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  The   Iowa   Rivers   Revival   (IRR)   teamed   with   the   Iowa   Learning   Farms   (ILF)   to   better  
understand   farmers’   relationship   to   rivers   and   river   restoration.   Iowa   Rivers   Revival   has   a  
goal   of   improving   their   outreach   to   farmers   and   increasing   natural   river   restoration   in   the  
state.  In  order  to  accomplish  this,  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  contracted  with  Iowa  Learning  Farms  to  
conduct   two   listening   sessions   with   farmers/landowners   to   assess   their   knowledge   and  
opinions  about  natural  river  restoration  benefits  and  practices.  This  report  describes  the  results  
of  these  listening  sessions.  The  purpose  is  to   let   their  voices  be  heard  and  explore  how  these  
voices  can  help  IRR  better  serve  their  mission  and  increase  natural  river  restoration  in  Iowa.  

  



Farmer Understanding of Natural River Restoration in Des Moines and Nishnabotna River Watersheds 

•  •  •  

  �  1  

Methodology 
With  the  input  of  IRR  Executive  Director  Rosalyn  Lehman  and  IRR  Board  Members,  ILF  developed  a  
listening  session  questionnaire  (Appendix  I)  that  reflected  what  IRR  wanted  to  learn  from  farmers  and  
landowners.  Lehman  identified  two  specific  watersheds  where  she  wanted  to  hear  from  farmers:  the  
Des  Moines  and  Nishnabotna  River  watersheds.  These  watersheds  were  chosen  because  of  existing  
activity  and  projects  involving  river  restoration.    

The  farmer/landowner  invitee  list  was  compiled  using  county  plat  
maps,  ILF  mailing  lists  and  a  Nishnabotna  River  watershed  mailing  
list.  Participants  were  invited  based  on  their  proximity  to  rivers  and  
streams  within  the  specific  watersheds,  as  well  as  proximity  to  Fort  
Dodge  and  Red  Oak  where  the  respective  listening  sessions  were  
held.    

At  the  July  2015  listening  sessions,  each  group  was  asked  the  same  
series  of  questions  specifically  focused  on  river  restoration  issues.    
The  goal  was  to  have  at  least  eight  participants  at  each  session.  We  
invited  50  people  per  session  via  mail  (see  Appendix  II  for  example  
letter).  We  followed  up  with  personal  phone  calls  where  possible  to  
maximize  attendance.  Many  of  the  folks  were  polite  on  the  phone,  
but  did  not  know  what  the  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  was  and  therefore  
were  hesitant  to  participate  in  the  listening  sessions.  

Nine  people  verbally  committed  to  the  Fort  Dodge  listening  session  
on  July  20;  actual  in-­‐‑person  attendance  was  seven.  Eight  people  
verbally  committed  to  the  Red  Oak  listening  session  on  July  22;  
actual  in-­‐‑person  attendance  was  six.    In  the  end,  the  two  listening  
sessions  collectively  included  a  total  of  13  farmers.      

The  listening  sessions  were  recorded  and  transcribed  and  are  
included  as  Appendices  III  and  IV  of  this  report.  We  are  including  
the  transcripts  so  that  IRR  staff  and  board  members  can  gain  deeper  
insight  into  new  outreach  and  communication  strategies.  What  
follows  is  a  short  summary  of  farmers’  awareness  of  the  impact  of  
river  and  stream  degradation,  familiarity  with  natural  river  
restoration,  capacity  to  addressing  river  restoration  problems  and  
knowledge  of  the  resources  available  to  them  to  restore  rivers  on  
their  land.  We  will  end  with  a  few  recommendations  based  on  the  
findings.  

What is a listening 
session? 

•  •  •  

A  listening  session  is  a  group  
interview  that  brings  together  
individuals  of  similar  
backgrounds,  who  may  or  
may  not  be  acquainted  with  
one  another,  for  the  purpose  
of  gathering  their  views  and  
opinions.    

  

Listening  sessions  use  a  series  
of  open-­‐‑ended  questions  and  
the  social  interactions  of  the  
group  to  elaborate  and  elicit  
deeper  values  and  beliefs  and  
to  observe  the  effects  of  a  
group  member’s  words  on  
the  direction  (positive,  
negative,  neutral)  and  content  
of  the  group  dialogue  about  a  
particular  topic.  Although  the  
same  questions  on  a  
particular  issue  are  asked,  
each  group  experiences  both  
unique  conversation  and  
common  themes.    
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General Findings 
The  Fort  Dodge  and  Red  Oak  listening  sessions  could  not  have  been  more  different.  Below  is  a  short  
summary  of  both  of  the  listening  sessions.  As  noted  in  Appendices  III  and  IV,  the  transcripts  have  each  
of  the  participants  identified  as  unique  Respondents  (R).  The  number  after  the  “R”  was  assigned  in  the  
order  of  when  the  respondents  first  spoke  (see  Appendices  III  and  IV  for  complete  transcripts).  

 

Des Moines River Watershed Listening Session (7 participants) 
• None  of  the  listening  session  participants  were  currently  

participating  in  any  watershed  improvement  projects.  
• Most  of  the  land  adjacent  to  the  river  is  wooded  and  suffering  

from  some  kind  of  gully  erosion  near  the  rivers;  the  row  cropland  
near  the  rivers  is  extensively  tiled.  

• All  participants  agreed  that  they  were  experiencing  some  soil  
erosion  on  the  row  cropland.  

• Most  of  the  participants  try  to  fix  gullies  or  other  erosion  
problems  themselves.  

• The  majority  of  the  Fort  Dodge  participants  were  skeptical  that  
rivers  were  degraded  and  in  need  of  restoration.  

• A  few  of  the  listening  session  participants  suggested  that  all  of  
the  changes  to  the  rivers  are  natural  (these  voices  tended  to  
dominate  the  conversation).  There  were  just  two  out  of  the  seven  
who  understood  that  something  needed  to  change,  particularly  
R5  &  R7  (see  transcript).  

• Listening  session  participants  did  not  understand  river  
hydrology  and  natural  river  restoration.  

• Most  participants  did  not  see  the  need  for  a  river  restoration  
program.  

• Most  participants  were  satisfied  with  their  current  agricultural  
practices  and  felt  like  they  were  doing  everything  they  could  to  
prevent  erosion.  

• All  of  the  farmers  were  familiar  with  Des  Moines  Water  Works  
lawsuit  and  all  but  R5  &  R7  were  quite  critical  of  it.  

• Five  out  of  the  seven  participants  were  unfamiliar  with  Iowa’s  
Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy.  

• General  questioning  of  science  and  water  quality  information  was  
pervasive  among  the  listening  session  participants.  

• All  of  the  participants  work  with  their  local  NRCS  and/or  FSA  
offices  and  are  open  to  working  with  them.  

  

 
    

Des Moines River 
Watershed 

Listening Session 
•  •  •  

Iowa  Central  Community  
College,  Fort  Dodge  

  
July  20,  2015  
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Nishnabotna River Watershed Listening Session (6 participants) 
• Most  of  the  participants  have  experienced  significant  flooding  on  or  around  their  land.  
• Participants  expressed  a  deep  respect  for  rivers  and  the  damage  that  water  can  do.  
• There  was  a  good  depth  of  understanding  about  widespread  conversion  of  pasture  to  row  cropland  

and  the  impact  that  has  had  on  rivers,  flooding  and  water  quality.  
• Participants  were  concerned  about  erosion  and  open  to  change.  
• Most  of  the  participants  try  to  fix  the  problems  themselves.  
• The  majority  of  the  listening  session  participants  felt  like  the  

Des  Moines  Water  Works  lawsuit  will  give  farmers  the  
motivation  to  make  the  changes  necessary  to  farm  more  
sustainably.  As  R5  puts  it:  “You  mentioned  the  Des  Moines  
Water  Works,  I’d  like  to  say  I  don'ʹt…  I  really  think  they  did  us  
a  favor.  It  was  kind  of  a  slap  in  the  face,  but  I  think  we  were  in  
denial  with  a  lot  of  the  practices  that  we  use,  this  row  
cropping—it’s  causing  a  majority  of  our  problems  or  a  lot  of  the  
problems.  And  I  think  we  have  to  get  over  the  public  denial,  or  
eventually  that’s  what  it’s  going  to  come  to,  that  we  are  the  
problem.  And  until  then,  all  we  heard  from  the  statehouse  was  
you  can’t  touch  agriculture  because  it’s  sacred.  That’s  the  
bottom  line,  but  it’s  destroying  itself—that’s  a  different  story.”  
R3  agrees,  stating:  “We’ve  got  to  be  honest  with  ourselves,  and  
we  have  to  realize  that  we  are  not  enemies  with  the  Des  Moines  
Water  Works  or  the  Gulf  of  Louisiana.  We  have  to  care  about  
the  water—maybe  not  for  any  of  us  in  this  room,  but  we’ve  got  
to  think  generations  ahead  to  our  kids  and  grandkids,  because  
we  can’t  continue  to  foul  our  nest  the  way  we  have  in  the  past  
and  expect  that  things  are  going  to  work  out.”  

• The  participants  have  experienced  government  programs  and  
are  skeptical  of  their  ability  to  actually  solve  the  problems.  
However,  they  would  like  information  on  how  to  solve  the  
problems  that  don’t  include  government  programs.  

• They  understand  the  importance  of  doing  work  at  the  top  of  the  
watershed  to  prevent  serious  problems  at  the  bottom  of  the  
watershed.  

• A  number  of  participants  have  implemented  conservation  
practices  and  don’t  know  what  more  they  can  do.  However,  
they  acknowledged  that  they  have  neighbors  who  don’t  think  
there’s  any  problem  and  are  not  doing  all  they  can  do.  

• They  understand  that  farmers  are  in  denial  of  the  problems  
with  erosion  and  current  agricultural  practices.  

• While  not  totally  familiar  with  Iowa’s  Nutrient  Reduction  
Strategy,  they  understood  that  Iowa  has  been  talking  about  
nutrient  loss  and  erosion  for  decades.  

Nishnabotna 
River Watershed 
Listening Session 

•  •  •  

Montgomery  County  
Extension  Office,  Red  Oak  

  
July  22,  2015  

  

Nishnabotna 
River Watershed 
Listening Session 

•  •  •  

Montgomery  County  
Extension  Office,  Red  Oak  

  
July  22,  2015  
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Recommendations 
• Start  simple.  Farmers  (and  the  general  public)  know  less  than  you  think  they  know  about  river  

health  and  ecological  issues.    River  restoration  efforts  are  not  on  most  Iowans’  radars  at  all;  
education  is  key.  
  

• Make  certain  that  your  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  website  is  clear  and  targets  all  the  audiences  you  want  
to  target.  When  we  were  calling  farmers  to  get  RSVPs  for  the  listening  sessions,  several  said  that  
they  checked  out  your  website  and  it  wasn’t  clear  that  it  had  anything  to  do  with  agriculture.  Lack  of  
familiarity  with  the  organization  was  a  big  challenge  in  getting  participants  to  the  listening  sessions.  

  
• Gauge  and  tailor  your  outreach  to  the  unique  regions  of  Iowa.  Farmers  in  different  regions  will  

respond  to  different  messages.  Farmers  in  the  Des  Moines  Lobe  watersheds  (for  instance,  the  Des  
Moines  River  watershed)  tend  to  be  very  resistant  to  river  restoration  and  water  quality  
improvements.  They  will  respond  better  to  solving  erosion  problems  on  their  land  and  economic  
issues.  Farmers  in  the  Southern  Plains  watersheds  (for  instance,  the  Nishnabotna  River  watershed)  
experience  flooding  and  erosion  to  a  greater  extent  and  are  more  open  to  conversations  concerning  
natural  river  restoration  and  conservation  practices.  Had  we  done  listening  sessions  in  the  Northeast  
or  Northwest  corner  of  the  state,  we  would  have  heard  regional  differences  there,  as  well.  Northeast  
farmers  are  more  sensitive  to  the  value  of  the  trout  streams,  as  well  as  flooding  issues.  Northwest  
farmers  tend  to  be  more  skeptical  like  the  Fort  Dodge  listening  session  (see  Water  Quality  Matters  to  
Us  All  for  a  statewide  assessment  of  perceptions  on  water  quality).  

  
• Engage  the  Natural  Resources  Conservation  Service  and  Soil  and  Water  Conservation  Districts  in  

natural  river  restoration.  Farmers,  for  the  most  part,  trust  NRCS  and  SWCD  and  will  listen  to  their  
recommendations  and  guidance.  Fort  Dodge  R6  recommended  that  you  have  your  information  
available  to  farmers  in  the  county  offices.  

  
• Work  with  existing  conservation-­‐‑based  agricultural  organizations  such  as  Iowa  State  University  

Extension  and  Outreach,  Iowa  Learning  Farms,  Practical  Farmers  of  Iowa,  Iowa  Soybean  
Association,  etc.,  to  better  reach  farmers.  This  would  be  an  excellent  way  of  leveraging  limited  
resources.  See  if  the  above  organizations  would  add  a  short  discussion  on  river  restoration  at  their  
field  days.  However,  you  need  to  make  certain  that  there  are  specific  resources  available  to  farmers.  
Create  a  handout  that  clearly  describes  the  resources  for  natural  river  restoration,  including  specific  
information  on  financial  and  technical  assistance…  what  is  your  desired  “take  home”  message  for  
farmers?  Water  quality  and  natural  river  restoration  have  to  go  hand-­‐‑in-­‐‑hand.  As  Fort  Dodge  R5  
said,  “I  think  the  water  quality  would  have  to  come  before  the  natural  river  restoration,  because  if  
we’re  putting  the  wrong  stuff  into  the  river,  the  natural  restoration  can’t  happen.”  

  
• Consider  expanding  the  youth  outreach  component  of  the  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  program.  What  

interactive,  hands-­‐‑on  activities  can  you  offer  to  help  young  people  better  understand  river  
hydrology,  ecology,  and  watersheds  in  general?  Iowa’s  K-­‐‑12  students  are  the  next  generation  of  
farmers,  landowners,  and  policy  makers.  Furthermore,  by  engaging  young  people,  you  are  also  
educating  the  parents  and  grandparents  that  are  with  them.  Partnering  with  existing  organizations  
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such  as  Boys  &  Girls  Clubs,  afterschool  programs,  4-­‐‑H,  and  Water  Rocks!  would  be  a  great  place  to  
start.  
  

• In  general,  the  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  does  not  have  a  high  profile  in  the  state  of  Iowa.  Carefully  
consider  your  communications  strategy  and  approach  to  messaging  for  your  target  audiences.  
Raising  IRR’s  visibility  and  profile  is  a  key  step  in  building  more  credibility,  and  eventual  action  
towards  natural  river  restoration,  across  the  state.  
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Appendix I: Questions for Iowa Rivers Revival Listening Sessions 
Note:  This  was  used  as  a  general  guide—discussion  by  participants  led  to  several  questions  being  answered  before  
they  were  asked  by  facilitator.  

