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 nown as “Hawk” by friends & collegues alike, 
 Jon Stravers has dedicated his life to conservation. 
 A student of Gladys Black, Jon began red-shouldered 
hawk research along the Mississippi River in 1982 and has 
worked for the preservation of migratory bird habitat ever 
since. 

His work in the Mississippi River flyway has provided key 
research for habitat conservation, reaching a milestone with 
the 2014 dedication of Iowa’s first Globally Important Bird 
Area (Global IBA) at Effigy Mounds-Yellow River State Forest in 
northeast Iowa. 

Specifically, it was Stravers’ persistent documentation of  
Cerulean Warbler nesting sites that led to the granting 
of Global IBA status.  

Since 1999, the North American Bird Conservation 
Initiative has coordinated an intensive effort to “conserve 
all birds in all habitats.” In 2001, as part of this initiative, 
the Bird Conservation Area (BCA) program was estab-
lished by the Iowa DNR Wildlife Bureau. 

By 2005, Jasper County saw the dedication of the 
77,000 acre Chichaqua - Neal Smith Grassland BCA, 
which currently contains 15,000 acres of protected land.  

With stretches of Skunk River oxbow river channels, 
marshes and wetlands connecting with the 8,000 
acre tallgrass prairie & oak savanna Neal Smith NWR, 
a grand diversity of habitat is created for a variety of 
bird species. Chichaqua - Neal Smith Grassland BCA 
is an especially important area for rare or declining 
grassland birds. 

Coming to a prairie near you...
by Stacy Nelson

A self described river rat, Jon Stravers is many things. 
Pella native... devout conservationist... respected  
Audubon researcher... dedicated environmental educator. 

Yet, among his many personas resides another that’s 
readily embraced by the public: an inspired lyricist and 
multi-talented musician. 

The driving force behind the amorphous Big Blue Sky, 
Stravers writes and performs a flavor of music that 
celebrates Iowa’s wildness... and delightfully tells its story. 

Beginning as a father-son duo in the mid-90’s with his 
son, Jon-Jon,  Big Blue Sky embodies a style that blends 
the influences of folk and blues with the vigor of bluegrass 
and reggae.

Woven throughout their melodious stories is a desire for closer connections to nature - inspiration surely derived from  
wild places and the natural rhythms of life. Of the band’s many attributes, one of its most definitive is its diversity - over 
time involving more than 50 different musicians at one appearance or another. With its organic nature, Big Blue Sky gives a 
living voice to Stravers’ inspired lyrics. 

For the 2015 Concert on the Prairie, a mix of Iowa’s finest musicmakers will gather to create a celebratory, one-of-a-kind 
musical experience.  What better place than the reborn prairie that is Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge? 

SkyBlue
Big 

Concert on the Prairie June 5, 2015

K

For more information on Jon Stravers and Big Blue Sky 
visit www.bigbluesky.com
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Manager's Corner
By Lance Koch, Refuge Manager

For those of you I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting yet, a brief 
introduction. My name is Lance Koch, and I arrived at the refuge as 
the new manager in late September. I transferred to Neal Smith NWR 
from Lake Woodruff NWR in DeLeon Springs, Florida, where I served 
as refuge manager for the last 4 years. I have previous experience 
as refuge wildlife biologist or assistant refuge manager at Hakalau 
Forest, Lower Rio Grande Valley, and Ouray NWRs. I also worked for 
the US Forest Service for 8 years, as a biologist and district ranger, at 
3 different district offices. Having been extremely fortunate to work 
in some seemingly exotic habitats and locations, I must admit my 
initial foray into a remnant native tallgrass prairie at my new refuge 
was every bit as fascinating and inspiring as a guided trip through 
the rainforest.  With Karen Viste-Sparkman (refuge biologist) as a 
guide pointing out some of the rare plants, I found the unique beauty 
and floristic diversity of less than a single acre of native prairie 
completely overwhelming. This is a biological community 
that inspires both wonder and curiosity up close, requiring 
complete immersion.  Unlike our powerfully-built bison, the 
prairie’s grandeur can’t be appreciated from a windshield. 
 
