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bison roundup 2017
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

 Each fall the staff at Neal Smith NWR is joined by volunteers and partners to conduct the annual bison roundup. This 
year's was held on October 25. The purpose of the roundup is to collect DNA samples from the calves, remove animals 

from the herd to maintain the population, and do health screening on the 
herd. We also take the opportunity to try to account for every bison in the 
herd. Each bison has a unique microchip and during the roundup they are 
scanned for identification. This allows us to track individuals, determine 
which ones are going to be removed, and identify animals with injuries 
or potential health problems for future monitoring. 
 One of the things we aim for during the roundup is safety…for 
both bison and people. The best way to keep everyone safe is to keep 
the bison calm. During the bison roundup, more than any other time, it 
is obvious that bison are wild animals, not livestock. Their stress level is 
high when they are being handled, so we emphasize keeping stress levels 
low by staying quiet and moving slowly. While I thought last year would 
be hard to beat, it was evident that this year things went even better. The 

bison were all handled safely with no injuries and minimal stress behavior. 
 The weather was good, cool in the morning but sunny and warming as the day went on. Fifty-four bison were handled, 
with three bulls remaining outside the facility. Each bison was scanned and its body condition assessed. The microchip in-
formation was displayed on a hand-held computer, which then indicated whether that bison was to be released to the refuge 
or sent to the chute for blood samples. All 11 calves had tail hair and blood samples taken for genetic testing and received 
their new microchips and ear tags. Nine yearlings and two-year-olds were held 
in pens overnight and the next morning trucked to their new destinations. These 
bison were selected based on their genetics to maximize genetic diversity in 
our herd and minimize inbreeding. They were sent to Whiterock Conservancy 
in Guthrie County, Prairie State Park in Missouri, and the Santee Sioux Nation 
in Nebraska, leaving us with 48 bison.
 We continue to make improvements to our facility and handling techniques 
to address stressful handling situations. One improvement that was added last 
year was the use of flags to gently move the bison. This year we also worked 
more on using our body placement to move the bison. Another improvement 
was new technology that made scanning the bison easier. The downside was 
the frequency of the new scanner interfered with our radio signal, hampering 
our communication, but we managed to work things out.
 This year 44 people, mostly Fish and Wildlife Service staff, worked together to make the roundup possible. The Friends 
of Neal Smith NWR provided food and beverages for all the participants. Thanks to all the volunteers who helped make 
this roundup go smoothly!

Photos: Thomas Dunkerton
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save the Date!
Concert on the Prairie * music, art & Nature

Friday, June 8, 2018 

More details will be forthcoming, but make sure you don’t 
miss our upcoming summer event!

Four time, Native American Music Awards nominee, 
Jonny Lipford will be joining us in 2018. Hailing from Ce-
dar Rapids, Lipford takes an age old instrument and uses it 
to create not only traditional sounds, but also sounds that 
are new and not commonly linked to the Native American 

style flute - a voice all his own. 

Experience the unbridled passion of Jonny’s melodies – 
music that is uniquely pure, evoking a variety of emotions 
that will warm your heart and leave you astonished at his 

musical technique.

“Instrumental music is like abstract art for the ears. It’s 
timeless and limitless…” - Jonny Lipford.

Friends' mentoring meeting
By Joan Van Gorp, Friends' President

On October 29 and 30, the Friends board members and 
several Refuge Staff members took part in the Friends 
Partnership Mentoring Program, offered by the Fish and 
Wildlife Service. This is a peer-based, face-to-face coaching 

program to build and enhance 
the partnership between the 
Friends organization and the 
Refuge. Our mentors were 
Neil Powers, Project Leader 
of Tamarac NWR and Joann 
Van Aken, Executive Direc-
tor of International Wildlife 
Refuge Alliance.

Many subjects were discussed and all focused on how the 
Friends of NSNWR can move forward and grow to better 
support the Refuge, its programs and goals.  From Board 
Governance, Working with Partners and Action Planning, 
all the topics and activities pushed us to look hard at where 
we are at and what needs to be done. 
During the Action Planning session, we determined three 
priorities: Partnership Development, Internships, and Board 
members/Volunteers/Committees.  SMART goals were set 
for each of these and though very strong, the goals are also 
very attainable.      
We have much work ahead of us, but it will be a meaningful 
and rewarding process.  The Friends board members and 
the Refuge staff are dedicated to this growth. Our mentors 
will also continue to assist us for the next year enabling us 
to meet our goals. 
Look for more articles in future newsletters about the action 
plans.  If you would like more information, please contact me.
A big “Thank You” to the staff members who participated 
in the sessions – Cheryl Groom, Rick Hager, Nancy Corona 
and Patrick Bryant. It meant a lot to us that you were willing 
to spend two days helping the Friends. 
And thanks also to Megan Wandag for making the trip to attend 
on Saturday. It was great to see you again and we miss you!
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what's happening this winter?
By Doreen Van Ryswyk, Secretary

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

Nature Tots
Saturday, Dec. 2, Winter Wildlife Survival
Saturday, Jan. 6, Winter Birds
Saturday, Feb. 3, Whose Tracks?
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, December 9
Saturday, January 13
Saturday, February 10
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. 

