visitors. Local 
vendors and volunteers arrived to help with a variety of different 
attractions and activities. The day offered many different crafts, 
prizes, and games, in addition to a bison chip throwing contest, 
archery, Native American storytelling, live animals, tractors, 
and bison burgers. Along with live rope making demonstrations, 
quilting, and spinning; bus tours took place throughout midday 
to better educate the public on the history of the refuge. There 
was endless entertainment for families of all ages. Thank you to 
all volunteers, vendors, and staff who took the time to help make 
this day a success. Also, thank you to the visitors who made the 
day well worth the effort!
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The power of a Friends group is its members.  Please support this all volunteer, non-profit organization with your tax-
deductible gift and be a part of the learning, growing and discovery happening at the Neal smith National wildlife refuge 
every day.  Thank you!

____$25 -- big bluestem Friend  ____$50 -- bison buddy    
____$100 -- savanna saver            ____$250 -- Prairie Patron
____other -- $___________         
Be sure to find out if your company will match contributions.     

Name____________________________________________________________________
address__________________________________________________________________              Please circle one -
City_________________________________state______________Zip________________
Phone__________________________________Date______________________________               New member
e-mail___________________________________________________________________                renewal

mail to:  Friends of Neal smith National wildlife refuge, Po box 114, Prairie City, Iowa  50228  

Come grow with us

Iowa artists Featured at Nature store
By Gail Turner, Nature Store Manager

 We are carrying a 
wonderful variety of prod-
ucts in the Prairie Point 
Nature Store from local 
artists. We have pottery in 
various shapes, sizes, col-
ors and price points from 
Connie Braunschweig of 
Alta, Iowa. She imprints 

grasses and flowers in the pottery before firing and glazing, and 
all of her pieces are dishwasher safe. Mary Morhauser Fox lives 
in Johnston and loves to paint butterflies, flowers and landscapes 
of Iowa. Her colorful paintings can be found in a variety of sizes.
 We have been carrying earrings from Morphew Designs for the 
past year. Heather Morphew Nelson lives in Des Moines and creates 
original designs using various metals and natural stones--many of 
her designs are one of a kind. We just started offering Chery’s Gourd 
Art this summer. Chery Woolsey lives in Chariton and uses gourds 
of various shapes and 
sizes as her canvas to 
create unique works of 
art. 
 It’s not too early to 
start your holiday shop-
ping and we hope you’ll 
think of the Prairie Point 
Nature Store for your 
gift-giving needs. Don’t 
forget to pick up something for yourself while you’re here, too! 
The Nature Store is run by volunteers so all proceeds are used to 
benefit the Refuge. We appreciate your support. 

Nikki Horne - CDIP Intern

My name is Nikki Horne and I am a 
junior at the University of Wisconsin 
– Stevens Point (UWSP), currently 
pursuing a bachelor’s degree in 
Wildlife Ecology and Management, 
with a minor in biology. I was born 
and raised in central Wisconsin and 
will forever be a Packer’s fan.  I have 
a passion for the environment, which 
I show in many different ways. I am 
a certified Type II Wildland Fire-

fighter, where I enjoy being an active member of the UWSP Fire 
Crew and traveling around the country to participate in prescribed 
fires during winter and spring breaks. I volunteer my time through 
the student chapter of the Wildlife Society, banding saw-whet 
owls and participating in other projects. In my free time I enjoy 
bowhunting, fishing, hiking, and staying active in the outdoors. 
This summer has been my second internship with the Student 
Conservation Association (SCA). Last summer I worked in visitor 
services at Necedah National Wildlife Refuge in central Wisconsin 
and this summer I was fortunate to be placed at Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge as a visitor services intern. These opportunities are 
through a program called the Career Discovery Internship Program 
(CDIP), which is a program within the SCA. The purpose of this 
program is to help undergraduate college students gain experience 
in the natural resources field and learn the ways of the U.S. Fish 
& Wildlife Service. I am fortunate to have this opportunity and to 
spend a second summer with the service, while effectively utilizing 
my time in the summer. These experiences not only make me more 
competitive while applying for jobs, but they allow me to share 
my passion with visitors. I value the importance of environmental 
education and interpretation and I could not be more fortunate to 
be a part of the staff at Neal Smith.   
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transportation grant
By Jim Johnson, Friends' Board

