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super Hero Volunteer recognition 2016
By Nancy Corona, Visitor Services Manager

 Annually, refuge staff celebrates and honors our amazing volunteers by hosting a recognition dinner and award ceremony.  This year’s 
ceremony was held on Saturday, November 4 and the theme was “Our Super Hero Volunteers”.   Staff dressed as their favorite super hero 
character and decorated the Prairie Learning Center with super hero action figures and motif to honor our Super Volunteers.   The event 
began with a social hour which included kryptonite punch and snacks followed by a catered dinner sponsored by Friends of Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR).
 Following the meal, volunteers were recognized for their many incredible accomplishments.   Individuals reaching milestone hours 
received an award and pin as a small token of appreciation for their tremendous dedication.  Additionally, Joan Van Gorp, president of 
the Friends of Neal Smith NWR, presented awards acknowledging the many contributions and achievements of the Friends’ volunteers.   
 Brianna Patrick hosted Super Hero Jeopardy which pitted staff and volunteers against each other in an engaging and fun trivia game. 
 The refuge projects and programs could not function at the current level of success without our fantastic volunteers.  We are grateful 
for each and every one of our volunteers and for their dedication, hard work, skills and knowledge shared with us.  A great big thank you 
to our volunteers for all their efforts and devotion and to the Friends of Neal Smith for their generous support!
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manager's Corner
By Scott Gilje, Refuge Manager

Greetings from Neal Smith NWR management.  Fiscal year 
2016 was a very busy year for the staff at Neal Smith.   Two 
new faces appeared this year, Nancy Corona and me.  Nancy 
hit the ground running; mapping out a vision on where to take 
the visitor services program.  She has done an outstanding 
job in elevating the program and bringing new and inventive 
ideas to the visitor services branch.
For me, it has been a busy four months trying to learn as much 
as I can about the operations of the refuge; realty functions, 
biology, visitor services, attending various meetings, and 
thinking about future endeavors.  I’ve enjoyed my few short 
months here and look forward to the challenges and rewards 
that are yet to come.
As 2016 comes to an end, here are some of the highlights:

•	 Our bison roundup was a huge success.  According 
to everyone who was there, this was the lowest stress 
environment placed on the bison.  We donated 3 bison 
to the Sandhill Wildlife Area (Wisconsin DNR) and 
10 to the Wind River Indian Reservation in Wyoming.  

•	 Refuge visitation reached an all-time high with over 
200,000 visitors coming out to see the refuge.

•	 Over 8,000 school children participated in some type 
educational program.

•	 Over 40,000 plants were propagated in the green-
house with many of them planted on the refuge and 
others given away during Bison Day and at various 
farmer's markets.

•	 People for Pollinators established over 25 new pol-
linator gardens.

•	 The new septic system is in the process of being 
constructed and should be completed by the end of 
the year.

Lastly, the staff and I have immensely enjoyed working with 
our Friends and volunteers and look forward to another great 
year with many accomplishments.
Have a safe and joyous Christmas.  See you all next year!

bio Internship evaluation
By Laura Leben, biology intern

 I have greatly enjoyed my 
time (16 weeks) working at 
Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge. I primarily worked 
on seed collection but also as-
sisted with many other various 
programs and projects. One of 
my personal goals during my 
time here has been to become 
more proficient at plant ID, 

which I certainly accomplished through becoming familiar 
with and hand harvesting 50+ species of native plants. I as-
sisted with many special events such as Ding Darling Day, 
Monarch Madness, Bison Round-up, and a couple off-site 
outreach visits with Patrick. I engaged in bee surveys and 
plant monitoring transects with Thomas, the biology tech, 
and even collected bison fecal samples. One particular new 
project I conducted was creating methods to monitor the 
density of the whorled milkweed populations on the refuge. 
Using the GPS points from the dog search, I was able to locate 
each patch of milkweed and use a quadrant to determine its 
density. A future intern will be able to use the same methods 
and pick up where I left off to complete a quantified map of 
the whorled milkweed for the refuge. 

The staff at Neal Smith has been very welcoming and 
enjoyable to work with. I have learned from everyone about 
prairie restoration methods, seed processing, plant and wildlife 
monitoring, erosion, bison and elk management, some birding 
and more. Even just learning about the daily operations of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the National Wildlife 
Refuge system has been valuable to me as I am beginning 
my career in conservation. Karen has been a wonderful su-
pervisor and was always available and enthusiastic to share 
her knowledge about Neal Smith and prairie conservation. 
She took the time to show me around the refuge and orient 
me, while giving me the trust to conduct the tasks assigned 
independently. I have also enjoyed the opportunity to meet 
and work with some of the many volunteers that come here, 
and I was impressed with the passion and dedication so many 
people have for the refuge.
 Of course, the highlight of my time here was the bison 
round-up in October. It was truly a special opportunity to 
work with the bison and I learned a new respect for them. I 
hope to return again next year to volunteer at this event. 