  

1. Start  with  an  ice  breaker  to  talk  about  relationship  to  rivers  in  their  area  –  Fishing?  Kayaking?  
  

2. Do  you  have  streams  or  rivers  adjacent  to  your  farmland?  What  do  they  look  like?  What  would  you  
like  them  to  look  like?  

    

3. How  about  gullies  that  are  bugging  you  that  feed  into  the  streams?  What  is  causing  the  gullies  and  
how  do  they  impact  your  farming  operation?  Have  you  tried  to  fix  them  yourself?  How?    

  

4. How  about  stream  bank  erosion?  Have  you  tried  to  fix  this  yourself?  How?  
  

5. Where  would  you  go  (or  have  you  gone)  for  help  to  address  gully  and  stream  bank  erosion?  Have  
there  been  outside  resources  available  to  you?  Who  or  what  program  was  most  helpful?  

  

6. What  kind  of  resources  do  you  need  to  help  take  care  of  gullies  or  stream  bank  erosion?  What  don’t  
you  know  or  what  information  do  you  think  you  need?  Is  there  funding  or  technical  resources  easily  
available?  

    

7. Have  you  talked  with  your  local  SWCD  folks?    Were  they  helpful?    What  did  they  have  to  offer?  
    

8. Is  the  term  "ʺriver  restoration"ʺ  familiar?    How  about  “natural  river  restoration”?  Would  you  like  to  
know  more  about  it?    

  

9. Finally,  what  elements  do  you  think  are  important  for  an  Iowa  river  restoration  program?  What  
would  need  to  be  in  such  a  program  for  you  to  participate  in  it?  
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Appendix II: Letter of Invitation 
«fname»  «lname»  
«address1»«address2»  
«city»,  «state»  «zip»  
  
July  1,  2015  
  
Dear  «fname»:  
  
The  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  has  asked  us  to  conduct  listening  sessions  with  residents  of  the  watershed  to  
assess  their  knowledge  and  opinions  about  natural  river  restoration  benefits  and  practices.    You  have  
been  identified  because  you  are  a  farmer/landowner  and  live  in  the  Des  Moines  River  watershed.    
Farmers/landowners  play  an  important  role  in  restoring  Iowa’s  rivers.  The  purpose  of  the  listening  
session  is  to  hear  your  concerns,  opinions  and  experiences  to  develop  a  plan  in  partnership  with  local  
residents  to  naturally  restore  rivers.      
  
We  have  scheduled  the  listening  session  for  Monday,  July  20  at  11  am  at  the  Webster  County  Extension  
Office,  217  South  25th  St,  Ste.  C12  in  Fort  Dodge.    The  listening  session  will  take  approximately  45  
minutes,  with  lunch  provided  after  the  session.  Listening  sessions  are  group  conversations;  we  
anticipate  participation  of  approximately  15  farmers/landowners.  Your  participation  in  this  evaluation  
is  voluntary.  While  the  listening  sessions  will  be  recorded,  your  name  will  not  be  associated  with  the  
recorded  information  nor  any  of  the  findings.    
  
We  would  appreciate  it  if  you  could  RSVP  for  the  event  by  July  13  by  calling  Ben  Schrag  at    (515)  294-­‐‑
2062  or  emailing  bnschrag@iastate.edu.  For  more  information  on  Iowa  Learning  Farms  see  
www.extension.iastate.edu/ilf.    If  you  have  any  questions  about  the  listening  session,  please  contact  me  
at  (515)  296-­‐‑0081,  or  jcomito@iastate.edu.  
  
We  value  your  stewardship  efforts  and  look  forward  to  working  in  partnership  with  you  to  restore  our  
rivers  and  streams.      
  
Sincerely,  
  
  
  
Jacqueline  Comito,  PhD  
Program  Director  
Iowa  Learning  Farms  
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Appendix III: Transcript from Des Moines River Watershed Listening Session 
Fort  Dodge,  IA  –  July  20,  2015  

  

Moderator  (“M”)      Jackie  Comito     

Respondents  (“R1-­‐‑R7”)  The  number  was  assigned  in  the  order  of  when  the  respondents  first  spoke.  

  

M   I  ask  that  you  speak  up  when  you’re  talking  so  that  we  get  it  recorded  as  best  we  can.  And  Liz  is  
messing  with  it.  You  okay  now?  All  right.  Liz  is  just  listening  to  make  sure  nothing,  like,  goes  
wrong  or  something.  

   So  just  as  an  icebreaker  just  to  get  people,  just  to  give  me  to  a  sense  of  who  you  are  and  your  
relationship  to  water  in  general...  Like,  I  don'ʹt  know  if  any  of  you  have  heard,  I  do  a  program  
called  “The  Conservation  Chat,”  and  in  interviewed  Secretary  Northey.  And  I  asked  him,  “Are  
you  a  water  guy?”  And  I  was  really  surprised  to  hear,  even  though  he  grew  up  around  the  
Okoboji  area,  he  is  not.  He  doesn’t  really  do  much  water  things.  So  it  doesn’t  mean  he  doesn’t  
care  about  water  quality—he’s  just  not  a  boat  person  or  a  lake  person.  So  let’s  go  around  the  
room,  and  I  just  want  to  hear—are  you  guys  river  people?  Have  you  grown  up  fishing  on  the  
river,  have  relationship  to  the  river,  anything  like  that,  or  the  stream  or  the  creek  or  whatever  you  
want  to  call  it.  When  we’re  talking  rivers,  we’re  talking  about  all  types  of  bodies  of  water  that  
flow.  So  we’ll  start  right  here.  

R1     No.  

M   None  at  all?  Okay.  

R2   Yes,  quite  a  bit—canoeing,  fishing,  own  land  along  the  river,  interested  in  the  wildlife,  forestry  
side.  

M   Have  you  seen  things  change?  

R2   Yes.  

M   Okay.  We’ll  talk  about  those  changes  a  little  bit  more.  How  about  you?  

R3   I  grew  up  fishing  on  the  river  in  high  school  with  my  great  uncle,  and  canoed  some  but  really  
don'ʹt  do  anything  anymore.  
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R4   Well,  I  fished  when  I  was  young—boating  and  swimming.  I  always  wanted  a  farm  pond,  never  
had  one.  Since  25,  30,  I  haven’t  been  too  involved  in  water  except  to  farm  next  to  Lizard  Creek,  
which  is  part  of  the  Des  Moines  system.  

M   Right.  

R5   We  did  a  lot  of  boating  in  the  water  and  lakes,  fishing  and  stuff  like  that,  but  not  much  recently.  
Farmland  that  borders  the  river.  

M   And  which  river  is  yours?  Is  your  actually…  

R5   Boone.  

M   Okay,  the  Boone  River.  Are  you  part  of  that  was  project  there  then?  

R5   Which  watershed?  

M   Well,  the  Boone  River  has  a  larger  one  that  the  Iowa  Soybean  Association  and…  

R5   Well,  it’s  kind  of  confusing,  because  if  you’re  referring  to  the  Boone  Watershed  Project,  no.  

M   Okay.  

R5   I’m…  What  am  I?  Some  letters  and  numbers  watershed  project.  

M   Okay,  okay.  

R5   So  right  across…  I’m  on  the  west  side  of  Boone.  Across  on,  just  not  far  on  the  east  side  of  Boone  is  
a  watershed  project  that  becomes  eligible  for  a  lot  of  programs  and  services.  I’m  on  the  west  side;  
I’m  not  eligible.  

M   I  know,  and  that  one  has  a  lot  of  money.  I  mean,  they  get  a  lot  of  money.  

R5   Yeah,  yeah,  and  I  don'ʹt  really  understand  that,  because…  

M   I’m  not  going  to  be  able  to  answer  those  questions  for  you.  

R5   I  think  watershed  should  be  treated  more  equally  than  what  they  are.  

M   Yeah,  some  of  it’s…  Yeah,  that  we  talk  about  afterwards;  I  can  explain  some  of  that  but  probably  
not  to  your  satisfaction.  
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R6   I’ve  been  along  the  river  but  minimal  interaction  with  it.  We  do  a  little  bit  of  fishing,  canoeing,  
boating,  swimming,  but  nothing  extensive.  We  don'ʹt  own  a  boat,  for  example,  and  do  it  as  a  
recreational  activity.  

M   And  you,  sir?  

R7   Well,  I’m  on  both  sides  of  it  and  watch  it  when  it  gets  dirty.  

M   Yeah.  Which  river?  

R7   Boone.  

M   Okay,  the  Boone  River.  Are  you  in  the  watershed  that  has  the  money  or  the  watershed  with  no  
money.  If  you’re  on  both  sides,  you  might  be  in  both.  

R7   That’s  a  good  question—where  is  the  boundary?  

M   That  I  don'ʹt  know.  I  just  know  there’s  a  big,  strong  Boone  River  watershed  project  on  the  east  
side,  now  that  I’ve  learned  that.  Okay.  

R5   There’s  a  lot  of  discrepancy…  

M   Yeah.  

R5   …one  to  the  other.  

M   Yeah,  and  I  know.  I  understand.  If  we  had  somebody  from  the  NRCS,  they’d  be  able  to  explain  
some  of  it  in  terms  of  their  funding.  And  then  I  know  they  also  have  water  quality  initiative  
dollars  that  is  coming  from  IDALS  to  do  that.  

   Okay,  so  what  do  then,  those  of  you  who  have  land  adjacent  to,  like  next  to  or  on,  the  rivers…  
What  does  that  look  like  when  it  goes  down  to  the  river?  What  does  the  land  look  like?  And  that’s  
open  to  anybody  who  wants  to  tell  me  about  it.  What  is  your  land…  What  is  that  land?  What  does  
the  stream  bank,  what  does  that  area  look  like?  

R4   When  my  South  Lizard  was  stretched  out—it’s  deep.  I  live  in  basically  pothole  country  and  flat  
ground,  but  my  land  goes  down  to…  The  last  half  mile,  quarter  to  half  mile  going  down  to  the  
river  is  pretty  steep.  

M   And  then  actually,  the  actual  bank  then  when  you  get  to  the  river?  
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R4   Well,  it  doesn’t  flow  right  off  into  the  river.  It’s  graded,  so  actually  the  water  is  coming  from  
somewhere  else  and  entering  through  culverts.  

M   Okay.  

R4   I’ve  had  CRP  for  a  long  time,  and  I’ve  got  terraces.  

M   Okay,  so  down  by  the  river,  you’ve  got  a  nice,  big  buffer.  

R4   Well,  not  too…  

M   And  then  tiling  that  goes  under  it  and  into  the  river.  

R4   Yeah.  

M   Okay.  

R4   A  lot  of  tile.  I’ve  tiled  a  lot.  

M   This  is  up  there  in  the  lobe.  This  is…  

R4   If  you  don'ʹt  tile…  There’s…  Before  they  plowed  the  prairie,  there  was  probably  40%  of  that  land  
covered  with  cattails.  

M   Yeah.  How  about  somebody  else?  How  about  you?  What’s  your…  

R6   It’s…  The  part  that’s  farmed,  there’s  probably  a  hundred  foot  between  the  water’s  edge  and  the  
farm  field  and  the  other  part  that’s,  the  area  is  not  farmed,  has  1500  feet…  You  know,  it’s  a  steep  
hill  that’s  not  farmed.  

M   Okay.  

R6   So  it’s  pretty…  

M   The  farm  part,  again,  probably  tile  going  underneath  the,  into  the  river?  

R6   Yeah,  to  some  extent.  

M   Okay.  

R6   Yeah,  it  doesn’t  flood,  so  we  don’t  have  water  concerns  that  river  20  feet  above  the  river  and  the  
hundred  foot  of  buffer  kind  of  slopes  off  on  pasture  down  there.  
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M   Okay.  Anyone  else?  

R2   My  tributary  that  runs  into  the  Boone  River  is  forested,  and  my  crop  ground  around  it  is  tiled,  but  
I  have  buffer  strips  around  it  and  terraces  and  waterways.  And  so  I’m…  One  of  my  personal  
goals  is  to  minimize  any  discharge  of  nutrients,  maximize  productivity  to  the  crop  but  be  
environmentally  sensitive.  And  I  do  forestry  work,  timber  stand  improvements.  I  burn  large  
portions  of  my  forest.  So  I’m  all  into  it.  

M   You  were  going  to  say  something?  

R5   Yeah.  Mine  is  primarily  wooded,  eighth  of  a  mile  between  the  farmland  and  the  river.  Some  of  it  
is  sloped  right  off  into  the  river,  which  would  make  a  nice  beach,  as  it’s  already  sand,  and  silted  
in;  and  some  of  it  drops  off,  some  of  it  as  well.  So  there’s  quite  a  buffer  between  the  farmland  and  
the  river,  although  there  is  some  tile  that  goes  into  it—not  into  the  river;  it  goes  to  the  bank  and  
drops  off  and  eventually  gets  to  the  river…  

M   It  goes  to  the  bank,  which  is  not  covered,  right,  by  anything?  

R5   Well,  yeah,  that  is  trees.  Yeah,  it’s  wooded.  

M   It’s  wooded,  okay.  

R5   It  goes  down  into  the  woods.  

M   Okay.  What  kind  of  trees  are  we  talking  about?  I’m  sorry—if  you  know  a  few  of  the  trees.  

R5   Okay,  yeah.  Silver  maple.  What’s,  what’s  the  one  with  the  big,  long  thorns—locust?  

R   Locust.  

R5   Honey  locust,  horrible  things,  a  lot  of  that  [Another  interjects:  a  lot  of  mulberries],  maybe  a  very  
few  oak.  There’s  a  little  walnut  but  that’s  been  harvested,  unfortunately,  before  I  go  there.  So  
there’s  a  few  of  various  things  but  mostly  silver  maple  and  the  other  one…  

M   The  thorny  tree.  How  about  you,  sir.  

R7   Trees.    

M   No.  Your  river—how  does  that  look,  that  you  farm  there?  How  does  that  look?  

R7   How  does  it  look?  
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M   Yeah,  like  how  does  the  stream  bank  look?  Like  what  is  it?  Is  it  buffered  down  to…  What  does  it  
look  like?  

R7   Well,  I  don'ʹt  know.  It’s  up  to  the,  I  don’t  know  how  to  answer  that,  it’s  up  to  the  bank—I  don'ʹt  
farm  it.  It’s  covered  with  trees—they’re  dying  rapidly.  I  don'ʹt  know  which  ones  are  going  to  
survive  the  longest,  looks  to  me  like  it’s  going  to  be  a  real  problem.  The  ash  go  and  the  elms  are  
already  gone,  and  whatever  is  left  is  going  to  be  not  suitable  for  much  of  anything.  