Winter Photo Hike
Saturday, February 17, 7:00 a.m. - 9:00 a.m.
Photographers of all skill levels and using all camera types are 
invited to photograph the winter 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  2018. Pre-registration 
is requested. 

Junior Ranger Naturalist Programs
Saturday, January 20, 1:00 p.m., Discovering Bison and Elk
Saturday, February 24, 1:00 p.m., Winter Wildlife Explorer
Children ages 6-11, accompanied by their favorite adult, will par-
ticipate in reading, a craft and a short walk, weather permitting. 
Pre-registration is required.

Prairie Plants in Winter Walk and Seed Cleaning
Saturday, December 23, 1:00 p.m.
Join a ranger for a brisk walk on the 1/2 mile Overlook Trail to 

discover the beauty of the tallgrass prairie 
in winter. Learn how to identify prairie 
plants in their winter state. After the walk, 
enjoy a cup of hot chocolate and cook-
ies and, if interested, clean some prairie 
seeds to help with prairie reconstruction.

Audubon Christmas Bird Count
Saturday, December 30, 8:00 a.m. - 12:00 

p.m.
Help scientists collect important data about our Iowa birds! Audu-
bon'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 bird populations. A FREE lunch will be pro-

vided by the Friends of NSNWR. Pre-registration is required by 
Wednesday, December 27, by emailing Karen_vistesparkman@
fws.gov or by calling 515-994-3400.

Do It Yourself Prairie Series
Saturday, December 7 - Seed Stratification
Saturday, January 13 - Planting Seeds Outside
Saturday, February 10 - Garden Planting
Want to learn how to create your own prairie garden? Learn a new 
skill every month through July 2018. All sessions are held from 
10:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. This series is for aspiring prairie gardeners 
of all ages and experience. Individuals and groups are welcome.

life on the Fall Prairie
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Fox Sparrow by Carl Kurtz

 Close your eyes and picture a fall scene. Many people will think 
of colorful maple leaves, pumpkins, and turkeys. Prairies don’t have 
many trees or pumpkins in them, although you may see a wild turkey. 
Instead of maple leaves, the prairie has grasses and late blooming 
yellow flowers that turn the prairie into a gradation of subtle color 
as they bloom and senesce.  The seed heads of prairie plants become 
more obvious as fall progresses, with shades of brown, tan, cream, 
and white. The shortening day length cues birds and butterflies 
to move south, and orange monarchs flit through. Even the birds 
change to more subdued colors and the influx of migrating brown, 
streaky sparrows is well camouflaged in the prairie.
 Seed collection season accelerates as fall progresses, keeping 
the biology interns and many volunteers occupied. The Refuge 
celebrated National Public Lands Day and National Wildlife Ref-
uge Week with seed collection events, bringing in more people to 
increase our seed harvest. Despite rainy weather during the latter 
event, we had over 60 people attend and we had a bountiful harvest. 
There is currently very little available counter space in the seed lab 
as it is filled with seed waiting to be cleaned.
 Another late summer/early fall routine for the biology program 
is vegetation monitoring. This is best done late in the season as 
plants are generally larger and easier to identify as many are in 
bloom or seed. We have several transects where we are doing an-
nual monitoring to track changes through time and comparisons 
between plantings and management in the prairie.
 We continued Nature’s Notebook, tracking phenology (changes 
in nature through the seasons) on the Overlook Trail and Savanna 
Trail. This fall’s orientation session for volunteers interested in 
participation attracted a lot of interest and we’ll continue training 
and practicing through the fall and into next year. 
 Outside, things might appear to slow down in the winter, but 
I am still busy, already planning for upcoming winter planting 
outside and in the greenhouse. All the data that was collected on 
our management and monitoring activities throughout the grow-
ing season will need to be managed and analyzed. Seed cleaning 
continues all winter and we can use volunteer help with all of these 
activities!
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winter Finches
By Karen Viste-Sparkman, Refuge Biologist

Seasons of Wellbeing on the Prairie...
Next retreat Saturday, February 10, 2018

The October 7th retreat offered a different experience on the 
prairie.  It had rained and the prairie had a freshness that is not 
usual in October.  Time outside was amazing as we reflected 
on our perceptions of experiences and life.  The closing activity 
focused on ways to reduce stress levels.  