Making the big move to Iowa with me are my wife Robyn, daughter 
Ailish, and dog Marco. “How is your family dealing with our Iowa 
weather?” has been the recurring question, since we came here from 
Florida. Having previously been stationed in Vernal, Utah and 
Jackson, Wyoming, we’ve coped with subzero temperatures and 
lots of snow, so hopefully we should be able to make it through 
Iowa’s winters. So far we’re enjoying the return of four distinct 
seasons and the general absence of ticks, chiggers, mosquitoes, and 
biting flies. And we’ve all been pleasantly surprised by how much 
there is to see and do and the unpretentious friendliness of Iowans. 
 
So far, I’ve been extremely impressed by the pride, high morale, 
and hard work of the refuge staff, volunteers, and Friends. The 
sheer volume of work accomplished by our volunteer interns is          
indispensable, and the stipend the Friends contribute to support 
their work makes it all possible. The time, care, and thoughtful-
ness refuge staff invest in the program make the interns an inte-
gral part of our team and provide them with marketable skills to 
move into careers in conservation and land management.  I’ve 
never witnessed such a professional and well-integrated Friends 
volunteer program. The way staff and Friends volunteers pulled 
together at the bison round-up, Bison Days, and Ding Darling 
Day events demonstrates a level of enthusiasm and passion for 
the refuge that is truly energizing. It’s encouraging to know there 
are so many people in our community who not only care, but have 
real ownership in the refuge. I’m extremely excited to join the 
team of refuge employees, volunteers, and Friends supporters. 
 
The challenges at Neal Smith NWR are unique in many ways. To-
gether, we are working to recreate tallgrass prairie and oak savanna 
“from scratch”: reconstructing two of the planet’s most endangered 
habitats in the heart of the most altered agricultural landscape in 
North America. A small island of native biodiversity in a vast and 
inhospitable ocean of farmland at the edge of a rapidly expanding 
metropolitan area, the refuge strives to make conservation and nature 

relevant to a population more disconnected from the outdoors than 
ever before. Prairie restoration is somewhat analogous to build-
ing the next generation of conservation stewards. One well-worn 
metaphor for this would be “planting the seeds of conservation”. 
In the case of Neal Smith NWR, I think most of the “seeds” have 
already been planted, thanks to the hard work and advocacy of 
people like you. Now we are building the deep network of roots 
and complex interactions beneath the soil that’s necessary for the 
prairie to reach its full potential above ground. It requires dili-
gence, patience, hard work, and vigilant monitoring to determine 
success. The end result is a resilient network of plant, fungi, and 
animal interactions that maximizes productivity and diversity and 
holds everything together. Our prairies might not reach their full 
ecological potential for many more decades. While we patiently 
work to restore native ecosystems, we must work equally hard to 
assure there’s a strong network of Americans who understand na-
ture and the value of conservation. We try and nurture these roots 
in hope that they will rise to great heights and carry on the work 
of preserving and restoring our country’s rich natural heritage. 
 
While we grapple with short-term obstacles related to declining 
budgets, uncomfortable facilities challenges, and the annoyance 
of recurring maintenance, it’s critical we stay focused on the “long 
view”. Nothing restores the proper perspective like witnessing the 
excitement of a group of second-graders collecting native seeds, or 
working up a sweat cutting and piling invasive locust trees to restore 
savanna habitat. The success of the refuge’s environmental educa-
tion program is largely dependent upon our successful restoration 
of native habitats. Without the native flora and fauna, there’s little 
to instill a sense of wonder in the natural world or foster a child’s 
curiosity of wild things. Similarly, the citizenry’s commitment to 
ecosystem restoration and our success restoring the native commu-
nities of Iowa depends on creating citizens who care about nature 
and value wild places. The success of both of these endeavors re-
quires the synergy of refuge staff, partners, volunteers, and Friends. 
 
In my new role as the refuge manager at Neal Smith NWR I have lots to 
learn, but I hope to maintain that “long view”. My most important role 
here will be expanding upon the already deep roots required to make 
the refuge more resilient, more diverse, and more sus-
tainable - working side-by-side with our staff, part-
ners ,  volunteers ,  Fr iends ,  and refuge advocates . 
 