I would like to thank the Friends group for providing 
me this opportunity to advance my career, and expand my 
knowledge of the prairie while working at such a special place.

3rd annual Friends winter gathering
2016 was another busy and productive year for the Friends and 
the Refuge. The Friends are hosting a luncheon on Saturday, 
February 11, at 12:00 p.m., to thank our members and share 
our ideas and goals for the future. Refuge staff will also tell 
of their accomplishments and what is planned for 2017 and 
beyond.   Meet other Friends members, enjoy a delicious 
meal, and learn how your support of the Friends is greatly 
benefitting the Refuge. Watch the mail for your invitation 
and please plan to attend this special event. 
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what's happening this winter?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

Nature Tots
Saturday, January 7 from 10:30-
11:30 a.m. Big and Furry Bison
Saturday, February 4 from 
10:30-11:30 a.m. Sparrows: Our 
Backyard Birds
Children ages 3-5 are invited 
to bring their favorite adult to 
join us as we read stories, go 
outside, make nature crafts, and 
much more!  Registration is 
required. To register, contact 
Nancy Corona at 515-994-3400 
or Nancy_Corona@fws.gov.

Second Saturday
Saturday, January 14
Saturday, February 13
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. Call 515-994-3400 or email 
Nancy_Corona@fws.gov if you are interested in joining!

Winter Photo Hikes
Saturday, January 21 from 7:00 a.m. – 9:00 a.m.
Saturday, February 18 from 7:00 a.m. - 9:00 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and 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. Call 515/994-3400 or email 
Doreen_vanryswyk@fws.gov.

Audubon Christmas Bird Count
Saturday, December 31 from 
8:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m.
Help scientists collect impor-
tant data about our Iowa birds! 
Audubon's Christmas Bird 
Count is a great time to lend a 
hand and learn more about our 
feathered friends. Our findings 
will allow scientists to study 
the health of birds. A FREE 
lunch will be provided by 
Friends of Neal Smith NWR! 
Pre-registration is required 
by December 28, 2016.

Winter Naturalist Hike
Saturday, January 28 from 10:00 a.m. 
to 11:00 a.m.
Join a ranger to discover the secrets 
and beauty of nature in winter.  Walk 
along the half mile Savanna Trail to 
discover winter wildlife. Bring your 
binoculars and camera!To register call 
515-994-3400 or email Nancy_co-
rona@fws.gov.

Cabin Fever Day
Saturday, February 18 from 10:00 a.m. - 2:00 p.m.
Tired of being stuck indoors this winter? Mark your calen-
dars for Cabin Fever Day! Meet us at the Refuge for games, 
crafts, movies, and more. Try your skill at our indoor archery 
range, create your own animal tracks and enjoy a ranger-led 
snowshoe hike. All ages are welcome!

Impromtu Snowshoe Hikes
A ranger leads visitors of all ages on snowshoe hikes. Hikes 
are held on Saturdays from 2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. and is 
dependent upon snowfall. When heavy snow falls, check our 
Facebook page to know if there is a hike! Join the email list by 
contacting Patrick_Bryant@fws.gov. Snowshoe rental is free!  
Child and adult sizes available! Registration is encouraged.

Photo: Randall K. Kernen

Photo: Richard Hager/USFWS

Junior Duck stamp Program
Do you know a student in grades 
K-12 who likes to draw? The Fed-
eral Junior Duck Stamp Programs 
is a great way for students to learn 
about wetlands and conservation 
while creating an entry for the 
contest! For all the information 
and rules that you need to know 
to enter the contest, go to www.
fws.gov/juniorduck. Iowa entries must be postmarked by 
March 15. If you have questions, please call the Refuge at 
515/994-3400.
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biology Happenings

a busy fall in Visitor services
By Brianna Patrick, Visitor Services Specialist

By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

With the help of the Friends, the Refuge’s Visitor Services 
Team was able to hire two fall interns! Caitlin Ryan and 
Kristin Rosser joined us this past September and hit the ground 
running! They worked with students from a wide range of 
ages nearly every day and created new programs to greatly 
benefit the refuge. Kristin created an all new curriculum-based 
lesson plan incorporating the refuge’s new set of Garmin GPS 
units for 4th graders. Caitlin produced an all new version of 
our current stewardship lesson. Students now learn how pol-
lination works and its importance in creating the seeds they 
help collect. Caitlin and Kristin have been a great help with 
environmental education, weekend special events, and even 
the People for Pollinators program. Thank you, Friends, for 
making it all possible! 