Come and discover what wellbeing means to you.  
Learn tools and strategies to reduce stress, increase a healthy 
balance and live from a place of mindfulness all while 
connecting to the amazing prairie at the Neal Smith Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. Just a short drive from Des Moines! 
 
Each retreat will align with the seasons on the prairie.  Each 
retreat will have a theme so that you can attend and enjoy one 
retreat or all sessions. This is an ongoing experience – so 
registration will include monthly e-updates with additional 
information, tools, resources and what is happening at Neal 
Smith National Wildlife Refuge.  There will be an ongo-
ing series of dates, so join when it works for your schedule. 
 
The retreats will be spent learning, exploring and reflecting on 
what matters to you and how to incorporate it into daily living.  The 
tools and strategies will be relevant, practical and simple and in-
clude writing, drawing, being with nature, being still and sharing.  
PLUS, through a stewardship activity, we will learn and support 
the amazing efforts that the Neal Smith National Wildlife 
Refuge is doing in restoring prairie in Iowa and much more. 
 
Each day retreat is 10:00 am until 3:00pm and includes 
lunch and materials.  All are held at the Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge.   

•	  Winter – Saturday, February 10, 2018                              
The Balance of Wellbeing

•	 Spring - Saturday, April 14, 2018                         
The Gifts of Wellbeing

•	 Summer - Saturday, July 14, 2018                      
The Nature Connection of Wellbeing

•	 Fall 2018 - Date to be determined

It is an opportunity to make time for you.

The retreats are facilitated by Sue Tew-Warming, President of 
the Heartland Wellbeing Institute.  Sue has been teaching and 
facilitating groups for over 18 years.  During the last 10 years 
she has been studying and incorporated wellbeing, mindfulness, 
and self-care into all her offerings.   

Visit www.heartlandwellbeinginstitute.org for pricing and 
more details.

 It seems that we are fascinated with predictions of what will 
happen in the future, and the natural world is often, though 
not always, predictable. While most bird migration is trig-
gered by day length, weather plays a big part. Wind direction 
and wind speed may affect the location and timing of bird 
movements over long distances. Another factor influencing 
the movement of some bird species is food availability. Since 
birds can fly, they are much more mobile than other creatures. 
When food becomes scarce in the winter, other animals may 
walk to find food, like elk moving downslope in the moun-
tains; change their diet, such as deer browsing on twigs; or 
hunker down and wait for food to become more plentiful, as 
ground squirrels spending the winter underground. 
 “Winter finches” are birds that wander over large areas 
to find food, primarily cones of evergreen trees. Birds like 
Red and White-winged Crossbills, Common and Hoary 

Redpolls, Pine Sis-
kins, Pine Grosbeaks, 
and Purple Finches 
are considered winter 
finches. Although not 
finches, other birds 
that often follow the 
same movement pat-
terns include Blue 
Jays, Red-breasted 
Nuthatches, and Bo-
hemian Waxwings. 

Most of these birds breed in areas like the boreal forests of 
Canada and the Northeastern U.S., the Rocky Mountains, 
and other mountain ranges. In years with poor cone crops, 
the birds have no choice but to search elsewhere for food, 
so they disperse. While cone crops vary from place to place, 
large scale weather patterns like drought sometimes affect 
cone production in large areas, resulting in more bird move-
ment. 
 So far this fall is looking like we’re seeing higher numbers 
of at least some of these species. Both species of crossbills, 
Common Redpolls, Pine Siskins, and Red-breasted Nuthatches 
have been seen earlier and in higher numbers that usual. 
There has been speculation that the large wildfires in the 
Rocky Mountains this past summer may have displaced these 
birds, but it is hard to know for sure. Look for them wherever 
there are conifers, such as cemeteries and in residential areas. 
While conifer trees aren’t plentiful in Iowa, and practically 
non-existent at Neal Smith NWR, some of these species will 
eat other seeds and can be found on prairie plants or at bird 
feeders. Keep an eye out and maybe you’ll see one of these 
unusual winter visitors.
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Holly's monarch Filled month
By Holly Hallman, Visitor Services InternFriends 2018 winter gathering

saturday, February 24, 2018, 12:00 p.m.

Pheasants in Iowa
Info from Iowa DNR website - Submitted by Sharon Tinker

save the Date!

Join us for a warm gathering 
on a cold winter’s day! 