I look forward to growing Neal Smith NWR with all of you.

Lance conduct-
ing alligator 
research with 
bins full of 
eggs. Hope-
fully, he will 
never have the 
opportunity  to 
do that at this 
Refuge.
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Winter Public Programs Winter Photo Hike
By Megan Wandag, Volunteer Coordinator

Photographers of all skill levels and cam-
era types are invited to photograph the 
beautiful winter prairie on a ranger-led 
walk.  The photo hike will be from 9:00 
a.m. to 10:30 a.m. on Saturday, January 
31, 2015.  The program will begin with 
an overview of some of the common 
winter plants and wildlife, followed by 
a venture out in the morning light to 
document whatever is found.  Profes-
sionals and amateurs are welcome!  All photographers will have the 
opportunity to exhibit their work during the month of November 
2015 in our art gallery.  Pre-registration is required. To register, 
please contact Megan Wandag at Megan_Wandag@fws.gov or 
515-994-3400.

Winter is the perfect time to get outside and explore the prairie. 
With matted down grasses and freshly fallen snow, it is easy to 
find evidence of animals. Obvious pathways made by animals are 
great trails to follow and may lead to up-close sightings. Hawks 
fly overhead during the day and owls begin to hoot as the sun goes 
down. The stillness of the winter prairie will bring peace and quiet 
to your heart.  Come discover all of these winter prairie treasures 
and more with a Ranger during our FREE public programs!

Nature Tots
Children ages 3 to 5 years old are invited to bring their favorite adult 
for a Nature Tots program. Nature Tots, occurring one Saturday 
per month from 10:30 a.m. to 11:30 
a.m., is a ranger-led program that uses 
discovery and hands-on learning to 
explore nature topics.  

Upcoming program dates: 
Saturday, January 3: Winter Birds
Saturday, February 7: Snowy Dis-
coveries

Guided Snowshoe Hikes 
One Saturday each winter month, from 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. 
visitors of all ages are invited to use the Refuge’s adult and child 
size snowshoes for free and join a ranger for a fun snowshoe hike!

Upcoming program dates:
Saturday, December 20
Saturday, January 24
Saturday, February 14
*If  there is no snow for the snowshoe hike, a ranger will lead an 
interpretive hike on foot.

All programs will meet at the front desk of the Prairie Learning 
Center.  Programs are FREE, and will occur rain, snow or sunshine, 
but pre-registration is required.  This is to ensure that the Refuge 
has enough materials and personnel to provide the best experi-
ence for you. You can register by contacting Brianna Patrick at 
Brianna_Patrick@fws.gov or 515-994-3400.  For further infor-
mation about these programs, please contact Neal Smith NWR at 
515-994-3400 or check out our “Visit” page at http://www.fws.
gov/refuge/Neal_Smith/.

Snowshoes – A Fun Way to Enjoy the Winter Prairie!

DID YOU KNOW…  That Neal Smith NWR has adult and child 
size snowshoes which you can check out for FREE?  They are 
available at the front desk of the Visitor Center anytime we have 
at least 4 inches of snow on the ground.  They must be returned 
before the Visitor Center closes for the day at 4:00 pm.  You may 
use the snowshoes to explore any of the trails or firebreaks on the 
refuge, or in any burned areas that are open to the public. 
If you have never tried snowshoeing, the winter prairie is a great 
place to give it a go.  It is as easy as walking (really!!), and some-
thing any age can do, even young children.  You can also bring 
a sled to pull little ones along with you.  Experience the silence 
and stillness of the season.  See a wide variety of animal tracks, 
especially after a fresh snowfall.  Catch glimpses of the bison and 
elk, and other winter wildlife. Get outside, get some exercise, and 
escape the winter blahs!