As the year is coming to a close, it’s a good time to reflect on 
what we’ve accomplished over the last few months. 

This time of year it seems like it’s all about seeds. In late 
summer and fall, I produce a list every week or two with 
species that are ready to collect. Visitor Services staff work 
with school groups and volunteers to assist in collecting these 
species. Biology intern, Laura Leben, was instrumental in 
finding, identifying, and marking locations of species from 
which to collect seed. We tend to collect certain species in the 
same areas each year, and having these locations marked with 
GPS locations will make it easier to find them in the future. 
She also collected seed, focusing mostly on some of the spe-
cies that are hard to find or difficult to access on the refuge.  
Once the seeds were in the seed lab, Laura and volunteers 
dedicated many hours to cleaning, weighing, and packaging 
the seed. Laura also continued to add to a document that will 
help volunteers clean seed, explaining the best methods to 
use in cleaning each species, including the screen sizes to sift 
them through. More seed is waiting to be cleaned through the 
winter. The refuge also harvests some prairie plantings with 
a combine to get large quantities of a basic seed mix. Steve 
DeBruin harvested seed with the combine, which was then 
dried and put in rodent-proof bins. Samples of each harvest 
were sent to a lab for analysis to determine what species are 
present, the proportions of each, and the viability of the most 
common species.

The 40,000 plants that were started in the greenhouse this 
year were whittled down to a few thousand through planting 
efforts both on and off the refuge, with most of them going to 
the People for Pollinators program. The remaining plants have 
been placed outside and protected with prairie hay to spend 
the winter in dormancy before being planted in the spring. 
This fall, staff re-skinned the large greenhouse, placing new 
plastic film over the frame to provide adequate protection 
for the plants next spring. This needs to be done every few 
years as the plastic degrades in the sun.

In most years, we conduct some prescribed burns in the fall, and 
this year the weather was perfect for burning. Unfortunately 
since Jim Krizman left last spring, we no longer have a burn 
boss on staff and new, more stringent physical and medical 
requirements for staff to participate in burns prevented us 
from doing any burning this fall. From now on, we will be 
relying on the help of staff from other stations to assist with 
burning, as there are no plans to fill Jim’s position. This will 
make burning more difficult for us, but we are hopeful that 
we will still manage to do some important burning each year. 

The season’s monitoring came to an end with the senescing of 
the vegetation. During the summer and early fall, Biological 
Science Technician Thomas Faust was systematically visiting 
prairie and savanna remnants conducting plant surveys. He 
monitored 20 transects that had been previously surveyed in 
1994. Preliminary results show an increase in diversity and 
floristic quality since the surveys were first conducted. 2016 
marked the fourth year that we have conducted bee sampling, 
collecting bees from spring through fall to learn more about 
the species that live here. We are still awaiting results from 
the past three years’ efforts.

There is always more work to be done, and the winter will 
be spent on more restoration efforts, managing and analyzing 
data, and planning for the coming year.
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Neal smith Nwr bison Conservation Herd
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

The October 26 bison roundup marked a historic event. Each year, 
the bison are rounded up to remove some animals from the herd 
so that the population doesn’t exceed the carrying capacity of the 
bison and elk management area on the refuge. While the bison are 
being handled, they are also tested for disease, have DNA samples 
taken, and have unique identifying microchips injected into them.
The Fish and Wildlife Service selects bison to remove from the 
herd based on their DNA tests. These tests inform us which animals 
are related. If a particular bull has multiple calves in a given year, 
those calves are half-siblings. We want to limit the number of those 
siblings that stay together on the refuge to prevent inbreeding and 
provide more opportunity for genetic diversity. The animals that 
are removed are sent to partners such as conservation organizations 
and Native American Tribes.
This year there was a unique opportunity to start a new bison con-
servation herd in Wyoming. Ten of Neal Smith NWR’s bison were 
sent to the 2.2 million-acre Wind River Indian Reservation. The 
Eastern Shoshone Tribe has been laying the groundwork to support 
a bison herd for years. Their tribe has a cultural history involving 
bison, which last set foot on that land over 130 years ago. Bison 
will help with ecological restoration in Wyoming, much as they do 
at Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge. Bison will be managed to 
preserve their genetics, and eventually will be used to support the 
cultural traditions of the tribe. The dream is to have a free-roaming 
bison herd on the reservation. 
After being tested for diseases during the Neal Smith NWR roundup, 
ten bison were held in pens for a few days before taking a long 
truck ride to Wyoming. They were released to a great reception of 
a few hundred people, including school children, tribal officials, 
and Fish and Wildlife Service representatives on November 3. 
The truck driver who transported the bison was impressed with the 
community support of Neal Smith NWR’s bison. He stopped at 
Casey’s in Prairie City as he left, saw the bison statue, and encoun-
tered people who seemed genuinely concerned with what was going 
to happen to “their” buffalo, and if they were going to have a good 
home. We couldn’t be more proud that these bison made history 
and will be just as appreciated, if not more so, in their new home.