M   So  without  the  trees  there,  you  could  end  up  with  a  pretty  big  erosion  problem  at  some  point?  

R7   Well,  yeah.  They  seem  to  multiply  so  that  there’s  cover  there.  We  don’t  harvest  up  there,  so  it’s  
pretty  well  new  growth.  

R2   Do  you  still  pasture?  

R7     Uh-­‐‑huh.  

M     So  it’s  a  pasture  leading  up  to  the  trees,  whatever.  

R7   Right,  on  most  of  it,  yeah.  

M   And  the  pasture’s  grazed?  

R7   Right.  

M   Okay,  all  right.  So  how  about  then  before  we  get  to  the  buffer,  where  you’re  farming  it  or  where  
you’re  working  it,  if  it’s  developed  a  different  way?  Are  you  seeing  in  gulleys  or  any  erosion  on  
your  land  before  it  ever  gets  to  the  river?  

R2   Certainly,  because  that’s  the  natural  process.  I  mean,  our  Boone  River  was  made  from  washing  
back  and  forth,  and  your  means  are  constantly  trying  to  stop  down  unless  you  do  something  to  
try  to  stop  it.  And  even  when  you  try  to  do  something  to  stop  it,  it  still  cuts  behind  it.  It’s  always  
going  down,  down,  down.  

M   How  about  you?  

R3   I  ridge-­‐‑till  everything,  ridge-­‐‑till  or  no-­‐‑till.  And  so  any  ravine  that  happens,  I  have  to  look  at;  
whereas,  everybody  that  conventionally  farms,  they  go  out  in  the  field  cultivator  and  make  it  
disappear.  

M   Except  they’re  not  really  making  it  disappear.  
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R3   No,  they  aren’t.  

M   They’re  just  temporarily…  

R3   And  the  ground  that  they’ve  filled  it  in  with  is  soft,  and  so  then  the  next  rain  takes  it  again.  

M   Yeah.  So  just  with  a  show  of  hands,  who  has  some  gully  erosion  problem  on  their  land,  gully  
erosion.  

R2   Gully?  

M   Yeah.  

R2   In  the  woodlands.  

M   In  the  woodlands.  Anyone  else?  

R6   You  mean  a  big  gully  or  just  down  the  rows.  

M   Down  the  rows  or  a  big  one?  

R3   I  mean,  everybody  does.  

M   Yeah,  well,  I’m  just  trying  to  get…  

R3   Because  it  rains  here.  

M   Well,  of  course,  it  rains  here.  

R5   What  do  you  call  a  gully—one  this  deep  or  one  this  deep  or  one  that  deep?  

M   Well,  just  tell  me  the  different  things  that  you’re  having.  

R5   Every  time  it  rains  more  than  an  inch,  you  get  something  out  there.  

M   And  how  are  we  dealing  with  those?  Like  you’re  doing  no-­‐‑till.  Are  we  doing  any  cover  crops—
because  a  lot  of  that  rain  will  come  in  certain  times  of  the  year.  

R5   I’ve  got  buffers  and  CRP  on  the  side  of  the  farm  that  joins  the  trees  before  the  water  gets  down  
into  the  trees  and  eventually  to  the  river.  I  don'ʹt  have  gullies  on  the  farmland.  I  have  one  in  the  
trees,  no  gullies  on  the  farmland.  

M   So  we  have  two  gullies  in  the  trees.  



Farmer Understanding of Natural River Restoration in Des Moines and Nishnabotna River Watersheds 

•  •  •  

  �  15  

R3   Do  you  call  gullies  something  you  can’t  drive  across?  Would  that  be…  

M   Well,  I  would  call  that  a  canyon.  

R3   Well,  I  mean,  I’ve  seen…  

M   Yeah.  

R3   You  drive  to  Omaha  from  here,  and  Denison  and  that  area,  you  know,  and  they’ve  got  a  beautiful  
field;  but  it’s  in  like  six  different  sections  because  they  got—I  call  them  gullies—that  they  can’t  
cross  with  farm  equipment.  That’s  what  I  call  a  gully.  

M   I  think  the  gully  goes  anyway  from  the  small  one  to  the  really  large  one.  I  mean,  when  you’ve  got  
ones  that  large,  maybe  that  needs  to  be  put  into  something  else  other  than  being  cropped.  

R3   But,  I  mean,  the  field’s  flat—it’s  coming  off  the  high  ground.  

R5   They  do  have  some  terracing  over  there,  a  lot  of  it,  some  waterways.  

R3   Yeah.  

R2   On  my  crop  ground,  no,  I  don'ʹt  have  any  gullies;  but  once  it  goes  from  the  crop  ground  into  the  
woodlands,  yes,  there  is  uncontrolled  gullies.  

M   Have  you  talked  to  anybody  about  that?  Like  have  you  gone  to  the  Soil  and  Water  Conservation  
District  office  or  NRCS  or  anybody  to  see  if  there  are  resources  available  to  help  deal  with  a  
problem  like  that?  

R2   Not  specifically  in  the  woodlands,  other  than  maybe  my  goals  of  putting  in  an  impoundment  in  
different  spots  within  that  woodland  that  would  retain  water.  

M   Right,  or  even  like  Extension  people—try  to  contact  Tom  Eisenhart,  you  know,  anybody  like  this  
that  has…  Anybody  else  reached  out  to…  Like  you’ve  got  also  in  your  woodland  area.  Have  you  
reached  out  to  anybody  from  Extension  or  NRCS  or  anybody  like  that?  

R5   For  the  gully?  

M   Yeah.  

R5   …that’s  in  the  trees.  No,  I  haven’t.  

R4   There’s  not  enough  grass  in  the  trees  to  hold  stuff  down?  
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R5   Well…  

M   It  tends  not  to  at  times.  

R5   Yeah,  there’s  some  vegetation.  There’s  multifloral  rose.  

R1   Good  stuff!  

R5   Huh?  

R1   Good  stuff.  

R5   Good  stuff,  yeah.  

R4   Maybe  you  ought  to  cut  some  of  the  stuff  down  and  seed  some  grass  in  there.  Grass  works.  

R5   Well,  that’d  have  to  be  air  seeded  which  can  be  done.  

M   Yeah,  then  we  have  to  talk  about  stream  health,  which  cutting  down  the  trees  is  not  necessarily  
what  we’d  want  to  do  in  terms  of  making  sure  the  stream  is  healthy  and  it  can  be  a  habitat.  

R6   The  large  gullies  on  my  farm  were  dealt  with  for  decades.  They  aren’t  getting  larger.  One  was  
turned  into  a  farm  pond  years  ago,  and  another  one  was  dealt  with  with  a  culvert  by  the  water.  

M   Okay,  good.  

R6   I  mean,  the  large  ones  that  you  could  make  a  farm  pond  with.  By  and  large,  they’ve  been  dealt  
with  if  anybody  wants  to  farm  it  around  it.  Other  was  you  field  is  falling  into  the  creek.  

M   Right.  Has  anybody  heard  of  the  practice,  saturated  buffers?  Because  this  is  a  newer  technology—
saturated  buffers.  Do  you  want  to  take  a  stab  at  explaining  to  people?  Are  you  tempted  by  this?  

R2   Is  this  where  you’ve  got  your,  well,  buffer  along  it.  

M   Yeah,  you  had  a  buffer  along  the  stream,  and  you’ve  got  tile  going  on.  

R2   You’ve  got  tile  coming  in,  and  you  divert  some  of  it,  so  you  run  it  through  wood  chips.  

M   Oh,  that’s  a  bioreactor.    

R2   Okay,  bioreactor.  

M   That’s  a  bioreactor.  
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R1   That’s  something  different,  basically,  a  wetlands,  isn’t  it?  

M   It  is  a…  well…  

R1   A  modern  term  for  wetland.  

M   Kind  of,  except  it’s  being…  It’s  not  functioning  the  same  way  as  a  wetland,  because  we’re  just  
taking  the  water,  putting  it  into  the  buffer,  like  before  it  hits  the  stream  so  that  the…  Because  right  
now,  what’s  happening  is  the  tile’s  all  going  underneath  the  buffer,  so  the  buffers  are  not  going  to  
do  anything  for  what  pollutant?  Anyone  which  pollutant  goes  with  the  tile  line?    

R3   Nitrates.  

R2   Nitrates.  

M   Nitrates—it’s  not  going  to  do  anything  for  that,  right,  if  it’s  going  underneath  the  buffer?  

R2   Right.  

M   So  now  what  they’re  doing  is  they’ve  got  a  series  of  things  where  they  will  close  it  off.  They’ll  
actually  saturate  the  buffer  first;  it  will  then  function  like  a  wetland  in  processing  the  water,  and  
then  it  goes  into  the  stream.  

R4   We  have  a  problem  with  this  whole  idea  of  tiles.  Water  has  to  go  downhill.  

M   Right.  

R4   And  if  you  don'ʹt  let  the  water  out  of  the  tile  at  a  pretty  good  rate,  sooner  or  late  it’s  going  to  fill  
up.  You  can’t  make  the  water  run  up  the  hill  to  get  in  the  buffer  if  you  tile  four  feet  underground.  

M   Yeah,  I  think  they’ve  solved  some  of  those  problems,  because  the  site  I  saw  is  actually,  the  land  
was  that  slopey  down  to  that  thing.  

R3   Yeah.  

M   They’ve  solved  some  of  that.  

R3   The  problem  we  have  in  this  area—the  ground  is  so  flat  that  we  can’t  outlet  it  on  top  of  that  buffer  
area  because  we  run  out  of  grade  the  way  it  is.  

M   Right.  
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R3   You  know,  and  our  tiles  are  dumping  into  the  bottom  of  dredge  ditches.  That’s  our  main  problem  
is  that  grade.  

M   I  was  just  seeing  who  knew  about  saturated  buffers.  Saturated  buffers  is  really,  really  a  new  
process.  

R3   Yeah,  I  thought  it  sounded  like  a  good  idea,  but  it’s  just  like  we  don'ʹt  have  the  grade  to…  

R4   It’s  not  going  to  work…  

M   It’s  site-­‐‑specific,  and  they’re  actually  starting  it…  Honestly,  they’re  going  from  having  it  be  
somewhat  experimental  and  research  based  to  now  putting  on  actual  farms,  so  we’ll  see.  But  it  is  
now  being  included  as  a  part  of  the  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy  as  one  way  of  reducing  
nutrient  loss.  So  with  these  gullies,  so  some  of  you  said  they’ve  been  taken  care  of.  Who  else  has  
tried  to  take  care  of  their  gullies  on  your  own,  and  what  have  you  done  to  take  care  of,  if  you  have  
those.  Even  a  small  one,  what  do  you  do  if…  

R3   Well,  I  would  call  that  wash,  not  a  gully.  

M   So  what  do  you  do  take…  

R6   [inaudible]  standard  erosion.  

R4   And  if  you’ve  got  real  erosive  soil,  you’ve  got  to  stop  working  the  ground.  You’ve  got  to  go  no-­‐‑
till—that  works.  I’ve  got  16  acres  that  I’ve  had  the  beans  no-­‐‑tilled  into  stalk  ground  for  quite  a  
while,  and  the  only  reason  I  do  it  is  for  erosion;  because  very  seldom  do  I  get  as  good  a  crop  as  
the  rest  of  the  field  and  sometimes  much  worse.  I  think  you  try  to  make  a  living  no-­‐‑tilling  all  my  
ground,  but  then  maybe  I  don'ʹt  know  what  I’m  doing  either.  I  have  it  custom  drilled  and  I  
suppose  that  could  be  the  issue.  

R5   It  makes  quite  a  difference  what  kind  of  ground  it  is  in  terms  of  no-­‐‑till.  

R4   Most  of  the  ground  around  my  area—Clarion,  Webster—if  you  don'ʹt  have  a  real  good  drainage,  
you’re  in  a  world  of  hurt.  And  once  you  start  no-­‐‑tilling,  you’ve  got  even  wetter  ground.  So  
anything  that’s  going  to  be  no-­‐‑till  or  strip-­‐‑till  around  my  area,  I’d  like  to  see  it  really  drain  first  
before  I  get  too  involved  in  that.    

R1   Yeah.  
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R4   And  now  you’ve  got  the  water  coming  down  the  tile,  and  you’ve  got  somebody  else  on  your  butt.  
I  pretty  much  solved  all  the  dirt  problem,  the  actual  physical  dirt  going  into  the  water  in  the  river  
other  than  that.  

M   Okay,  good.  

R4   But  what  I  fear  most  coming  down  the  line  is  tile  regs.  

M   Tile…?  

R4   Tile  nitrogen  mandatory  regulations.  

M   Yeah,  I  mean,  that’s…  

R3   And  that’s  what  they’re  going  to  work  on,  and  nature  naturally  puts  nitrates  in  our  water  and  
releases  it.  

M   Uh-­‐‑huh.  

R3   And  so  if  you’re  trying  to  change  nature  with  what  they’re  expecting  us  to  do…  

M   But  does  nature  naturally  plant  corn  and  beans  on  it?  

R4   Well,  once  you  plow  the  prairie,  you’ve  committed  the  ultimate  environment  sin.  

M   Well,  I  don'ʹt  know  if  it’s  an  ultimate…  

R3   Well,  two  years  ago  I  was  not  able  to  plant  one  of  my  fields  because  it  preventing  planning,  so  
I’ve  had  no  corn  or  no  beans.  And  I  work  with  the  Iowa  Soybean  Association.  I  have  water  quality  
testing,  and  it  was  high  in  nitrates  all  summer,  and  there  had  been  no  fertilizer  put  on  that  field  at  
all  for  two  years.  

M   Uh-­‐‑huh,  yup,  there  is  going  to  be  some  leaching.  

R3   That’s  what  their  tests  showed.  

R1   So  is  the  tile  only  from  your  field…  

R   Yes.  

R1   …or  is  it  the  neighbor’s  coming  into  your…  

M   But  what  was  on  the  field?  
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R3   My  field  only.  

M   What  was  on  the  field  if  there  was  no  corn  and  soybeans?  

R3   Well,  a  good  crop  of  weeds  until  I  killed  them,  and  then  I  seeded  oats  on  the  field.  But  it  was,  the  
whole  summer  it  was  exactly  the  same  way.  And  the  reason  I  find  those  tests  interesting  is  
because  that  tile  is  only  from  my  field,  so  I  can  control  what  happens  to  it,  and  I  know  exactly  
what…  

R4   Was  this  two  years  ago?  We  didn’t  even  have  any  rain  at  our  place  in  July  and  August.  

R3   Right.  