My name is Ben Wissler 
and I was a fire intern this summer 
working with Jim Krizman.  It’s 
an awesome display to watch a 
fire roll over the prairie.  Man and 
nature in a harmonious combina-
tion of power and destruction that, 
in the end, facilitates a new life 
cycle, in one shape or another, for 

everything it consumes. Having held the vegetative management 
internship in the past, I had the opportunity to experience what a 
controlled burn was like.  This year I had the opportunity to be 
involved with the fire internship program at Neal Smith NWR.  
From our first controlled burn, I gained firsthand knowledge of 
how and why fire is used as a tool in the prairie ecosystem and the 
benefits it can give.  Along with the prairie ecosystem at Neal Smith 
NWR, I have been given the opportunity to travel to other wildlife 
refuges in surrounding states and implement burning techniques 
in different ecosystems, which also allowed me to understand the 
benefits fire can have on different ecosystems.
Fire, as I learned, is a management tool not only used on the prairie.  
It is a very useful tool that can and should be implemented.  I am 
grateful that I have the opportunity to experience the full cycle of 
a growing season which uses all of the skills I have learned while 
working at the Refuge. The internship has also given me the op-
portunity to travel and experience the tools and tactics that wild 
land fire training has to offer.
This fall I did another internship as a vegetative management intern.  
The vegetative management goal is to control and monitor invasive 
species on the Refuge. Although the work at times can be difficult, 
it does without question, have an impact on the Refuge, not maybe 
noticeable right away, but will be measured over time. The work 
I was part of at the Refuge, will be something that will be able to 
be seen for years to come.  I will always be proud and grateful for 
the opportunity I was given by the Friends and look forward to 
continuing my path in the field of conservation.

Intern Ben Wissler
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Fall Interns

Hello, again.  My name is Tenlea Turner.   
As you may recall, I was a summer biol-
ogy intern with Karen Viste-Sparkman.  
I returned this fall to work in vegetation 
management with Rick Hager.   The 
summer internship was spent learning 
all about the native plants and animals 
that inhabit the prairie ecosystem.  I was 
able to participate in frog, bee, and plant 
surveys, and bison monitoring activities.  
We collected seeds, planted seedlings, 
and managed the greenhouse plants.  I 

loved every moment of the internship and learned so many knew 
things, but my favorite experience of the summer was working 
with staff and Friends during the Concert on the Prairie.  It was 
a beautiful event and everyone seemed to enjoy the guided trail 
tours we conducted.
Vegetation management offers a completely different perspective 
to management practices.  The focus of this internship is on spe-
cies that are invading our prairie ecosystem.   I have completed 
the Pesticide Applicators certification in Categories 2 and 6, and 
received UTV training and certification.  We have cut, mowed, 
sprayed, pulled, and even burned in our management activities.  I 
have gained experience and confidence in the operation of many 
different tools and equipment as well.  I have learned that each 
season brings a new challenge and educational experience.  All of 
my newly acquired skills will serve me well as I move forward on 
my career path.   I am sincerely grateful that I was able to participate 
in both of these internship opportunities.  Thank you Friends, and 
thanks too to all the staff, interns, volunteers, and even visitors 
that made this so much fun for me!

Hello Friends of Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge! My name is Erin John-
son and I am the fall Visitor Services/En-
vironmental Education Intern. I grew up 
in Des Moines and graduated from Iowa 
State with a degree in Animal Ecology. 
I spent the summer of 2011 in Montana 
learning about endangered species policy 

and management, as well as how wildlife 
and rural communities interact. During the summer of 2013, I 
completed wildlife surveys with the DNR for the Multiple Species 
Inventory and Monitoring program. I want to promote conserva-
tion through education and by fostering a love of nature in future 
generations. With this internship, I am excited to learn more about 
the prairie ecosystem and the skills to share my fascination of the 
outdoors with others. I am honored to be working at the Refuge 
and so very grateful to the Friends for funding this position. I look 
forward to meeting everyone and to a busy, fun, and rewarding fall! 
Thank you for all you do in support of the Refuge!