Credit: Alexis Bonogofsky

The Friends held an open house on November 6 to showcase two 
significant donations. Carol Glass of Nevada donated eighteen 
Maynard Reece prints in September. Then in October, her friend 
Lil Gaulke of Waterloo, donated thirteen prints including four by 
artist Larry Anderson and several Pheasants Forever and Ducks 
Unlimited Prints of the Year.
Many visitors came to enjoy the beautiful art and thanks to their 
generosity, over $6,000.00 was raised to support projects at the 
Refuge. 
Some of the art is still available for purchase. The prints available 
are listed below, shown on the website, www.tallgrass.org  or visit 
the Prairie Point Nature Store to view the art. 
Thank you, Carol and Lil for your support of the Friends and the 
Refuge!

These are prints still available for purchase

Unframed – Maynard Reece Price
Seclusion-Wood Ducks 250.00
The Family-Canada Geese 125.00
Roseman Bridge 150.00
Madison County Bridge 150.00
Wood Ducks 175.00
Frosty Morning 850.00

Framed – Maynard Reece Price
Dark Sky-Snow Geese 295.00
Upland Series 4- Grouse 225.00

2nd Art Donation
Unframed Price

Seasons End 100.00
Spring Passage 100.00

Framed Price
1996-97 Ducks Unlimited Stamps 100.00
Back Forty Pheasants-Anderson 500.00
Back Forty Bobwhites-Anderson 200.00
Back Forty Mallards-Anderson 500.00
Back Forty Bucks-Anderson 500.00
Back Forty Bucks-Anderson 500.00

Friends art sale - still some art for sale!
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends president
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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

Kristin rosser
2016 Fall Visitor Services Intern

Kristin is studying for her Mas-
ter’s of  Science in Environ-
mental Education at Montreat 
College, located in the Black 
Mountains of western North 
Carolina. She attended Rutgers 
University where she earned 
her BA in Anthropology with 
a focus in human cultures. She 
is originally from New Jersey, 
where she spent much of her 
childhood trudging through 
woodlands with her brother and 
exploring the outdoors with her 
family. Kristin plans to explore 
multiple ecosystems and study 
earth’s systems across North 
America. She is especially grate-

ful to have had the invaluable opportunity through Friends of Neal 
Smith National Wildlife Refuge to learn more about prairies and 
teaching at a wildlife refuge. 

 In mid-September we welcomed Caitlin Ryan as our Environ-
mental Education Intern for the Fall.  Ryan grew up in Kansas City 
and moved to Des Moines, where she attended Drake University and 
earned her Bachelor’s Degree in Environmental Science and Policy. 
During her time at Drake she spent two summers doing research 
with her professor on prairie wildlife diversity and habitat modeling. 
After graduating, Ryan spent the summer in Minnesota working 
for a Soil and Water Conservation District through the Minnesota 
Conservation Corps. This Fall, she assisted with the environmental 
education and stewardship programs, created interpretive lessons 
and activities, and maintained daily public outreach resources. She 
was thankful to work with Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge 
and participate in conservation efforts on a national level.  She is 
especially grateful to the Friends group for providing her the op-
portunity to work with such a prestigious organization. 

Caitlin ryan
2016 Fall Visitor Services Intern

Fall interns Caitlyn Ryan (left) and Laura Leben, modeling two new 
Prairie Point Nature Store shirts.
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Do you enjoy the beauty of songbirds, being outside early on sum-
mer mornings, and contributing to scientific research to help birds? 
We are seeking volunteers to help with monitoring birds through 
mist-netting and banding them at Neal Smith NWR. Wildlife Bi-
ologist Karen Viste-Sparkman, along with experienced bird bander 
and refuge volunteer Mark Bowman, are coordinating the project. 