M   That  was  during  the  drought.  

R3   But  we  still  needed  tile  bad.  We’ve  patterned  tiled  that  farm,  and  what’s  been  coming  out  of  it,  
and  we  tested  the  whole  next  year  when  it  was  planted  to  soybeans.    

R5   What  I’m  going  to  mention  may  be  very  controversial,  but  I  think  you  hit  on  it.  I  know  we  have  to  
have  cropland  here,  row  cropland  here;  but  see,  when  you  talk  about  changing  nature,  it  wasn’t  
row  cropland  at  one  time—it  was  prairie.  And  that,  if  there’s  nitrates  coming  off  the  land,  it  was  
naturally  filtered  by  that  prairie  grass.  That’s  all  been  changed  so  that  we’ve  kind  of  created  a  
little  problem.  

R3   Well,  I  think  they’re  still  getting  that  same  test  off  of  those  kinds  of  fields.  

M   The  prairie  fields?  Oh,  no.  You  can  ask  Matt  Helmers  about  that  one—he’s  got  some  prairie  fields.  
Not  after  several  years.  No,  they’re  not.  There  is  a  little  bit  of  leaching  but  not  nearly  what’s  
occurring…  

R3   The  same  grade?  

M   Yeah,  I…  

R3   But  I  mean  it  still  happens  on  those  fields…  

M   It  still  does  a  little  bit.  

R3   …that  no  fertilizer  has  been  put  on.  It  still  happens  on  those  fields.  

M   Right,  but  a  prairie  that’s  been  established  for  a  while,  you’re  going  to…  No,  after  a  point  you’re  
not  going  to  see  it,  because  you’ve  got  such  a  diversity  of  crop  there,  they’re  all  using  up  that…  So  
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there’s  going  to  be  a  little  bit  from  plant,  the  decaying  plants  and  stuff  like  that,  but  they’re…  
Yeah,  again,  I  just  heard  a  discussion  on  this.  

R5   So  I  think  we  have  to  lessen  the  way  the  nitrates  get  to  the  water,  to  the  rivers  by  changing  our  
practices.  

M   And  by  maybe  trying  to  mimic  what  the  earth  was  trying  to  do  before,  a  little  bit?  

R5   Our  problem  is  putting  on  a  lot  of  anhydrous  in  the  fall,  trying  to  do  more  nitrogen  in  the  spring  
when  the  crop  really  needs  it,  or  when  it’s,  you  know,  “V”  whatever.  That’s  when  the  crop  really  
needs  it  and  utilizes  it.  And  it  does  a  better  job  of  utilizing  it  so  it  doesn’t  get  to  the  rivers  and  
streams.  

R1   But  when  you  put  anhydrous  down  in  the  fall,  that’s  what  feeds  the  microbes  to  break  down  your  
cornstalks.  I  mean,  so  you’re  paying  for  it  in  the  end.  

R5   But  it’s  also  getting  to  our  streams  more  than…  

M   How  many  people  are  familiar  with  the  Iowa  Nutrient…  

R7   …It  all  goes  back  to  eight-­‐‑dollar  corn.  Everybody  got  so  damn  much  money  that  they  patterned  
tiled  everything,  got  the  water  down  in  Des  Moines  twice  as  fast.  

R1   That’s  right.  It’s  exactly  right.  

R7   That’s  exactly…  boil  it  down,  that’s  exactly  what  happened.  You  couldn'ʹt  drive  in  this  part  of  the  
country,  and  so  you  see  a  tiling  machine.  What  happens  to  it?  Well,  it  just  speeds  it  up  to  get  
down  to  Des  Moines.  There’s  nowhere  else  it’s  going  to  go.  That’s  my  theory.  

M   It’s  not  on  the….  

R4   I  don’t  think  you  can  never  satisfy  everybody  when  you’re  growing  corn  and  soybeans,  so  I  don'ʹt  
think  it’s  possible.  I  think  it’s  possible  to  do  better  jobs,  using  your  suggestions;  but  you’re  never  
going  to  satisfy  people.  It’s  not…  

R1   It’ll  always  be…  Well,  I  know  that  ten  years  ago  this  was  the  standard  we  set  for  how  much  
nitrates  could  be  in  water,  but,  you  know,  now  we  think  instead  of  here,  oh,  god,  it  should  be  way  
down  here.  

R4   And  they’ll  lower  it  and  eventually…  

R1   And  they’ll  lower  it  and  lower  it.  
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R4   …they’ll  get  closer  to  zero.  

R1   It’s  the  nature  of  the  beast.  

R4   You  know  there  were  dead  zones  in  the,  down  in  the  Mississippi…  

R1   Delta.  

R4   In  the  Gulf  in  turn  of  the,  you  know,  in  1900.  We  weren’t  fertilizing  anything.  

R5   I  think  more  can  be  done  with  bioreactors  than  even  with  the  pattern  tiling;  if  you  ran  some  of  
that  through  bioreactors,  it  would  take  some  of  it  away.  

M   Uh-­‐‑huh,  and  wetlands.  

R4   I  checked  into  bioreactors  with  the  NRCS  a  couple  years  ago.  One  of  the  technicians  says,  “Well,  
they  don'ʹt  really  know  about  this  thing  yet.”  What’s  going  to  happen  when  you’ve  got  to  take  the  
woodchips  out?  They  may  be  considered  a  toxic  waste.  You  may  have  to  haul  them  to  Kansas  or  
something.  Toxic  waste  doesn’t  sound  good  on  my  farm—I  ship  it  out  to  somewhere  else,  but  I  
can’t  afford  a  big  bioreactor  to  ship  to  Kansas.  

M   How  many  years  ago  was  that  when  you  were  talking?  

R4   Two  years.  

M   Just  two  years  ago?  I  haven’t  actually  heard  that  concern  about  bioreactors,  and  again  I  work  
with...  

R1   What  is  the  answer?  What  did  they  do  with  the  chips  after…  

M   Well,  they  haven’t  actually  had  to  replace  the  chips  yet.  I  think  the  oldest  one  is  at  ten  years  now,  
and  it’s  functioning  still  fine.  So  they  don'ʹt  even  know  how  long  it’s  going  to  last,  so  they  haven’t  
had  to  replace  the  chips.  

R5   That’s  not  a  huge  amount  of  woodchips.  

M   It’s  not  a  huge  amount  of  woodchips.  

R5   It  may  be  hazardous,  but  there’s  a  lot  more  hazardous  stuff  that’s  created  in  our  country.  

M   Well,  that’s  an  interesting,  because  I  know  what  they’re  doing  with  the  chips  is  they’re  setting  up  
the  biological  processes  like  you  would  in  a  wetlands;  so  really  the  bacteria  is  eating  and  releasing  
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the  nitrogen  as  gas  then,  which  is  not  toxic  to  us.  So  I’m  not  really  sure.  I  don'ʹt  know  what  that  
person  is  talking  about,  but  I  don'ʹt  know  if  that’s  a  really  great  concern.  I  think  the  bigger  concern  
with  bioreactors  was  how  long  would  it  last.  And  right  now,  like  I  said,  we’ve  got  a  ten-­‐‑year-­‐‑old  
one,  and  let’s  see  how…  

R2   Originally,  they  thought  they  were  going  to  last  about  ten  years.  

M   Yeah,  and  so  we  are  at  ten;  it’s  still  functioning  okay,  so  let’s  see  how  much  longer  it  can  last.  

R5   I  suppose  it  depends  on  how  much  water  goes  through  it,  for  one  thing.  

M   Yeah,  there’s  a  lot  of  variables  and  how  healthy  the  good  bacteria  is  so  that  it  keeps  doing  its  
job—just  like  CREP  wetland,  like  some  of  the  wetlands  around  here.  You  know,  wetlands  are  
really  good.  

R3   Because  the  bioreactors  mainly  work  with  low  flow  tiles—right?  

M   Uh-­‐‑huh.  

R3   If  it’s  really  gangbusters  flowing,  a  lot  of  it  bypasses.  

M   Yeah,  it  can  only  take  so  much—just  like  your  own  tile;  your  tile  can  only  take  so  much  water,  
right?  If  you  get  10  inches  in  12  hours,  you’re  going  to  have  surface  runoff—it  doesn’t  matter  how  
tiled  you  are.  So,  yeah,  tiling  can  only  take  so  much  water  through  it,  and  that’s  the  same  thing  
with  the  bioreactor.  Even  wetlands,  they  can  only  go  so  full;  but  they  have  a  little  bit  more  room  
to  expand  and  fill  and  saturate  a  bit  more.  Anybody  have  a  wetland  near  you?  You  have  one  on  
your  property?  And  you  have  one  on  your  property  or  near  it?  

R5   I  have  80  acres  of  wetlands,  and  an  adjacent  neighbor  has  80  so  that  makes  160  acres  of  wetland.  

M   Is  yours  a  natural,  like  one  that’s  been  there  as  long  as  you  know,  or  is  this  one  that  was  put  in,  
constructed?  

R5   That’s  been  there  probably  ten  years.  

M   So  it’s  been  a  constructed  one.  

R5   The  tile,  the  drain  tile  was  taken  out  and  non-­‐‑perforated  tile  was  put  in  to  drain  the  water  through  
the  non-­‐‑perforated  tile  to  hold  the  water  in  the  wetland.  

M   Nice.  So  is  anybody  doing  any  water  monitoring  on  that?  



Farmer Understanding of Natural River Restoration in Des Moines and Nishnabotna River Watersheds 

•  •  •  

  �  24  

R5   Not  that  I’m  aware  of.  

M   Okay.  How  about  you?  

R4   Oh,  it’s  a  eight-­‐‑,  nine-­‐‑acre  wetland.  I  own  about  seven  and  a  half  of  it.  What  it  actually  probably  is  
is  an  oxbow  of  the  old  South  Lizard  before  they  straightened  it  and  deepened  it,  and  that  tile  
flows  into  it.  Well,  I’ve  spent  more  time  in  it  than…  There’s  a  lot  of  stuff  that  makes  you  itch  
down  there.  I  used  to  go  down  there  as  a  kid,  used  to  like  being  down  there,  but  since  I  bought  
the  thing  fifteen  years  ago,  I  spent  the  last  time  and  that  was  enough.  It’s  not  something  that’ll  
ever  be  plowed.  It’s  not  plowable  land.  

M   Let’s  get  back  to  the  stream  or  river  that’s  going  past  your  land  or  through  your  land.  How  do  
those  stream  banks  look?  Are  they  cut?  Does  it  go  smoothly?  Does  the  land  go  gradually  into  the  
river?  I  mean,  you  know  what  I’m  saying  when  you  cut—you’ve  got  like  three  feet  or  four  feet  of  
earth  is  exposed.  What’s  happening  at  your  river?  

R6   It  just  depends  on  the  exact  spot  you’re  referring  to?  

M   Well,  just  along  it.  Just  give  me  the  story  of  your  river  a  little  bit.  

R6   The  Des  Moines  River  is  very  much  not  cut  but  the  creeks  are  more  cut  because  they  wind.  It’s  
just  the  nature  of  the  beast—you’re  not  going  to  stop  that  erosion.  It’s  just  Mother  Nature’s  
natural  process  of  creating  oxbows  and  crossing  the  oxbow  and  cutting  it  off  and  then  creating  a  
new  one.  

M   How  much  is  that  creek  moving?  I  mean,  are  you  still  allowing  your  creek  to  move  like  that  so  
that  it’s…    

R6   I  can’t  control  Mother  Nature.  

R3   You  mean  that’s  something  that  takes.…hundred  years.  

M   We’ve  channelized  and  straightened  a  lot  of  our  rivers.  We  have  controlled  our  rivers.  

R6   Oh,  we  have,  but,  yeah,  but  you  go  back  and  look  at  those  ones  that  were  straightened  40  or  50  
years  ago—they’re  gone  right  back  to  what  they’re  supposed  to  be  doing,  slowing  down  creating  
cuts,  trying  to  make  an  oxbow  after  50  years  of  finally  starting  to  make  something,  starting  to  get  
back  to  nature,  because  years  ago  someone  straightened  it.    

R1   And  all  it  did  was  sped  the  water  up  and  down  the  Des  Moines.  
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R6   Right,  sped  the  water  up  and  changed  the  species,  is  what  I  understand,  changed  the  
temperature.  And  now  over  time  some  of  the  banks  are  starting  to  cave,  and  Mother  Nature  is  
starting  to  take  back  over  again  and  make  it  habitable.  

M   If  there  is  land  there  if  you  have  allowed  it  to  give  it  the  space  it  needs.  

R6   Yeah  there  is  plenty  of  space  because  they  found  out  that  they  couldn’t  farm  it.  

R5   Mine  is  very  stable,  but  my  neighbor’s  immediately  downriver…  planted  a  lot  of  trees  to  stop  the  
river  from  eroding  the  land.  And  then  another  neighbor  next  to  them  has  dumped  an  awful  lot  of  
concrete  over  the  edge  to  stop  the  erosion  from  cutting  the  bank  in  that  area.  

R3   Has  that  really  helped—the  concrete?  

R5   Help  with  it?  

R3   Or  does  it  just  wash  out  from  around  and  underneath  it?  

R5   It  stopped  it  from  losing  more…  

R3   Bank.  

R5   …good,  good  bank.  

R2   And  did  he  take  the  trees  off  the  edge?  

R5   Did  he  take…?  

R2   The  bank,  the  trees  up  above  it  on  the  bank?  

R5   There  wasn’t  any  trees  or  very  few.  

M   So  when  we  do  things  like  this,  like  dump  concrete  or  do  some  other  things  like  plant  trees,  are  
we  getting  any  help  with  that,  asking  anybody’s  opinion?  Or  are  we  just  trying  to  do  that  on  our  
own?  

R5   Well,  NRCS  is  helping  costwise  with  the  trees  anyway.  I  don'ʹt  know…  

M   The  concrete—I  doubt  NRCS  is  helping  with  concrete.  So  I  guess  what  I’m  trying  to  get  is—who  
would  you  turn  to  for  advice  and  help  if  you  felt  like  you  had  a  problem  with  your  river  or  your  
stream?  You  might  turn  to  a  neighbor  who  has  a  little  bit  more  experience.  Who’s  your  go-­‐‑to  
person?  Is  it  the  NRCS?  Is  it  the  Soil  and  Water  Conservation  District?  
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R5   Well,  certainly  it’s  NRCS  is  one  source.  

M   Okay,  but  I  feel  like,  other  than  getting  some  cost  share  on  some  things,  you  guys  try  to  handle  
these  problems  yourself,  from  your  small  your  small  gullies  to  your  stream  bank.  That’s  fine.  
There’s  no  right  or  wrong  answer.  I’m  just  trying  to  figure  out  what  we  understand  and  what  we  
know  might  be  the  best  thing  to  do  for  that.  