Tenlea Turner

Erin Johnton

Joe Urban
My name is Joseph Urban.  I’m cur-
rently the biology intern here at Neal 
Smith and was the visitor services in-
tern last spring.  I graduated from Ball 
State University located in Muncie, 
Indiana, last December with a degree 
in wildlife biology.  I was born in San 
Diego, California, and lived there 
for 16 years until my mom got a job 

transfer to Indianapolis.  Now a lot of people would say that’s a 
bum deal, but I didn’t think so.  Moving to the Midwest allowed 
me to have more opportunities to connect with nature than I had in 
San Diego.  Plus, I quickly became a fan of the snow and my first 
genuine white Christmas.  Throughout my college courses and in-
ternships I realized that I wanted a career working with nature. 
During my time here, I would definitely say I had a well-rounded 
understanding of how the refuge works.  As a visitor services intern, 
I helped with lessons for school groups, running the bookstore when 
needed and creating interpretive posters for the learning center.  
As a biology intern, I did a lot of seed collecting, performed seed 
cleaning and packaging, organized the herbarium and helped with 
bee and bison surveys.  Despite how cheesey this might sound, ev-
eryday here was a new and exciting adventure.  There are countless 
memories made here that I will always take with me, from meeting 
the Secretary of the Interior to rescuing an injured pelican.  All these 
memories and experiences have not just helped my future career 
but have inspired my love for the prairie and other natural areas 
like Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  Someday, I hope to be a 
botanist and I would love to instill environmental education into my 
future career.  Whether that be a curator at a botanical garden or a 
botany professor, I don’t know.  I still hope that I can inspire people 
so that they can fall in love with the natural world just as I have. 
I would like to thank the staff at Neal Smith for making my time 
here a memorable one.  They have shared their wisdom and we all 
have shared laughs time and time again.  I have to say the weekly 
staff meeting was the highlight of my week.  I will miss them all 
dearly.  I would also like to thank the Friends group for making 
this internship possible and helping young adults like me get closer 
to their dreams.

Calling all student artists!  The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service is now accepting entries for 
the 2015 Iowa Federal Junior Duck Stamp 
(JDS) program. 
Entries for 2015 must be postmarked 
by March 15, 2015, and mailed to Neal 
Smith National Wildlife Refuge, P.O. Box 
399, 9981 Pacific Street, Prairie City, IA 

50228.  All information needed to participate can be found on the 
website: www.fws.gov/juniorduck. If you have questions about the 
Junior Duck Stamp, Doreen Van Ryswyk by calling 515/994-3400 
or email Doreen_VanRyswyk@fws.gov.  

Call for Junior Duck Stamp Entries
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New Books at the Prairie Point Bookstore
By Carl Nollen, Bookstore Manager