At our annual members-only 
Winter Gathering Luncheon, 
we will celebrate the success-
es of 2017 and look ahead to 
exciting new adventures for 
the Friends. The Winter Gath-
ering is always a pleasant af-

ternoon of good food and warm camaraderie as mem-
bers meet one another, visit with Friends volunteers 
and Refuge staff and hear about all the wonderful ways 
the Friends of NSNWR support the Refuge’s mission.

See you February 24! 

If we listen close enough, nature will remind our souls 
why we stand for conservation. 
– Anonymous

 I’m Holly, the visitor services intern at 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge and I 
am obsessed with monarch butterflies! Dur-
ing September, I was fortunate enough to be 
a part of many monarch-related events. My 
month began by leading a Magical Monarch 
themed Nature Tot program. This was an ador-
able day, as children between the ages of 3-5 
joined me in learning about the life cycle of 

monarchs, creating a monarch finger puppet, and using butterfly 
nets to catch and then release them. The kids and I had a blast!
 The next special event was Monarch Madness. On September 
16, I led a group of volunteers to walk the Tallgrass Trail in pur-
suit of any monarchs we could capture, tag, and release. We tag 
monarchs for the purpose of monitoring their migration route and 
population. Scientists still do not fully understand how millions 
of monarchs know to migrate to the same forest in Mexico ever 
year! 
 Some estimate that in the last 20 years the monarchs’ popula-
tion has plummeted by 90% putting them on the verge of being 
listed as an endangered species. This is due to habitat loss and 
the use of pesticides. Therefore, we want to collect as much data 
as possible on the monarchs’ life style, so that we can help them. 
When tagging monarchs, we document the date, the location they 
were tagged, and if it is a male or female. We then place a small 
sticker that has an I.D. number and contact information on each 
monarch. This I.D. number and all accompanied data are then 
added to a nationwide database. One hundred volunteers were 
signed up for this event, where we tagged and released around 75 
monarch butterflies. 
 My most magical monarch event happened one morning when 
I was checking on the monarchs that the biology crew were rear-
ing.  What I mean by rearing is that they were raising monarchs. 
Whenever they would find a miniscule egg on the underside of a 
milkweed leaf, they would place it inside a clear container with 
a mesh lid. After the eggs hatched, the caterpillars would grow 
like crazy, and had to be given fresh milkweed leaves to munch 
on daily. Eventually, they would then form a chrysalis or cocoon, 
which latched onto the mesh lid. After that, we would wait for them 
to emerge into a new butterfly. Their whole life cycle from egg 
to butterfly, or metamorphosis, takes about a month to complete. 
Well, this morning I was blessed enough to experience the exact 
moment a monarch emerged from its chrysalis. The transforma-
tion took no more than two minutes, but it was one of the most 
magical moments of my life. Later on in the day, we released that 
monarch and I got to witness its' first flight. As soon as we got back 
inside, we noticed that one of the caterpillars was transforming 
into its chrysalis! Another mesmerizing experience that took no 
more than two minutes to complete and I happened to be there to 
observe it! Witnessing monarchs undergoing metamorphism has 
further fueled my passion for monarchs. This is something I will 
forever be grateful for. Thank you!

Photo: Greg Punelli

 The ring-necked pheasant was originally an Asian species.  It was 
successfully introduced to North America in 1881 and into Iowa about 
1900.  Iowa’s first ring-necks were introduced accidently when a sever 
windstorm wrecked the pens of a game breeder in Cedar Falls releasing 
approximately 2000 birds.  The Iowa Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) started stocking pheasants around 1910 with most regions of the 
state receiving large stockings by 1930. 
 The DNR conducts an annual survey of small game populations, in-
cluding ring-neck pheasants.  The DNR reported that this year’s pheasant 
numbers are expected to be similar to or better than 2016.  The pheasant 
population showed a long-term decline from 1962 to 2011, but has been 
increasing since 2011 after five consecutive winters with more than 30 
inches of snowfall.  Iowa had 27.2 million acres of potential pheasant 
habitat in 2017.  This is the lowest level of potential pheasant habitat 
since 1901.  It will be hard for Iowa pheasant numbers to recover further 
if significant Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) lands or other habitat 
losses continue.
 Hayfields, oat fields, pastures, idle grassland areas, wetlands, and CRP 
lands provide good pheasant nesting cover.  Hens seek out herbaceous, 
grassy areas for nesting because diverse fields provide abundant insects 
for newly hatched chicks and the forbs reduce the density of the grasses 
making it easier for the chicks to move around.  Tall, lush stands of cattail, 
bulrush, or switchgrass about 20 to 40 acres in size are good examples of 
winter roost habitat.  During blizzard conditions, tall, dense vegetation that 
effectively stops snow drift and greatly reduces wind-chill is essential to 
pheasant survival.
Pheasant hunting in Iowa begins the last Saturday of October and runs 
through January 10th.  Harvest is limited to cocks only.  A hunting license 
is required and there is a bag limit.
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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