R6   NRCS,  I  think,  was  the  go-­‐‑to  around  here.  Where  else  would  we  go?  It’s  all  part  of  understanding  
that  the  Soil  and  Water  Conservation  is  synonymous  with  NRCS  or  co-­‐‑located.  

M   Yeah,  they’re  co-­‐‑located.  I  don'ʹt  know  if  they’d  see  themselves  totally  synonymous.  

R6   No,  probably  not  within  their  organization  but,  I  mean,  to  us,  go  to  the  building  and  see  if  you  
can  get  a  handout.  That’s  what  Iowa  Rivers  Revival  needs  to  be  tied  into  them.  

M   They  need  to  be  talking  to  them,  yes.  

R6   NRCS,  can  say—“Oh,  by  the  way,  talk  to  these  people.”  

M   That’s  a  good  point  for  them.  

R6   Because  we  may  not  know  the  500  organizations  that  can  write  grants  for  us.  

M   Right.  

R6   We’re  not  ever  going  to  know  them.  It’s  not  my  goal  to  ever  have  that  level  of  knowledge.  I  need  
to  go  to  the  government  office,  and  they  say—Here’s  a  pseudo-­‐‑government  organization  that  can  
hook  you  up.  

M   That’s  a  great  suggestion,  and  I  will  make  sure  they  hear  that  one.  Any  other  suggestion  for  them  
on  how  to  be  so  that  they  can  get  what  they  know  made  more  available  to  landowners?  

R2   I  think  every  landowner  needs  to  be  taken  by  the  hand,  sit  down  and  talk  about  their  land.  You  
know,  that’s  been  my  experience.  Not  until  you  really  sit  down  with  somebody  and  say,  “You  
know,  here’s  what  you’ve  been  doing,  but  here’s  some  options  for  you,  and  here’s  how  it  would  
change  potentially  if  you  did  those  options.”  But  they  almost  have  to  be  taken  by  the  hand  one  at  
a  time.  

R1   Are  you  talking  about  the…  

R2   The  private  individual.  
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R1   The  owner  of  the  land  or  the  producer  on  the  land?  

M   I  think  you’ve  got  to  have  it  both  there.  

R2   You’ve  got  both—it’d  be  a  team  thing.  

M   If  the  owner’s  available,  yeah,  you’ve  got  to  have  them  both.  Because  actually  the  producer  can’t  
make  any  decisions  like  that,  that  is  structural  on  the  land,  without  the  owner’s  permission.  

R5   There’s  another  controversial  topic,  I’m  sure,  to  hear  some  people  advocating  tying  conservation  
practices  to  crop  insurance.  

R1   I  thought  they  already  did  in  this  last  Farm  Bill.    

R6   I  think  it  is.  

M   It  is.  

R1   It  did  in  the  last  Farm  Bill.  

R6   You  have  to  have  a  1026  down  to  the  acre  to  get  your  subsidy.  You  can  still  buy  crop  insurance,  
but  it’ll  be  the  whole  price…  

R1   Yeah,  you  don'ʹt  have  a  plan.  

M   And  the  1026  is  your  plan,  right,  your  conservation  plan?  

R3   But  they  did  that  in  the  last  Farm  Bill.  

M   They  did,  they  did.  

R1   The  last  Farm  Bill,  they  tied  it  to  your  subsidy  for  crop  insurance.  

R6   You  had  to  have  it  done  by  June  30.  

R1   Yup.  

M   But  you  had  to  have  your  plan  in  place.  

R5   How  much  of  that  is  being  done  then?  

M   I  think  people  are  getting  their  plan  in  place.  

R1   98%?  
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M   Yeah,  I  think  that’s  what  the  figure  I  heard.  

R4   Most  of  us  have  done  that  years  ago.  

R1   The  number  of  farmers  that  have  signed  up.  

R2   If  you’ve  got  crop  insurance  on  yours,  you’ve  probably  got  your  1026  signed.  

R1   Yup,  it’s  one  of  the  forms  that  you  sign.  

R5   Does  that  include  cover  crop  and  that  sort  of  thing?  

R1   No.  It  just  says  that  you’re  following  whatever  guidelines  the  government  has  set  for  
conservation.  

M   So  can  I  bring  up  a  controversial  topic?  So  you  have  your  plan  in  place.  Does  that  mean,  with  the  
NRCS  having  a  reduced  staff,  is  anybody  really  checking  to  make  sure  you’re  doing  the  plan?  

R4   The  plan  isn’t  really  too  hard  to  meet.  

M   It’s  not  to  the  standard  that  if  we’re  going  to  look  at  the  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy  that  
we’re  going  to  meet  any  goals,  is  it?  Are  you  guys  familiar  with  the  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  
Strategy?  

R6   No,  not  enough  to  answer  the  question.  

M   Okay.  Well,  we  want  to  get  to  a  collective  45%  reduction  in  phosphorus  and  nitrogen.  So  do  you  
think  those  plans  are  going  to  help  us  get  there?  

R1   But  first,  who  is  this  group?  

M   The  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy?  This  is  the  state,  done  by  the  state—Iowa  Department  of  
Ag  and  Land  Stewardship,  the  Farm  Bureau,  the  DNR.  They  all  got  together  and  wrote  this  plan.  
This  is  the  state  of  Iowa’s  plan  endorsed  by  the  governor  and  by  the  Secretary  of  Ag.  And  this  
was  Iowa’s  very  progressive  response  to…  

R1   To  Des  Moines’…?  

R   No,  not…  Des  Moines  has  nothing  to  do  with  it.  This  was  in  place  before  Des  Moines.  

R3   Couple,  three,  three  years.  
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M   Yeah,  a  couple  years  before  the  Des  Moines  lawsuit.  This  is  more  about  the  hypoxic  zone  and  that  
taskforce  and  the  collective  and  Iowa’s  the  first  state  to  respond  and  come  up  with  this  plan.  And  
other  states  have  been  trying  to…  Our  state,  our  plan  is  actually  one  of  the  best  in  the  Midwest.  

R6   And  it’s  the  one  that  Bill  Stowe  has  subsequent  thrown  under  the  bus,  saying  it  sucks  and  it’ll  
never  work.  

R3   Yeah,  yeah,  yeah.  It’s  not  happening  fast  enough  for  him.  

R6   So  let’s  sue  and  try  to…  

R3   Make  it…  

R6   Instead  of  trying  to  work  together,  that’s  what  he  targeted  as,  it’s  never  going  to  work,  so  I’m  
going  to  sue  you  guys.  He  thinks  he  is  going  to  solve  things  that  way.  

R4   Is  that  a  critical  part  of  the  1026  you’re  talking  about?  

R6   No.  

M   No,  it’s  not  at  all.  

R6   The  way  you  framed  that  question…  The  thing  they’re  expecting  to  meet  that  goal  is  not  to  meet  
that  goal.  I  think  we  all  realize  that  the  1026  has  nothing  to  do  with  that.  

M   Right,  it’s  not  made  to  meet  that  goal.  

R6   They’re  decoupled—they  never  were  coupled.  So  to  answer  your  question,  no,  those  conservation  
requirements  aren’t  going  to  be…  Even  if,  I  mean,  if  they  are  in  force,  it’s  not  going  to  mean…  
they’re  not  intended  to  do  that.  It’s  like  you’re  trying  to…  

M   Right.  This  was  my  whole  point  is  linking  crop  insurance  to  this  plan.  That  really,  all  they’re  
doing  is  making  people  have  a  plan  in  place.  Is  it  going  to  get  us  to  what  ultimately  should  be  
everybody’s  goal,  which  is  to  keep  the  soil  in  place  and  get  the  water  a  little  cleaner.  

R6   Well,  that’s  the  whole  topic  of  what  the  1026  is  intended  to.  If  Iowa  River  Revival  thinks  that  the  
1026  highly  erodible  land  classification  is  going  to  get  us  to  that  then  they  are  wrong.  

M   That  was  Jackie  Comito  making  a  comment,  not  the  Iowa  River  Revival.  I’m  just  trying  to  get  out  
of  you.  Sometimes  I’m  going  to  be  provocative,  sometimes  just…  

R6   …completely  different  topic.  
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M   Right,  but  you  guys  brought  that  up  and  linked  it  into  crop  insurance,  and  I  said—Is  that  really  
going  to  help  us  make  our  rivers  cleaner.  

R6   No,  and  it  wasn’t  intended  to.  

M   Right,  so  what  was  that  intent?  

R5   [inaudible]  

M   Erosion.  Most  of  what  the  NRCS  was  actually  built  around  is  to  prevent  erosion.  I  mean  that’s  
NRCS’s  primary  when  they…  Now  they’ve  moved  to  soil  health,  and  they’ve  moved  to  other  
things.  But  even  those  plans  are  even  to  build  soil  health.  

R6   Were  made  to  prevent  reoccurrence  of  the  Dust  Bowl.  

M   Right.  

R6   Which  has  been  very  effective.  

M   Yes,  yes,  but  then  we’ve  realized  that  there  are  other  problems  that  we  need  to  deal  with.  

R6   Yeah.  We  are  getting  down  to  the  details  now.  

M   Yeah,  yeah,  we  need  to  respond  to  those  things.  Because  if  the  hypoxic  zone  is…,  if  the  water  is  as  
bad  once  it  gets  down  there,  how  bad  is  it  up  here?  How  bad  is  our  rivers  and  streams?  If  it’s  so  
bad  when  it  gets  down  to  the  Gulf  of  Mexico  that  it’s  killing  off  whole  portions  of  the  Gulf,  how  
bad  is  it  up  here  in  the  state?  

R5   Well,  each  little  stream  is  less  bad  up  here,  but  when  it  all  comes  together  and…  

R1   If  you’re  talking  historically,  then  you’re  off  to  another  topic,  which  is  we’re  being  told  and  have  
it  shoveled  down  our  throats  that  we  have  to  feed  the  burgeoning  population  of  the  world,  so  you  
have  to  have  higher  and  higher  yields.  So,  therefore,  to  have  higher  yields,  you  have  to  have  more  
nutrients  in  the  ground,  which  means  you  have  to  put  more  nitrogen  and  more  phosphorus,  more  
potassium.  So  I  just  read  an  interesting  article  that  guys  came  out  and  totally  debunked  this  
population  growth  thing,  just  totally  blew  it  out  of  the  saddle,  and  it  was  common  sense—why  
didn’t  I  think  of  that?  You  know,  when  you  look  at  China  and  they’ve  had  the  one  birth  edict  for  
over  20  years,  their  population  isn’t  going  to  be  booming,  because  almost  all  of  their  young  
people  are  male;  and  regardless  of  the  homosexual  agenda,  they’re  not  going  to  be  reproducing,  
so  they’re  not  going  to  be.  So  Europe  and  America,  if  you  take  out  the  immigration,  our  
population  isn’t  growing  hardly  at  all,  of  nonimmigrant  people.  So  this  is  not  very  accurate,  
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saying  that  there’s  going  to  be  I  don'ʹt  know  how  many  billion  people  they’re  projecting  for  2050.  
So  therefore  you  have  that  issue,  because  that’s  what  we’re  being  pushed  of—you’ve  got  to  
produce  more,  you’ve  got  to  produce  more,  you’ve  got  to  produce  more  because  there’s  starving  
people  in  China,  wherever.  

R5   The  other  side  of  that  is  that  almost  every  other  country  is  attempting  to  produce  more  foodstuff  
crops.  

R1   Brazil  is  a  great  example.  

R5   But  we  do  have  a  problem.  We’re  producing  all  this,  these  foodstuffs,  and  we  have  hungry  
people.    

R3   Back  to  your  original  question  on  water  quality  in  rivers,  I  think  rivers  are  a  lot  cleaner  now  than  
when  I  was  young.  And  I  think  their  testing  methods  have  improved  so  much  that  now  they  can  
really  zero  in  on  what  the  pollutants  are  that  are  in  the  rivers  but…  

R1   I  agree  with  that.  

R3   I  mean,  there  are  lots  of  rivers  you  can  swim  in  now  that  you  didn’t  used  to  be  able  to  swim  in.  

R1   Right,  but  it  comes  back  to  what  he  was  saying  about,  you  know,  they’re  just  going  to  change  the  
standard.  Well,  it’s  good,  but  oh…it  isn’t  nearly…  It’s  not  a  zero,  so…  

R6   I  don'ʹt  see  there  to  be  a  big  water  quality  problem  in  the  rivers,  frankly.  

R1   Other  than…  

R6   I  mean,  there’s  no…  You  see  minimal  cattle  and  hogs  on  family  farms  crapping  in  the  local  creek.  
They’ve  been  confined,  which  in  my  perception  is  a  good  thing,  but  they’re  easy  targets  for  
activist  groups,  and  I  think  those  groups  get  a  lot  of  media…  Controversy  sells  papers,  and  our  
media  are  for-­‐‑profit  entities.  Our  media  is  for-­‐‑profit—they’re  not  going  to  report  the  good  things  
that  we’re  doing,  because  it  doesn’t  sell  papers.  You  need  controversy  to  sell  media,  and  
unfortunately  the  controversy  gets  the  dollars.  So  I  mean  because  of  all  that  whole  chain  of  
events,  I  mean  the  squeaky  wheel  gets  the  grease  but  quiet  middle  Americans  like  us  don'ʹt  get  
much  press…  Again,  I  don'ʹt  perceive  there  to  be  a  huge  problem  that  needs  fixing.  

R1   Because  we’re  all  interested  in  keeping  our  soil.  

R6   Yeah.  
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R1   And  having  healthy  water.  You  know,  a  lot  of  us  still  get  it  out  of  our  wells.  We  don'ʹt  want  
contaminated  water  there,  but…  

R6   I  think  we  all  still  need  water  to  live  and  the  crops  need  them  to  grow.  You  know,  we  always  
work  toward  that  direction,  but  the  activist  groups  are  really  annoying,  because  they  blow  up  
their  own  little  issues.  Because  they  don'ʹt  farm,  they  don'ʹt  understand  what  we’re  doing  here,  and  
they  live  in  the  city  all  their  life  and  don'ʹt  have  any  idea  what  it  takes  to  raise  livestock  here.  

R4   And  don'ʹt  understand  how  various  things  all  come  together.  Had  an  organic  person  down  from  
Minneapolis  last  fall,  and  he  was  amazed  at  the  farming  operation.  And  he  was  really  down  on  
Roundup.  And  I  said,  “Oh,  no.  Roundup  should  be  your  friend.  It’s  improved  our  environment  a  
lot.”  

R6   Yeah.  