The Complete Book of North American Owls, by Dr. James R. Duncan, Thunder Bay Press, 2013, soft cover, 192 pages, $19.95.  
There are many owl books because owls are of great interest to many people.  Because they are mostly night creatures they have a 
sense of mystery about them.  I find this new book very attractive.  The introductory pages explain the special adaptations of owls and their 
biology.  A gallery of owls covers the 46 species which range over our continent and include many color photographs and range maps.  
The short-eared owl, of special interest on our Refuge, is given four pages and four photographs. In the preceding biology section, we 
learn how birds of this species have been captured to not only band them, but to attach transmitters to help us understand their migration 
and range patterns.   
Feathers, A Beautiful Look at a Bird’s Most Unique Feature, by Stan Tekiela, Adventure Publications, 2014, soft cover, 129 pages, 
$14.95.  This popular author has produced another bird book at a good price.  Many large images of individual feathers fill the pages 
of this 9x8 book.  Our backyard birds have as many colorful feathers as any group.  Chapters include the six kinds of feathers, molting, 
pigment and plumage.
Busy With Bugs, 160 Extremely Interesting Things To Do With Bugs, by Toni Albert, illustrated by Margaret Brandt, Trickle Creek 
Books, soft cover, 2010, 72 pages, $11.95.  This full size book is geared toward children in grades 3-8.  How to collect, catch, and keep, 
how they grow, bug shapes and disguises, bug song, plus 40 pages for specific bugs.  Suggestions for each of these are given.  For example, 
look for a click beetle near wood piles, hold one in the palm of your hand, look for its clicking mechanism, and see how far it flips itself.  
Why does the author not call them insects?  Children think of bugs as little crawly creatures, which may or may not be insects.  Spiders, 
pill bugs, millipedes are included here, which aren’t insects, and true bugs (Hemiptera) are explained.   
Leaf Man, by Lois Ehlert,  Harcourt Inc., hardcover, 2005, 36 pages, $17.99.  This foot square book is awash in dazzling fall colors, 
using leaf collages to take the shape of animals and objects.  The die cut pages roll and flow, curve and bend, to create hills against a 
sky backdrop.  The author and illustrator is a leaf collector who gears this book to 4-8 year olds.  Endpapers identify the leaves pictured.  
Only the wind knows where the Leaf Man goes.
Leopold’s Shack and Ricketts’s Lab, The Emergence of 
Environmentalism, by Michael Lannoo, University of California Press, 
hardcover, 2010, 196 pages, $29.95.  We stock several titles about Aldo 
Leopold, and this one I became aware of just recently.  Leopold and Ed 
Ricketts were contemporaries and “giants” in the history of environmental 
awareness who did not even know of each other.  They were born 10 years 
and 200 miles apart in Iowa and Illinois, and died within days of each 
other in 1948,  Aldo of a heart attack while fighting a prairie fire, age 61, 
and Ed in a car hit by a train, almost 51.  They were two of the world’s 
greatest thinkers, visionaries, and men who observed the world the way it 
was, saw the way it was going, and said something about it.  They rarely 
used the word ecology because it was so new a concept.  Each man kept 
journals and did their best thinking in shacks, free from the luxuries of 
civilization, Aldo in Wisconsin, Ed in California.   Their second books made 
these men timeless, Leopold’s Sand County Almanac, and Ricketts’s Sea 
of Cortez.  Leopold’s philosophy was showing us what to do, Ricketts’s 
was how to do it.  The author picked the title of this book to tell how us 
how important Leopold’s shack and Ricketts’s lab were in their thinking.  
Leopold viewed ecology as individuals having relationships, while Ricketts 
viewed ecology as relationships having individuals.  The children of both 
men were involved with the author’s writing of this book.   
Feathers, Not Just For Flying, by Melissa Stewart, illustrated by Sarah S. Brannen, Charlesbridge, large soft cover, 2014, 32 pages, 
$7.95.  There have been several new books on feathers recently, and here is one for the kids to show us the functions of feathers.  They 
warm, cushion, shade, camouflage, whistle,  attract attention, and  most of all, provide birds the lift they need to fly.  There are facts 
here adults can learn as well.  Bittern feathers have brittle tips that crumble into powder which help scour away dirt and oil that stick to 
feathers.  Kinds of feathers such as filoplume, down, contour, and flight are pictured.
Hummingbirds, Facts and Folklore From the Americas, by Jeanette Larson and Adrienne Yorinks,  Charlesbridge, soft cover, 2011, 
64 pages, $8.95.  Hummingbirds always attract attention because they are so small and unique.  Stories passed down by native peoples 
are interspersed with true information here.  Hummingbirds have far better color vision than humans.  They can even see ultraviolet 
patterns, which tell them which flowers have the richest nectar.  Color illustrations are done on fabric and each illustrated page has a 
contrasting border.  
A Bird On My Hand, Making Friends With Chickadees, by Mary Bevis, illustrated by Consie Powell, Raven Productions, soft cover, 
2014, 32 pages, $9.95.  I have three storybooks about chickadees in the store, and here is a fourth.  A child goes to “Gramma’s” house to 
learn how to feed sunflower seeds to chickadees out of his hand.  Be patient, be still, and they will soon trust you.  It might help to put 
a mitten in the seed tray to get them used to your hand.  The seven species of chickadees in the U.S.A. are pictured with range maps, so 
there should be one near you.  Hand-colored woodblock prints illustrate the story and a page of chickadee tidbits inform us about this 
well-liked bird, who stays within a mile or two of its hatch place if food is adequate.  
The Kid’s Guide to Exploring Nature, by Brooklyn Botanic Garden staff, hardcover, 2014, 120 pages, $16.95.  Organized by season, 
24 chapters about habitats you can explore give us many reasons to explore nature.  How to be a naturalist, what to keep in your journal, 
make your own bug spray (apple cider vinegar with bug-repellant spices), the many creatures who come out at night, working together 
(symbiosis, such as monarchs and milkweed), taxonomy explained, wonder weeds (invasives), grass like you’ve never seen (rhizomes 
adapt grasses to fire and grazing), become a forest sleuth, pretty on the outside (bark), are just a few examples.  The illustrations by Laszlo 
Veres are outstanding and really add to the value of this book.
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The power of a Friends' group is its members.  We represent a variety of interests, talents and financial support allowing 
the Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge to meet its mission and goals.  We encourage you to renew your sup-
port or become a new Friend by completing the membership form below.  Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 
is a nonprofit organization and all donations are tax deductible.