The Cure for Cabin Fever
By Gail Turner, Nature Store Manager

We have a wonderful array of products at the Prairie Point 
Nature Store to keep everyone engaged and entertained this 
winter. Our activity books include “Animal Tracks Activity 
Book” and “Get Outside Activity Guide” which will have your 
kids anxious to get outdoors to explore. Another popular book 
for younger children is “Bugs Activity & Coloring Book”. We 
have recently added “Constellations Activity Book” featuring 
constellation dot-to-dots and other creative activities.
At the Nature Store you’ll also find wooden 3D puzzles for 
children and adults to help keep hands and minds busy. In 
addition to our bison and fish puzzles made by local craftsman 
Lynn Cabbage, we have wooden puzzles in stock for children 
ages 8+ that feature a bison, owl, honeybee and more. 
Be sure to stop by the Nature Store for your holiday gifts! 
Our store is run entirely by volunteers--100% of the profits go 
directly to support the Refuge. We appreciate your patronage.
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Daemon Feldman

New Partnership with Iesa
By Nancy Corona, Visitor Services Manager

The refuge staff is excited about a new partnership developed with the Iowa Energy and Sustainability Academy (IESA) 
through Central Campus in Des Moines. Our staff is currently working with three high schools students who are part of the 
academy.  The students are earning college credit through Central Campus while attending high school.  They will receive 
college credit after completing a number of volunteer hours at the refuge.  The students are assisting both visitor services 
and biology staff in a variety of projects.  The staff is fortunate to work with these bright and dedicated students. Pictures 
and bios of each student follows.

I’m 18 years old and I’m a senior at Roosevelt High School.  I am also enrolled at Central 
Campus in the Iowa Energy and Sustainability Academy (IESA).  In my class, we discover 
and learn new ways to make our energy more environmentally friendly and sustainable.  In 
this case it means to use the environment to our advantage without damaging the natural 
things around us. This class has given me the opportunity to do this volunteer internship 
at Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge.  I enjoy working at collecting seeds and in the seed lab. I 
also enjoy learning new things and meeting new people every time I come to the Refuge.

Upon starting my senior year at Southeast Polk High School, I started an internship at Neal Smith 
National Wildlife Refuge through my class at Des Moines Central Campus. I found a passion for 
environmental science while taking a course at Central Campus titled Iowa Energy and Sustain-
ability Academy (IESA). My teacher, Mr. Beal, is passionate about giving his students the best 
opportunities available around the Des Moines area.   He partnered with the refuge to make intern-
ship opportunities more available for high school students who are passionate about environmental 
science or sustainability. While at the refuge, I have worked in visitor services, seed cleaning, and 
have gone on a bison and elk survey. Through the opportunities provided to me, I have decided 
to major in Environmental Science at a four-year institution after I graduate from high school this 
upcoming May. The education and opportunities I have received from Southeast Polk, Des Moines 
Central Campus, and Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge have encouraged me to follow a newly 
found passion where ever it might take me in the near future.

Jack Van meter

Kryslynn stacy

Hi, my name is Kryslynn Stacey.  I am an intern at Neal Smith National 
Wildlife Refuge (NWR) through a very unique program offered by my 
technical high school, Central Campus.  In class we focus on Iowa’s history 
and conservation methods that help protect our natural heritage.  Our goal 
is to help raise awareness of current issues in the environment and foster 
interest in related fields.  Neal Smith NWR has given me the privilege of 
going behind the scenes of such careers and helping me to gain hands on 
experience for the future.  Here I am able to study Iowa’s prairie life and 
conservation and to learn what it takes to help be an educated and helpful 
contributor to wildlife and community.  I am very grateful for both of these 
programs and their contributions to my education and learning experience 

that can help me prepare for the next steps in my life.
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President's message
By Joan Van Gorp
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It seems as though winter is already here with the cold weather we are experi-
encing. But yet the prairie is still beautiful, if in a different way. The colors have 
deepened and though no flowers are blooming, the textures and silhouettes of 
the plants are just as interesting. Walking on the trails this time of year allows 
a person to observe the landscape in a different way. Maybe it is also a more 
relaxed, mindful stroll to take the time to look and listen – to the birds, the plants 
and their seed pods, the wind rustling the plants.

Photo: Doreen Van Ryswyk/USFWS