R4   We’re  not  getting…  That’s  what  brought  in  no-­‐‑till  and  stuff  like  that.  Without  Roundup,  things  
don'ʹt  happen.  Without  herbicides,  things  don'ʹt  happen.  I  was  five  years  old  when  I  started  
driving  the  tractor  out  in  the  field.  That  would  have  been  1950;  and  by  the  time  I  was  in  second  or  
third  or  fourth  grade,  I  was  doing  just  a  heck  of  a  lot  of  what  Dad  was  doing.  We  plowed  
everything.  We  had  to  plow  everything,  because  we  had  to  cultivate  the  corn.  When  it  was  this  
high,  you  can’t  get  a  cornstalk  through  the  cultivator.  You  sit  there  at  a  half  mile  an  hour,  going,  
watching  the  cornstalks  go  by  –  it  hypnotizes  you,  especially  when  you’re  in  second  grade.  

R2   All  to  control  weeds.    

R6   I  wish  there  could  be  a  coordinated  effort  to  work  for  together  in  a  positive  manner,  toward  a  
common  end  goal,  as  opposed  to  all  these  annoying  efforts  that  are  against  everybody.  

M   Are  you  familiar  with  the  Iowa  Learning  Farms?  

R6   Yes.  

M   That’s…  We…  

R6   It’s  too  bad  you  can’t  get  Bill  Stowe  talked  into  that  mindset.  

M   Well,  that…  I…  

R6   And  all  the  other  activist  groups  that  are  anti-­‐‑,  you  know,  anti-­‐‑animal…  They  think  they’re  doing  
great  things  for  animal  welfare,  when  it’s  really  driving  up  all  kinds  of  costs.  Yes,  it’s  great  that  
the  chickens  can  flap  their  wings,  but  if  you  want  to  eat  food,  something’s  got  to  give.  I  mean,  
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there’s  no  middle  ground—it’s  all  extremely  left  or  extremely  right,  and  then  all  of  us  in  the  
middle.  Whatever—you  guys  go  fight.  But  it  does  affect  us.  It  promulgates  crazy  regulations.  

M   Let’s…  

R3   What  I  worry  about  GMOs,  because  I  hate  using,  having  to  use  poison  to  kill  the  bugs,  when  that  
little  thing  could  already  be  in  my  seed,  so  I  don'ʹt  have  to  handle  bags  and  bags  of  poison.  

M   We’re  not  going  to  get  on  the  GMO  bandwagon.  And  you  guys  are  doing…  You’re  as  guilty  like  
right  now  as  the  liberals.  You  just  want  them  all  in  the  same  boat,  too,  you  know.  

R4   Well,  those  are  the  people  that  are  probably  going  to  be  making  the  rules  for  us.  

M   I  don'ʹt  know  who’s  going  to  make  the  rules.  

R3   Well,  I’m  planting  non-­‐‑GMO  crops,  and  I  use  about  five  times  as  much  herbicide  on  that.  

M   Yeah,  I  don'ʹt  know  who’s  going  to  make  the  rules  on  that,  and  I  do  think  there’s  a  lot  of  
pseudoscience  that  goes  around  on  GMOs.  The  anti-­‐‑climate  change,  you  know,  just  by…  We  all  
take  positions  that  are  contrary  to  the  science,  because  emotionally  we  choose  to,  and  it’s  on  both  
sides.  

R1   Wait  a  second.  

R1   Wait  a  second,  wait  a  second,  wait  a  second.  What’s  your  definition  of  “science”?  

M   We’re  not  going  to  go  there  either  right  now.  I’m  just  going  to  finish  with  the  question.  

R1   You  know,  you  made  a  statement  here,  and  we’ve  got  to  know  what  is  your  definition  of  science.  

M   Science  can  be  repeated—you  can  do  the  test  over  and  over  again  and  get  much  the  same  results.  
You  use  real  data  as  collected,  real-­‐‑time  data,  and…  

R1   Without  changing  it,  yes.  

M   Well,  granted,  and  I  happen  to  believe  that,  just  like  you  guys  are  genuinely  trying  to  do  the  best  
job  you  can,  most  scientists  are  genuinely  trying  to  do  the  best  job  they  can.  

R1   See,  and  I  disagree  with  that.  

M   Right,  but  then  the  same  people…  

R1   They  are  paid  for  by  whoever  is  sponsoring  the  study,  and  that  gives  you  what  the  results…  
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M   I  work  with  some…  I  actually  work  with  some…  

R3   Iowa  State  runs  into  that  all  the  time.  They  get  a  grant  to  do  a  study,  and  if  they  don'ʹt  get  the  right  
result  for  that  company,  the  grant  disappears.  

R1   Yeah,  they  don’t  get  it  again.  

M   Right,  but  I  work  with  some  scientists  with  a  great  deal  of  integrity  who  do  not  do  that,  and  I  
haven’t  seen  them  lose  a  grant,  and  I  see  them  tell  the  truth  about  their  data.  So,  I  mean,  I  think  
it’s  a  shame  that  you  guys  have  as  much  skepticism…  

R3   But  it  happens  way  often.  

M   It  happens  sometimes,  and  some  of  those  scientists  are  usually  not  affil—…  You  know,  I  can’t  tell  
you  I  know  a  single  scientist  at  Iowa  State  who  has  had  that.  But  you  guys  have  just  as  many  
built-­‐‑up  misconceptions  about  that  as  people  do  about  farmers.  That’s  what  I’m  trying  to  get  to  
you.  You  guys  are  saying  the  everyday  average  person…  

R3   I  don'ʹt  believe  what  you  just  said,  that  you  don'ʹt  know  a  single  scientist  that  has  lost  a  grant  
because  he  didn’t  report  the  data  the  way  the  company  wanted.  

M     I  don'ʹt  know  a  single  scientist  who  has  lost  a  grant  in  that  situation.  

R2     The  scientists  are  ethical,  etc.,  do  they  call  out  the  ones  that  have  maybe  not  produced  or  have  
been  biased  in  their  scientific  results?  

R3   They  try  to  in  their  journals.  

M   They  do.  It’s  a  dialog  going  on  in  the  journals  that  the  average  person  isn’t  reading,  because  that  
stuff  is  so  dense  that  you  have  to  be  a  scientist  to  understand  it.  Okay,  let  me  ask  one  more  
question.  Then  we’re  going  to  wrap  this  up.  

R4   I  would  be  happy  if  all  the  people  who  are  experts  are  really  experts.  

R3   Oh,  my  goodness.  

R1   Yes,  yes.  

M   Yeah,  but  again,  you  guys.  Again,  all  these  biases  you  have  about  people,  people  have  about  
farmers.  They’re  going  to  be  saying  the  same  stuff  about  you.  If  we  want  true  dialog…  If  we  want  
true  dialog  like  you  just  called  for,  then  you’ve  got  to  let  go  of  some  of  your  biases,  too.  Because  
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who’s  going  to  want…  Why  would  I  listen  to  you  right  now  with  you  being  as  insulting  as  you  
possibly  can  about  scientists?  Why  would  I  listen  to  you?  

R1   I’m  sorry,  ma’am.  I’m  a  scientist,  I’m  a  physician.  I’ve  seen  this  in  medicine,  and  I’m  watching  the  
same  thing  happen  in  agriculture.  You’re  wrong.  You’re  wrong.  

M   About  what?  What  did  I  just  say  that  I’m  wrong  about?  

R1   That  you  have  never  seen…  

M   I  never  have  known  a  scientist…  

R1   Then  you  don'ʹt  know  many  scientists,  because  that  happens.  

M   The  ones  I  work  with.  

R1   Just  look  at  who  sponsored  the  studies  that  are  going  on,  because  the  whole  thing  has  changed.  It  
used  to  be,  back  when  we  were  in  college,  that  the  universities  got  money  from  the  state.  You  had  
funded  basic  research.  None  of  that  goes  on  now,  or  not  none  of  it—it’s  like  2%.  

M   Okay,  but  the  guys  I  work  with,  all  of  our  grants  federal  and  state.  Right  now  all  of  the  scientists  
that  I  work  with…  

R1   But  you’re  not  in  science—you’re  in  social  science.  

M   But  I  work  with  the  hard  scientists.  

R1   Okay,  but  they’re  in  a  very  small  area.  We’re  talking  about  the  research  that’s  going  on,  on  
quality—right  here,  quality  of  water—and  what  your  little  niche  is.  But  a  lot  of  that  stuff  is  being  
funded  by  petrol  chemical  companies  that  have  an  in  on  this.  I  mean,  they’ve  got  dollars  in  on  
this,  makes  a  big…  Bob  V.D.  has  a  lot  to  lose  if  all  of  a  sudden  it  comes  out  and  says—you  know,  
we’d  better  cut  back  on  our  fertilizer  usage,  you  know.  He’s…  

R7   It  isn’t  gonna  happen.  

R1   It  isn’t  gonna  happen.  

M   Yeah,  but,  okay,  so…  

R7   Look  at  Monsanto…  

R1   That’s  right.  
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R7   …for  example.  

M   Yeah,  I  get…  Okay,  I  see  what  you’re  saying,  but  that’s  also  saying  that  the  bias  is  in  favor  of  
agriculture  if  the  big  companies  are  funding  studies  to  make  sure  it  looks  good  for  water  quality  
so  that  we  don'ʹt  have  to  change  anything.  I  do  know  that  the  Iowa  State  research  that  went  into  
doing  the  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy  was  federally  and  state  funded.  Dr.  Matt  Helmers  
did  a  lot  of  this,  as  well  as  the  team  that  does  the  water  quality.  Monsanto  wasn’t  paying  for  it,  
and  neither,  any  of  those  chemical  companies  were  paying  for  it.  And  it’s  good  science.  And  
they’re  not  saying  this  is  going  to  happen  overnight.  

R1   But  what  they’re  basing  their…  Helmers,  what  he’s  basing  that  on,  he’s  going  back  and  looking  at  
studies  that  have  been  done  that  are  funded  by  other  people.  

M   Well,  he’s  also  got  a  30-­‐‑year  project,  done  a  few  things  that  have  those  automatic  water  quality  
filters  going  on.  So,  okay.  Let  me  ask.  Let’s  get  back  on  rivers.  

R5   How  can  we  get  that  [Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy]  

M   Do  we  have  any  extra  copies?  

R3   NRCS  has  it.  

M   They’ve  got…  Well,  they  might  not  have  this.  

R5   That’s  what  I  mean…  

M   They  may  not  have  this  nutrient  reduction  strategy,  but  if  you…  

R5   Where  is  a  website  that  we  could…  

R3   Because  I’ve  been  to  lots  of  meetings  where  that  is  handed  out.  

M   Liz  will  give  it  to  you  when  we’re  done.  Let’s  go  back  to  natural  river…  

R3   No,  we’re  just  getting  started.  

M   I’m  not  going  to  solve…    

M   Right,  and  I’m  not  going  to  solve  all  these,  and  we’re  not…  You  know,  I  mean,  I’m  just…  

R1   No,  no.  You’re  here  to  ask  our  opinions.  
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M   And  I’m  getting  it,  and  I’m  getting  your  opinion.  I  am.  [inaudible]  I’m  doing  my  job  as  a  social  
scientist,  which  is  to  understand  how  people  think  and  feel.  

R5   Well,  obviously,  with  the  huge  topic  of  climate  change,  some  scientists  must  be  at  fault  here,  
because  there’s  a  wide  discrepancy  as  to  whether  we  have  climate  change  or  not.  

R6   Climate  does  change  and  it  will  always  change  and  you  can’t  stop  it.  

R1   Yes,  it’s  a  matter  of  your  definition.  They  keep  changing  what  the  word…  

R3   It’s  like  eons  is  how  long  it  takes  for  it  to  happen.  

M   Well,  except  the  concern  is  not  that  it’s  changing—it’s  the  rate  of  the  change  right  now.  

R1   No.  The  concern  is  that  humans  are  causing  the  change—that’s  the  concern.  

M   No,  but  also…  Right,  but  the  rate  is  happening  really  fast,  which,  then  you’re  trying  to  figure  out  
what  is  causing  it  to  change  so  fast.  

R7   If  you  look  at  core  samples,  ice  samples,  go  back  millions  of  years,  at  least  800,000  years,  we’re  at  
a  low  level  of  carbon  dioxide  in  the  atmosphere.  

M   So  let’s  get  to  natural  river  restoration.  Anybody  really  know  what  natural  river  restoration…  It’s  
not  throwing  concrete  on  it.  And  are  you  interested  in  a  natural  river  restoration?  And  what  
would  be…  You’re  trying  to  get  there,  right?  

R2   I  don'ʹt  know  what  natural  river  restoration  is.  

R6   The  words  don'ʹt  even  go  together.  Mother  Nature  takes  care  of…  What’s  the  problem  do  they  
perceive  that  needs  to  be  fixed?  

M   I’m  just  asking  you  if  you  understand  what  it  is…  I’m  not…  I’ll  give  you  some  material  when  
we’re  done  that  you  can  see  what  they  say  natural  river  restoration…  

R6   I  don'ʹt  see  it’s  broken,  I  guess,  so  I  don'ʹt  know  how  you  restore  it.  

R4   I’m  interested  in  trying  to  take  care  of  my  land  in  even  better  ways,  but  as  far  as  restoring  the  
whole  South  Lizard,  I  don'ʹt  have  any  interest  in  that.  All  I  can  do  is  take  care  of  my  own  
problems.  

R6   What  do  they  mean?  What’s  wrong  with  the  South  Lizard?  I  mean,  who  perceives  a  problem.  
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M   Well,  it  depends  again…  

R4   The  river,  tests  some  water  probably.  

R6   Are  we  talking  about  water  quality  or  streambanks?  

M   When  we’re  talking  about,  okay,  natural  river  restoration,  we’re  not  just  talking  about  water  
quality—we’re  talking  about  habitat,  we’re  talking  about  so  that  the  water…  So  if,  like  if  you  go  
see  something  like…  Has  anybody  heard  of  the  Bear  Creek  area  where  they’re  done  a  lot  of  work  
over  the  last  30  years?  If  you  go  down  there,  you’re  going  to  see  a  creek  that  has…,  because  the  
tree  cover’s  nice,  the  creek  is  cooler,  so  it  has  better  habitat.  There  is  very  little  stream  bank  
erosion,  because  they’ve  worked  with  the  trees  and  built…,  tried  to  mimic  again  what  would  
have  been  happening  in  that  river  and  stream  had  we  not  mucked  around  with  them  a  lot.  So  
natural  river  restoration  is  trying  to  do  that.  

R6   Unstraighten  rivers  that  were  straightened?  

M   Well,  trying  to  let  it  meander  a  little  bit  and  giving  it  the  land.  

R7   What  river  are  you  talking  about?  

M   The  Bear  Creek  River.  It’s  near,  it’s  closer  to  Ames.  