The first Seasons of Wellbeing retreat was held July 8 at the refuge. This program is facilitated by Sue Tew-Warming 
of Heartland Wellbeing Institute of Des Moines, in cooperation with the Friends of NSNWR. The participants en-
joyed opportunities all day learning how to connect with nature and make time for themselves in their busy lives. 
Sue provided resource materials, tools and strategies to reduce stress and increase 
a healthy balance in life.  Everyone had time to share experiences, participate in 
a stewardship activity and spend some time outdoors.
These retreats align with the seasons on the prairie and there are still openings for 
the retreats being held on October 7, 2017, February 10, 2018 and April 14, 2018. 
If you attend even one of the retreats, you will receive monthly e-updates with ad-
ditional information, tools, resources and what is happening at Neal Smith NWR. 
For more information, go to Heartland Wellbeing Institute at: http://www.

heartlandwellbeinginstitute.org. We hope you will consider attending for a unique and rejuvenating 
experience on the prairie!

seasons of wellbeing retreat
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

up Close
By Jim Johnson, Friends' Board

The Prairie Learning Center has become a primary destination for students of elementary schools to community college and university 
students for hands-on environmental education.  Environmental education curricula are included in K-12 classes in school districts 
throughout Iowa and are part of degree programs at our colleges and universities.  The hands-on opportunities for learning available at 
the Refuge are implemented by Refuge Staff and Friends members and volunteers, many of whom are current or former teachers. Indeed, 
our Project Bluestem curriculum was written and implemented originally by teachers.  Success and need can sometimes be measured in 
numbers and in 2015, 6879 students were brought to the Refuge from 64 different schools.  Some schools brought students several times.  
In 2016, more than 8,000 students came for education and the Refuge’s 15 year Comprehensive Plan has a goal of being prepared for 
some 15,000 students participating by 2028.
  
Our success thus far has in part been due to partial defrayment of transportation costs to schools and districts through support from the 
Friends and a grant that had been obtained from Prairie Meadows several years ago.  As it was then and perhaps more so now, transpor-
tation budgets of schools have been minimalized or are non-existent for school bus trips without outside support.  As of the end of the 
school year, support we had to build this program had disappeared. 

Good news has been received.  We were notified that the Friends have received a $10,000 grant to “Mitigate Transportation Costs” for 
schools and districts for the coming 2017 – 2018 year.  Together with 1:1 matching funding from the Friends, we should be able to con-
tinue and expand support of school bus trips and indeed, we hope to exceed 9,000 students this year. This summer, Iowa school districts 
will be notified of our support and payments will be made on the basis of need, frequency of visits, and other considerations, with some 
priority given to visits from teachers and classes new to visiting the NSNWR.   We are so happy to be able to continue and expand this 
needed program.

You may have seen the new viewers located along the entry road 
and in the Prairie Learning Center.  They are the result of a grant 
to the Friends of NSNWR from the National Fish and Wildlife 
Foundation. The viewer in the Prairie Learning Center is ADA 
certified so all of our friends in wheelchairs and those using our 
electric cart can use the equipment. You probably have not seen 
the posters and Viewing Cart that is equipped with a spotting scope, 
video camera, computer and monitor for use by educators and oth-
ers.  The Viewing Cart was designed to roll on our hard surface 
trails to a location where an object seen in the spotting scope can 
have its image transferred to the computer screen or monitor for 
all in a class or group to see simultaneously.  It will be a great help 
in the observation of nature.  Eventually, the viewer on the entry 
road will be accompanied by information signage and possibly an 
informational kiosk.  The Friends thank all those who were involved 
in this worthwhile effort. 
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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There have been so many activities and events for visitors to the refuge in the last few 
months. The staff and interns have been busy, especially with the activities on the weekends 
and Bison Day – another great success!   
For the Friends, we were excited to host the first Season of Wellbeing Retreat, have the 
viewing scopes installed and welcome more art from local artists in the Nature Store.   
Also, the increased number of visitors again this year helps spread the word about the refuge 
and the Friends organization. We have discussed possibly hosting an event to bring Iowa 
elected officials to the refuge and hope to have a Nature Store Open House as the holidays 
approach. We have continued to work with INHF on land purchases, with some acres soon 
being turned over to the refuge and the FWS.  
The Friends are still looking at ways to increase the involvement of our Friends members 
and grow our organization. In October, that will be the focus of the mentoring program 
we were chosen to take part in by the Fish and Wildlife Service.  Our Friends members 
provide so much in the way of financial support, and our hope is to involve more people 
directly, so the Friends can host more special events and do more “behind the scenes” work 
for the refuge. 
I do want to thank the volunteers who help in the Nature Store, with Facebook and at special 
events. Special thanks to Heather Wilkerson, who graciously offered to start an Instagram 
account for the Friends. Be sure to check that out and see her amazing photographs of the 
refuge. 
So many great things have been happening at the refuge and I hope you remember to invite 
your friends, neighbors, and co-workers to join you on a visit to the refuge.