____$25 -- Big Bluestem Friend  ____$50 -- Buffalo Buddy    
____$100 -- Savannah 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

2014 in Review
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends President

As 2014 draws to a close, I want to thank everyone who supported the Friends this year. Whether it was through your membership or 
volunteering to help at our events, we couldn’t do what we do without you!  A big “Thank You” too to the refuge staff for their help and 
support!  2014 was a busy and fulfilling year for the Friends and here are just a few of the projects and events.   

The Friends provided funding for:
•	 Bus transportation costs of almost $15,000.00 for partner schools and other schools. Without this many school groups would 

not be able to visit the refuge
•	 Intern stipends totalling over $35,000.00 to 12 students throughout the year
•	 Refuge staff member to attend NICHE conference 
•	 Junior Duck Stamp Program
•	 Food for volunteers at Ding Darling Day, Earth Day and the bison round-up
•	 Volunteer bus trip
•	 New seed scale 
•	 Working dogs program to identify invasive plants on the refuge
•	 PCM Scholarships
•	 PCM yearbook and Outlook, After Prom and Fun Night activities

We also were involved in the following projects and events:
•	 Environmental Lobby Day in March at the Iowa State Capitol
•	 Chosen for the UNI Capstone Project and started meeting in June with the MBA students on how to improve the Friends 

organization
•	 Concert on the Prairie was held again in June and was a great success
•	 Hosted a potluck supper for the interns and staff in July
•	 Purchased a new computer for the Friends
•	 Helped plan and organize Bison Day in September. This event had a record attendance of 349 visitors and the Friends also 

served lunch that day to over 150 of the visitors
•	 Purchased a tabletop display for Friends information

The Friends want to support the refuge any way we can, and are excited about the events and projects for 2015. We welcome your ideas 
and input on new activities or what we can do better. Wishing you and your family a Happy and Blessed New Year!



  7

USFWS Friends Groups - Defined     
By Stacy Nelson

Friends groups enhance USFWS programming, bringing 
together lovers of nature and habitat that’s given 
the  space to thrive. Pure and simple, that’s the primary 
reason Friends groups exist. 

Now, fulfilling that ambitious mission takes the cohesion 
of many parts. And, in order to take a look at those parts, 
a good place to start would be to ask: What is the difference 
between the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge (NSNWR) 
and the Friends of NSNWR? Aren’t they one and the same?  Nope. It’s a partnership.

The role of the NSNWR is to preserve, protect, and be good stewards of the lands and wildlife that are within its boundaries. 
The Friends of NSNWR exist as a self-sustaining 501(c)3 non-profit organization. An all-volunteer group, led by local citizens, 
who provide for projects beyond the reach of federally appropriated dollars and augment educational programs offered to our 
community. 

Making this distinction is important for many reasons. A 2014 
US Fish and Wildlife Service policy revision provided a clear 
delineation between the roles of the USFWS and the Friends 
groups that support them. Within this role division are rules 
of operation and, from a voluteer/supporter perspecitve, it can 
sometimes get confusing. 

For instance, USFWS personnel or Service volunteers may 
not actively participate in fundraising, nor can they advocate for 
land use policy.  A Friend’s group and its volunteers, however, 
function as the fundraising arm for our refuge. And, as a non-
governmental organization, we are able to educate our  
community and policy-makers about the need for, and wise use 
of, our natural resources. 

When volunteering your time in the seed lab, out pulling 
invasives, or helping host Bison Days, you are assisting the 
USFWS to fulfill its mission of good stewardship and education.  

As a Friends volunteer, you are supporting a wider variety of 
activities centered around promotion of the Refuge and fund-
raising. And, as a Friends Member, you are also providing 
services not budgeted by federal dollars. 