R5   I  think  the  water  quality  would  have  to  come  before  the  natural  river  restoration,  because…  

M   They  do  go  hand  in  hand.  

R5   …if  we’re  putting  the  wrong  stuff  into  the  river,  the  natural  restoration  can’t  happen.  

M   Right,  so  they  go  hand  in  hand,  water  quality  and  then  trying  to  do  this.  

R6   So  you  probably  have  to…  When  you…  What  is  restoration?  I  mean,  make  the  banks  wider  so  
you’re  not  farming  up  to  like  50  feet?  Or  what’s…  I  guess  I  don’t  understand  what  restore  is…  

R4   You’re  already  back  66  feet.  

R5   It  could  be  fish…  It  could  be  animals.  

M   Like  lake  restorations,  you  do  a  lot  of  those.  You  try  to  prevent,  before  the  water  gets  to  the  lake,  
to  get  the  phosphorus  out  of  it,  to  kill  off  the  rough  fish  that  aren’t  indigenous  to  the  lake  in  the  
first  place  so  that  it  doesn’t  stir  up  the  bottom.  So  with  rivers  you’re  doing  the  same  thing—you’re  
trying  to  get  it  so  that  the  banks  are  less  cutting.  And  maybe  around  here  you  don'ʹt  have  those  cut  
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banks,  but  I  know  when  I  drive  around  the  state,  I  see  plenty  of  banks  where…  And  it’s  not  
actually  natural  for  a  river  to  be  cutting  like  that…   So  I’m  going  to  end  now,  because  I  can  
explain  to  you  a  little  bit  more  from  what  my  understanding  is…  
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Appendix IV: Transcript from Nishnabotna River Watershed Listening 
Session 
Red  Oak,  IA  –  July  22,  2015  

  

Moderator  (“M”)      Jackie  Comito     

Respondents  (“R”)  The  number  was  assigned  in  the  order  of  when  the  respondents  first  spoke.  

M   All  right,  so  we’re  going  to  start  with  a  little  bit  of  an  icebreaker,  because  I’m  always  curious,  when  
we’re  going  to  talk  about  rivers,  I  like  to  find  out  what  people’s  relationship  to  rivers  are.  For  instance,  
when  I  was  growing  up,  I  grew  up  in  Carroll,  so  I’m  from  Western  Iowa.  In  fact,  you  know,  if  we  just  
go  straight  north,  we  will  hit  Carroll,  kind  of.  And  I  grew  up  right  up  the  hill  from  the  Middle  Raccoon  
River,  and  I  spent  most  of  my  summers  hanging  out  down  there  in  that  river,  messing  around  and  
doing  different  things,  and  probably  doing  things  I  shouldn'ʹt  have  been  doing.  But  I  grew  up  on  that  
river  and  then  grew  up  fishing  with  my  brothers  on  the  river.  And  so  I  am  very  fond  of  rivers.  Now  
you  couldn'ʹt  get  me  to  like…  You  know,  I’m  a  little,  I  get  a  little  more  squeamish  with  leaches  and  
things  like  that,  so  I’m  less  likely  to  hang  out  and  fish  on  rivers;  but  I  did  when  I  was  a  youth,  so  that’s  
how…  How  about  your  guys?  We’ll  start  right  here.  Did  you  go  up  fishing  or  anything  on  rivers,  have  
a  relationship  with  them?  

R1   No.  

M   Okay,  but  you  obviously  grew  up  around  them,  because  there’s  tons  of  rivers  around  us.  

R1   I  grew  up  a  hundred  miles  north  of  here,  and  then  we  were  two  or  three  miles  from  the  river,  from  the  
S___  River,  and  it  flooded  several  times.  

M   Yeah,  rivers  flood.  

R1   Never  affected  us  directly,  our  farm  ground.  

M   How  about  you,  sir?  

R2   I  grew  up  on  the  East  Nishnabotna,  nine  miles  of  here,  or  ten.  And  we,  or  I  really  enjoyed  the  river,  
too.  I  mean,  it  was  nice  and  straight  there  as  [inaudible]  down  the  river,  slow  moving.  Summertime,  it  
was,  you  know,  two  foot  deep.  We  built  the  rafts,  the  neighbor  boy,  and  had  a  good  time  on  the  river,  
did  some  camping  down  there.  We’d  get  the  floods,  probably  got  that,  150,  200  acres  right  on  the  river.  
Haven’t  had  a  flood  for  a  long  time,  but  we’ve  seen  it  where  it’s  been  clear  over  the  fence  posts.  But,  
anyway,  we’ve,  I  had  just  good  times  on  the  river.  

M   Good.  How  about  you,  sir?  
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R3   I  guess  not  so  much  time  spent  along  the  river—some  fishing  and  stuff  in  younger  days.  The  extent  of  
it  now,  the  T____  goes  through  our  ground,  and  there’s  nothing  like  taking  a  ranger  ride  down  there  
and  let  the  dogs  go  for  a  swim.  They  enjoy  it.  

M   How  about  you?  

R4   I  grew  up  20  miles  southwest  of  here,  and,  oh,  three  to  four  miles  from  the  west  Nishna,  and  I  guess  
not  much  activities  on  the  rivers—my  uncle  drowned  in  Kansas.  My  dad’s  brother,  when  he  was  a  kid.  

M   On  the  river?  

R4   It  was  on  a  pond,  farm  pond.  

M   Yeah.  You  guys  were  a  little  leery  of  water  then.  

R4     So  a  little  leery,  and  my  mother  grew  up  born  in  P_______,  and  they  had  the  flood,  I  think,  of  ’23.  
Then  that’s  when  my  grandparents  moved  out  of  the  river  bottom  up  into  the  hills.    

M   So  in  your  case  in  your  family,  water  was  something  to  be  feared?  Is  that…  

R4   Well,  I  think  the  fear  was  instilled  but  respect  also.  

M   Yeah,  yeah.  

R5   I  guess  I’m  50  miles  southeast  of  here,  and  I  grew  up  on  a  tributary  of  the  Platte  River—it’s  called  
Muddy  Creek.  Yeah,  and  it  attracts  kids  like  a  magnet.  Spent  a  lot  of  time  fishing  and  just  messing  on  
that.  I  also  have  a  very  deep  respect  for  what  water  can  do.  You  just  have  no  idea  the  power  of  it  until  
you  get  something  four  or  five  feet,  two  or  three  hundred  feet  wide  moving  across  an  area.  

M   Right.  And  you,  sir?  

R6   The  river  separates  my  property.  I’ve  been  flooded  like  four  times  since  I’ve  been  there.  

M   And  how  long  have  you  been  there?  

R6   Since  ’87.  

M   So  you  like  the  river  or  you  don'ʹt  like  the  river.    

R6   I  love  the  river  but  not  when  it  runs  through  my  yard.  I’ve  had  tractor  tires  float  by  me.  Propane  tanks  
float  by  me  but  I’ve  survived.  I  put  a  new  house  in  there,  and  I  built  it  up  higher  than  the  water  ever  is.  
It’s  never  made  it.  

M   Okay,  that’s  good.  
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R6   I  figure  I’m  three  foot  higher  than  the  water  has  ever  been,  and  I  have  an  old  B  tractor,  and  the  water  
made  it  to  the  top  of  the  rim  in  my  shed  would,  so  it  was  pretty  deep  in  my  property.  So  I’m  hoping  
I’m  okay  now.  

M   See,  let’s  spend  a  few  minutes  just  talking  about  how  the  rivers  have  changed  around  here  since  you  
were  young.  Do  you  see  any  perceived  changes?  Like  I  could  tell  you,  the  Middle  Raccoon,  when  I  
was  growing  up,  I  could  walk  across  it  during  the  summer—it  never  got  that  deep;  there  might  have  
been  some  pockets.  But  they’ve  done  some  work  on  it,  which  is  channelized  it,  so  it’s  a  lot  deeper.  So  it  
doesn’t  look  as  natural  as  it  did  when  I  was  growing  up.  Are  there  any  of  those  kind  of  changes  that  
you’ve  seen  around  here.  

R1   The  erosion  factor—I  bought  a  farm  on  the  river  40  years  ago,  so  I’ve  been  connected  with  it  and  
flooded  many  times,  too.  Anytime  the  Nishna  gets  to  flood  stage,  it  goes  across  it.  

M   Can  you  speak  up  just  a  hair  louder?  

R1   But  the  erosion  factor  has  been  something  that’s  been  very  detrimental.  

R2   I  was  just  going  to  say  about  the  same  thing  as  far  as  erosion.  Seemed  like  to  me  up  north  here,  the  
river,  it  was  straightened,  a  lot  of  it  was  straightened  in  the  early  ‘30s,  and  we  live  on  that  area  where  
it’s  been  straightened.  So  we  don'ʹt  see  much  erosion  there,  but  when  you  start  getting  down  a  little  bit  
farther  south  where  it’s  making  curves,  like  out  north  out  here,  it’s  going  to  go  back  into  its  natural  
channels.  And  they’ve  tried  riprapping  it  out  here  west  of  town.  They  were  going  to  put  up  pilings  
and  try  to  do  different  things  in  the  river.  I  don'ʹt  know  if  they  work  or  not,  but  they’re  trying  to  protect  
the  bridges,  I  guess.  

R3   The  erosion,  you  know,  it  just…  I  think  a  couple  of  things.  We’ve  got  our  annual  hundred-­‐‑year  rain  
events,  plus  we’ve  done  too  good  a  job  of  wicking  the  water  off  the  land,  and  we’re  pushing  it  to  the  
rivers  faster  than  it  used  to  go.  And  so,  with  the  efficiency  of  moving  the  water  off  of  our  farm  ground  
up  river  from  you…  It’s  fine  that  I’m  doing  it.  I  just  don'ʹt  know  if  I  want  the  guys  north  of  me  doing  it,  
because  their  water  is  coming  down  through…  In  fact,  everybody’s  water  is  coming  down  through  
faster,  because  we’re  taking  it  off  the  land  faster  as  we  put  more  and  more  tile  in.  

M   Yeah,  I  have  a  friend  whose  father  advised  her—never  buy  land  down  watershed.  Always  buy  it  at  the  
top  of  watershed.  

R3   [laugh]  Top  of  the  hill,  yeah.  

R4   I’d  say  that’s  about  the  way  my  parents  and  ancestors.  My  farm,  they  called  a  hog  pen  farm,  and  it  
takes  the  water  off  everybody’s,  goes  every  direction.  I’ve  own  a  farm  for  about  ten  years,  back  there  
in  the  ‘80s  and  ‘90s  down  on  the  river,  you  know,  down  by  Essex.  And  I  think  in  that  ten-­‐‑year  period,  
there  was  water  out  on  the  crop  three  or  four  times.  I  can’t  remember  the  exactly  number  of  times.  
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And  one  time  it  flooded  the  corn  out  and  the  channel  just  followed  the  rows,  followed  the  horseshoes  
of  the  rows.  Another  time  it  was  the  beans,  flooded  about  Labor  Day.  The  bean  plants  were  covered  
with  mud,  and  they  stayed  green.  Had  a  good  elevator  operator—he  would  take  them  to  get  rid  of  
them,  but  it  was  a  significant  dock.  I  can’t  remember  whether  it  was  30  or  40%  of  the  price  of  the  beans  
was  the  dock,  because  of  the  green  beans,  and  drug  the  brush  off  it  a  couple  of  times  when  it  had  
flooded.  Of  course,  you’re  not  allowed  to  put  the  brush  back  in  the  river,  and  I  can  understand  that.  
Flooding  takes  bridges  out  and  stuff  like  downstream.  So  there  was  also  propane  tanks  and  fire  hose  
and  stuff.  I  piled  that  kind  of  stuff  up.  And,  of  course,  you’ve  got  to  worry  about  the  sand,  too,  when  it  
does  that.  It’s  another  issue.  

R2   And  that  don'ʹt  go  in  the  river  either.  

R4   No.  

R4   And  what  do  you  do  with  it?     You  got  to  incorporate  it  in  the  soil…  Where  it  was  good  gumbo,  you  
get  packed  soil  and  all  at  once  you  have  a  sand  sand  spot.  

R5   You  mentioned  the  Des  Moines  Water  Works,  I’d  like  to  say  I  don'ʹt…  I  really  think  they  did  us  a  favor.  
It  was  kind  of  a  slap  in  the  face,  but  I  think  we  were  in  denial  with  a  lot  of  the  practices  that  we  use,  
this  row  cropping—it’s  causing  a  majority  of  our  problems  or  a  lot  of  the  problems.  And  I  think  we  
have  to  get  over  the  public  denial,  or  eventually  that’s  what  it’s  going  to  come  to,  that  we  are  the  
problem.  And  until  then,  all  we  heard  from  the  statehouse  was  you  can’t  touch  agriculture  because  it’s  
sacred.  That’s  the  bottom  line,  but  it’s  destroying  itself—that’s  a  different  story.  

R6   Well,  I’m  kind  of  guilty  of  things,  because  I  work  for  a  tiling  group  and  was  out  in  Auburn,  Nebraska  
last  year  and  this  guy  has  irrigation,  2600-­‐‑foot  pivots  that  takes  them  24  hours  to  swing  around.  We  
grid  system  in  the  fields,  368,000  feet  of  tile.  

M   And  he’s  irrigating,  and  he  needs  tile.  

R6   He’s  irrigating,  and  the  tile  we  put  in—we  had  to  put  15-­‐‑inch  mains  in  with  gates  to  shut  when  it  gets  
dry…  he  can  shut  the  gates.  And  300…,  and  this  is  on  an  80-­‐‑acre  farm.  The  gridline  for  3600  feet  apiece  
that  long  30  foot  between.  We  couldn'ʹt  even  run  our  backhoe.  We  had  to  get  a  skid  loader  to  backhoe.  
But  just  the  money  he  puts  in  that  field.  It’s  wild!  So  when  I  first  started  working  tile,  I’m  like,  that’s  
why  the  river  goes  up  by  me  so  me  so  quick  because  they  tile  and  the  water  is  coming  to  me  faster.  

R2   Exactly  

R6   We’re  tiling  now  in  places  they  couldn'ʹt  plant.  We  put  tile  today  on  [inaudible],  put  some  seed  lines  
down  the  culvert.  Before  we  got  the  tile  laid  in  the  ground,  we  had  to  dig  it  with  backhoe.  It’s  along  a  
terrace,  but  there  was  that  much  water  coming  down  out  of  the  hill.  
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R4   Is  that  on  the  east  side  of  48  there?  

R6   Right  now  they’re  running  48  culvert.  That’s  where  we’re  at,  just  running  a  couple  seed  line  down.  It’s  
not  planted.  

R4   Yeah,  I  saw  you  working  there.  