The proto-
col is called 
Monitoring 
Avian Pro-
ductivity and 
Survivorship 
( M A P S ) . 
Several times 
throughout 
the breeding 
season, we 
will set up an 
array of mist-nets (resembling a finely woven volleyball net sus-
pended between poles) at the study site. Birds fly into mist-nets 
because they are difficult to see, and become entangled. We will 
carefully remove them, collect key data via close examination, 
attach a permanent leg band with an identifying number to each 
one, and release them unharmed.

On subsequent sessions throughout the breeding season at the same 
site, some of the same birds will likely be captured again. Some may 
even be captured in future years or at other sites. The information 
gained through capturing, ageing, and recapturing birds is useful 
in determining if various species are reproducing and surviving on 
the refuge, indicating healthy populations. This is a formal protocol 
that is being conducted at hundreds of sites across North America. 
It will help the refuge determine whether we are providing suitable 
habitat for various species to thrive and reproduce.

We need volunteers to help in several ways. The most important 
task for volunteers to help with is removing birds from the nets 
during each banding session. It takes practice to learn to do this 
safely and efficiently, so training sessions are being offered. Train-
ing is underway on Tuesday mornings as weather permits at a site 
near Grinnell. Volunteers are welcome to come to training sessions 
before making a commitment, but we will need several committed 
volunteers before we can go ahead with establishing the station. 
This project won’t be possible without the help of volunteers!

Volunteers assisting with extracting birds from nets will be re-
quired to:

•	 Possess good manual dexterity

•	 Demonstrate patience with and gentleness towards birds

•	 Dedicate time to mentored practice

•	 Be able to walk a one-mile loop in 20 minutes, once every 
40 minutes, seven or eight times on Iowa summer mornings.

•	 Be available for MAPS sessions on weekday mornings 

Help Needed for bird banding study
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist and Mark Bowman

from sunrise to noon.

•	 Commit to attending at least five of seven scheduled MAPS 
sessions between May 31 and August 8. 

In addition to learning about handling birds, the benefits of volun-
teering for MAPS at Neal Smith NWR include opportunities to:

•	 Savor the close-up beauty of birds in the hand

•	 Examine wild birds very closely and discover how band-
ers use plumage details and other traits to determine their 
species identity, age, and sex

•	 Contribute to bird conservation research

•	 Help increase public awareness of bird conservation 
research at Neal Smith NWR 

•	 Immerse oneself in the off-trail beauty of Neal Smith NWR

•	 Enjoy the camaraderie of bird banding enthusiasts

Our proposed timetable is a follows:

•	 Fall 2016 through early spring 2017:

o Training volunteers to extract birds from mist nets

•	 2017, May 30 to Aug 8 (breeding season)

o Practice (mock/imitation) MAPS site banding 
and observational activities

•	 2017-2018 MAPS “off season”

o Continue education, training, and practice as 
described above

•	 2018, May 30 to Aug 8 (breeding season)

o Establish MAPS Site banding and observational 
activities

•	 Continue with MAPS Site activities in succeeding years. 
We will be committed to a minimum of 5 years of MAPS.

If you are interested in attending a training or learning more, please 
contact Mark Bowman (biophilist1@gmail.com, 641-840-0351) 
or Karen Viste-Sparkman (karen_vistesparkman@fws.gov, 515-
994-3400).

Rose Breasted Grosbeak by Nick Giuliani
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp

address service requested

Friends of the Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge
PO Box 114, Prairie City, IA 50228 • 515-994-3400 • www.tallgrass.org • buffalo@tallgrass.org

The Friends strive to find ways to promote public awareness and increase par-
ticipation in the many opportunities offered by the Refuge. The support of our 
Friends members is an important part of all we do.  With your memberships, 
donations, and volunteer hours we can do more to support the activities and 
events at the Refuge.

Visit the Refuge often, and let your friends, family and co-workers know about 
this amazing place. Most importantly, ask how you can be involved with the 
Friends group. We are always in need of people to plan events, staff the Nature 
Store, publicize the activities and projects, update the website, and recruit vol-
unteers – just to name a few.

I hope to see many of you at the Winter Gathering in February. In the meantime, 
if you have any question about the Friends and the work we do, please feel free 
to contact me (515-994-2918 or j.vangorp@mediacombb.net).

The Friends board wishes all of you a very Happy 2017!