Hiking out to pull weeds, wield a chainsaw or other similar 
activity may be beyond the capabilities or interest of some 
who’d love to be active at the Refuge. Yet, helping plan a sunrise 
legislative breakfast on a lovely July morning may be just the 
thing they’d love to contribute. 

People of all types, talent and interests find commonality in their 
love of nature and their desire to help further awareness of the 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge. 

The benefits of investing ourselves in nature are endless and the 
collaborative partnership between the Service and the Friends 
offers diverse opportunities to a community that cares about the 
health of its environment. It is worthy work and does indeed take 
a village. 

Dreaming a vision... 
In February, the Friends of NSNWR will gather 
together to celebrate where we are and look ahead 
to where we want to go. 

Why do you support the refuge? Why do you 
volunteer? What is it that you love about this place 
and, if you could, what would you share with other 
visitors? 

These are the questions behind the first annual 
NSNWR Friends Winter Gathering. An afternoon 
made up of  three parts

• Member reception  
• Relaxed potluck luncheon 
• Free-form discussion & planning 

Our goal is to create an atmosphere where 
those who love this refuge can gather to meet one 
another, share a meal and spend some time talking as 
a group to brainstorm the Friends of NSNWR’s plan-
ning for 2015 and beyond.
 
Planning for tomorrow...

As we’ve mentioned, the purpose of a Friends group 
is to educate the public about the importance of the 
Refuge System and the opportunities available at 
NSNWR.

In order to do that our members’ time, talents and 
passion for nature are greatly needed.

What’s your talent? What are you really good at that 
you could lend to the Friends to further the work at 
the refuge and its benefits to our community? Come 
visit with us and share your thoughts and ideas 
Februrary 21! Details coming soon!

Join us February 21, 2015 and help chart our 
course for the coming year and beyond. We have a 

vibrant and enlightening future ahead of us. 
Be a part of it!

“Friends organizations are essential to helping millions 
of Americans understand that their actions today 

determine the legacy we leave for tomorrow.”  
~US Fish & Wildlife Service



NON  PROFIT
U.S. POSTAGE 

PAID
DES MOINES, IA
PERMIT NO. 4333

Prairie Wind
is published by

Friends of 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge

Board of Directors

Joan Van Gorp, President 
Prairie City

Stan Kuhn, Treasurer
Ankeny

Carl Nollen, Bookstore Coordinator
Runnells

Stacy Nelson, Membership
Prairie City

Peggy Clarahan, Volunteer Support
Prairie City

Mark Lyle,  Public Relations
Des Moines

Advisory Board

Tom Prall      Jonathan Yentis
Jane Kuhn           Neal Westin

Sydney Algreen

Doreen Van Ryswyk, Editor

Prairie Wind is a newsletter about the activities of  
Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  and 
the Refuge. To subscribe, send your name and address 
to Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge, 
P.O. Box 114, Prairie City, Iowa  50228. 

Christmas Bird Count
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist
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The Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge CBC will 
take place on Saturday, January 3. Birders of all skill 
levels are invited to participate.  We will meet at 8:00 
a.m. at the Prairie Learning Center and divide into 
teams to search different areas of the Refuge for birds. 
We will bird until about noon, when we will gather for 
lunch (provided by Friends of Neal Smith NWR) and 
a countdown of species. For those who want more, 
there are areas of the refuge that can be surveyed in 

the afternoon. If you are interested please contact me by December 30 so we can get a 
head count for food and I can divide people into teams. Dress warmly, be prepared for some 
walking, and bring a water bottle and snacks for the morning. There is no fee to participate, 
and lunch is provided (for those who register by December 30!). Hope to see you! For more 
information or to register for the count, contact Karen Viste-Sparkman at 515-994-3400 
or Karen_vistesparkman@fws.gov.

The first CBC took place in 1900 as an alternative to the tradition of shooting as many birds 
and other gams as possible on Christmas. Since then, counts have spread and now take place 
from Alaska to Antartica. More than 60,000 volunteers participate, making it the largest and 
longest running "Citizen Science" survey in the world. The data have been used to detect 
declines in populations of common bird species.  They have also shown increases in some 
species as a result of conservation efforts.