M   So  what  would  we  like  those  rivers  to  look  like?  I  mean,  when  we  get  close  to  the  river,  what  is  it  
looking  like?  Do  we  have  grasses  going  around  the  bank,  or  the  bank’s  cut  out?  Is  there…  

R6   Mine’s  got  timber  all  the  way  across  the  back  of  my  land—it’s  all  gone.  

M   Would  you  like  it  to  look  different?  

R6   Yeah.  I’ve  got  16  acres  on  the  other  side.  I  thought,  well,  maybe  I  could  go  in  there  and  sell  them  that  
16  acres.  They  could  just  straighten  that  river  up  right  there,  because  Roger  C,  boy  it  is  just  eating  his  
field.  

R2   Yeah,  they  won’t  straighten  it.  Now  I  live  on  that  Walnut  Creek  stream  just  north  of  here  and  I’m  
about  a  quarter  mile  out  from  it,  the  second  bottom.  So  we  haven’t…  Our  house  and  buildings  and  
everything  flooded.  But  I  think  the  best  thing  they  have  ever  done  to  creeks  like  that  is  the  Hungry  
Canyon  Project,  federal.  But  I’m  going  to  tell  you  that  now  we  have  mile  ponds  in  between  each  road,  
you  know,  and  the  sides  of  the  creek  is  all  grassed  with,  you  know,  just  naturally  grassed  with  brome.  
I  usually  don’t  allow  trees  on  my  ground,  anyway,  and  so  we  cut  them  off.  But,  well,  they’ve  all  fallen  
off,  I  guess,  in  years  past  when  we  had  erosion.  But  now  we  have  a  few  bushes  out  there,  plum  
bushes,  and  we’ll  usually  cut  them  out  of  there.  I  just  don’t  like  the  looks.  But  as  far  as…  We  can  go  up  
there  and  throw  grass  into  the  river  or  into  the  creek,  and  it  don’t  move.  You  know  what  I  mean?  It’s  
just,  it  just  stopped  there.  And,  granted,  you  get  down  below  the  bridge,  it’s  really  rushing  down  
through  there,  but,  and  then  it  settles  down  again.  But  I  think  that  is  a  good,  good  thing  for  these  
smaller  creeks.  And  you  can’t  do  that  in  the  river,  but  they,  of  course,  you  know…  I  think  that  is  just  a  
good  project,  and  they’re  talking  about  that  for  a  lot  of  the  federal  things,  programs  aren’t  that  great,  
but  I  think  that  was  a  good  program.  

M   What  about  the  rest  of  you?  Have  you  tried  to  do  any  streambank  reinforcement  or…?  

R1   I  started  out  with  erosion  with  that,  but  actually…  And  I  get  flooded  every  time  we  have  a  rain.  And  
actually,  I  don'ʹt  mind  it,  because  every  time  I  get  flooded,  I  get  about  four  to  six  inches  of  Carroll’s  
topsoil.  Now  the  weeds  I  can  handle.  I  can’t  rebuild  my  soil  that  fast,  but  I  do.  

M   We  were  at  an  event  where  we  met  a  Louisiana  farmer,  and  he  found  out  we  were  from  Iowa,  and  he  
thanked  us  for  our  topsoil,  because  he’s  at  a  place  down  there.  He’s  in  Northern  Louisiana  where  it  
just  actually  drops  it  off  at  his  farm.  So  he’s  very  grateful  for  our  topsoil.  
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R1   I  always  wanted  to  build  some  type…,  like  a  big  Ferris  wheel,  a  big  tile  machine,  to  go  through  the  
river  to  take  the  soil  out  and  then  gets  up  and  then  it  just  dumps  it  out,  you  know,  like  your  tile  
machine  does.  Wouldn'ʹt  that  be  fantastic?  

R2   Dredge  or  something  

R3   Culvert  bridge,  when  they  took  the  culvert  bridge  out  and  they  put  it  along  my  banks,  12-­‐‑foot  sections  
of  lighten,  and  next  year  it  flooded—they’re  gone.  

M   So  what  about  the  farmland  getting  to  the  river.  You  got  any  gullies  or  you  having  any  problem  with  
erosion  just  on  the  path…  You  know,  watersheds  form  their  paths—right?  So  water  will  get  to  that  
river.  So  do  you  have  gullies  forming  when  you  had  a  four-­‐‑inch  rain.  What  happened?  

R1   The  beavers.  Hard  to  stop  them.  The  beavers.  

R3   I  know  on  our  ground  there’s  one  particular  gully  that  a  fellow  that’s  familiar  with  the  area,  he…  I  am  
not  familiar,  that  familiar  with  that  particular  gully.  He  tells  me  30  years  ago  you  could  walk  through  
it,  no  problem.  Today  it’s  12,  15  foot  straight  down—it’s  changed  that  much  in  30  years.  It’s  taking  
water  from  neighbors’  ground  and  going  through,  down  to  the  T_____  across  mine.  And  it’s  like,  
wow—I  didn’t  have  any  idea  that  it  had  changed  that  much.  And  I  guess  I  spend  some  time  thinking  
about—what  can  I  do  to  stop  this?  And  I  see  other  places  on  our  farm  where  there’s  water  running  
across,  and  it’s  starting  to  try  to  do  the  same  thing.  And  it’s  like,  what  can  we  do  to  keep  this  from  
looking  like  that.  We  probably  can’t…  It’s  probably  too  late  for  that  one,  but  what  can  we  do  so  that  
that  doesn’t  happen  in  other  spots.  

M   When  we  have  a  question  like  that,  where  do  you  go  to  try  to  get  the  answer?  

R6   Should  you  terrace  it?  Is  it  flat—can  you  terrace  it  or  anything  or…?  

R3   I  suppose  you  probably  could,  you  know,  and  we  haven’t  gotten  to  that  yet.  But  as  far  as  where  to  go,  
I  don'ʹt  have  a  good  answer  for  that.  

M   Do  you  think  about  like  Soil  and  Water  Conservation  District  office  or  your  NRCS  or…?  

R3   I  do  talk  to  them.  Almost  want  you  to  turn  the  recorder  off.    

M   Okay.  We  can  talk  about  it  afterwards.  

R3   No,  no.  I’ll  say  it.  I  don'ʹt  care.  They’re  good  people—don'ʹt  get  me  wrong.  

R1   They  are.  
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R3   They  have  constraints  coming  from  above,  and  honestly  on  my  farm  the  least  amount  that  I  can  have  
to  do  with  the  government,  the  happier  I  am.  I’m  perfectly  willing  to  talk  to  them,  but  as  far  as  
government  intervention,  the  less  of  that  that  I  see,  the  happier  I  am;  because  trying  to  look  at  it  from  
their  standpoint,  they  have  to…  When  they  make  rules  and  regulations,  they’ve  got  to  kind  of  fit  all  
situations;  and  unfortunately,  in  a  lot  of  cases  it  ends  up  fitting  none  of  the  situations.  And  so  a  lot  of  
times  the  less  you  ask,  the  less  you  stir  things  up,  the  less  you  get  to  deal  with  things  that  you  don'ʹt  
want  to.  

M   What  about—have  you  gone  to  Extension?  

R3   No,  I  can’t  say  that  I  have.  

M   Okay.  That  might  be  a  place.  

R3   Might  be.  

M   They’re  not  government,  you  know.  They’re  going  to  give  you  information,  and  then  they’re  going  to  
let  you  think  about  it,  so  Extension  might  be  a  choice.     How  about  you,  your  four  inch  rain?  
Anything  happen  on  your  farm  in  terms  of  erosion?  

R4   There’s  spots  in  there  that  I  could  have  planted  if  it’d  been  dry  enough  before  the  rain  couldn'ʹt  plant  
afterwards,  and  I  could  possibly  plant  now,  but  it’s  too  late.  

M   You  getting  any  erosion  out  of  that,  or  were  you  no-­‐‑till,  or  were  you  cover  crops?  

R4   I  worked  the  no-­‐‑till,  crop  residue,  terrace  and  tile.  I  had  one  stop  that  is  probably  bigger  than  a  couple  
times  the  size  of  this  room,  and  we  were  planted  with  no  trouble.  And  now  it’s…  It  got  too  wet,  killed  
the  crop.  And  it’s  side  hill  seep,  I  guess  you  would  say.  When  we  bought  that  farm,  the  gully  was  deep  
enough  that  you  could  barely  get  across  it  with  a  tractor  and  cultivator.  We  got  it  smoothed  out.  There  
was  plenty  of  dirt  there  for  quite  a  ways  for  quite  a  few  years,  manure,  feeding  cattle  bales  of  hay  in  
that  area  over  the  years,  and  the  cropping  and  it  has  gotten  back  to  where  it  is  productive  soil  there  by  
building  the  soil  backed  up.  But  it’s…  

M   It’s  still  vulnerable.  

R4   It’s  still  vulnerable,  yeah.  It’s  side  hill  seep  now,  but  it’s  got  tile  through  it,  but  it  just…  The  tile  just  
doesn’t  keep  up.  It  is  good  in  a  normal  year.  

R6   Right.  We  go  into  a  lot  of  fields  where  the  tile  is  so  undersized  so  we  have  to  run  new  mains  for  them.  
You  know,  we  got  to  help  solve  the  problem,  you  know.  We  had  to  spend  the  money.  You  know,  a  lot  
of  times,  you  know,  I  feel  for  these  farmers.  I  mean,  they  put  this  money  in  their  land,  and  the  crops’  
prices  drop,  you  know.  It’s  just  crazy.  
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M   Have  you  guys…  Down  here  I  know  Southern  Iowa  has  had  a  huge  loss  of  pastureland,  because  again  
the  price  of  beef  dropped,  though  now  it’s  back  up,  but  it  dropped,  and  so  people  were  getting  out.  
Have  you  seen  that  in  this  area,  and  has  it  impacted  erosion  issues?  

R5   Yeah,  it’s  made  it  worse…  There  used  to  be  a  lot  more  grass,  at  least  didn’t  have  a…  and  now  where  
we’ve  got  a  half  a  mile…  maybe  only  had  a  few  hundred  feet  of  bare  ground  in  some  instances.  I  will  
say  the  rotation  of  grazing  has  done  a  lot  for  erosion  in  my  pastures,  that  I  kind  of…  that  Mark  was  
talking  about.  You  get  those  cattle  away  from  that  stream—yeah,  they  tramp  it  up  the  day  or  two  or  
three  they’re  there.  You  get  them  out  of  there  for  60  days,  those  grasses  start  coming  back  up.  It’s  done  
a  lot  for  that.  About  the  kind  erosion  part—we  talked  about  it.  I  remember  as  a  kid  a  man  bought  160  
that  my  dad  had  said  was  corned  to  death.  It  was  a  gully  something  similar  to  what  you’re  describing.  
He  put  two  small  ponds  in  it—that  would  have  been  in  the  early  ‘50s.  They  were  there  until  about  
2000.  Well,  the  guy  shoved  them  in,  and  he’s  a  grass  guy,  so  he’s  got  it  seeded  now,  kind  of  filled  in  
and  seeded—but  it  took  him  about  50  years.  So  now  he  has  a  nice  waterway.  It’s  not…  Topsoil,  a  lot  of  
it’s  still  gone,  but  at  least  it’s  growing  grass  and  staying  seeded.  

M   And  probably  building  topsoil  if  he’s  got  grass  there.  

R5   Yes.  

M   So  what  kind  of  technical  information…  Now,  he  doesn’t  want  to  go  to  the  government,  but  you  can  
get  technical  information  that  isn’t  asking  for  their  help—right?  What  kind  of  technical  information  do  
you  think  would  be  helpful?  Like  do  you  guys  know  things  about,  like  saturated  buffers,  the  prairie  
strips  project  where  we’re  putting  those  in  to  help  with  some  of  the  erosion  issues?  Have  you  heard  of  
any  of  those  things?  Raise  your  hand  if  you’ve  heard  of  prairie  strips.  Okay,  we’ve  got  three  people,  
four  people,  five.  Five  of  you  have  heard  of  the  prairie  strips—like  Seth  has  prairie  strips  on  his,  quite  
successful;  he  was  one  of  the  first  to  have  them  outside  of  Neal  Smith  place.  What  about  saturated  
buffers?  Have  you  heard  about  that?  

R5   Uh-­‐‑huh.  

M   Okay,  so  saturated  buffers  is  another  technical  thing.  Maybe  you  don'ʹt…  Again,  it’s  pretty  new,  and  
it’s  just  starting  move  out,  but  that  works  with  tile  to  help.  This  is…  Now  we’re  getting  into  water  
quality,  less  the  erosion  getting  the  sediment  out  and  more  the  nutrient  flow.  Do  you  feel  like  you  
have  all  the  technical  resources  available  that  you  need  down  here?  Do  you  feel  like  you  have  a  good  
link  to  the  most  recent  research,  the  most  recent  technological  advances?  

R6   I  think  these  farmers  I’ve  been  around,  they  are  smart.  

R1   If  you  take  part…  I’m  sorry—go  ahead.  

R6   It’s  just  unreal  how  smart  they  are.  I  mean,  they  grew  up  on  the  place.  They  know  how  it’s  been.  
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M   Good.  

R1   And  as  far  as  formal  education  goes,  I  think  you’ve  got  a  higher  quality  of  higher  education  in  
agriculture  today  than  you  do  any  other  segment  of  the  economy.  Every  one  of  us  here  has  been  
through  probably  a  four-­‐‑year  degree  in  college,  all  the  way  from  the  technical,  the  productive  to  the  
liberal  arts,  to  the  psychology.  

M   Yeah,  but  that  doesn’t  mean  that  the  cutting-­‐‑edge  things  that  are  occurring  that  you…  Like  even  I—
I’ve  got  my  PhD,  but  I’m  still  reading  and  still  getting  information  and  still  trying  to  learn  things.  

R1   Well,  I  think  we  are  too,  but…  

M   I  know  one  of  the  researchers  I  work  with  will  say,  like  about  cover  crops,  he  says,  “Farmers  know  
how  to  grow  crops.  That’s  not  the  problem.”  You  know,  in  trying  to  make  sure  that  we  can  get  cover  
crops.  It’s  more  about  the  price  and  about  those  other  things,  but  it’s  not  necessarily  that  you  guys  
don'ʹt  know  how  to  grow  a  cover  crop.  

R4   Well,  on  top  of  what  Darrell  is  saying  there,  you  know,  the  education  level,  the  intelligence  level,  
people  that  are  on  the  farm,  and  honest  openness,  too.  …we  were  looking  at  this  here,  is  what  we  
haven’t  done,  but  we  don'ʹt  have  the  things  that  aren’t  done  yet.  But  if  you  take  a  look  back  a  hundred  
years,  the  soil  erosion  of  the  ‘30s,  the  terracing.  You  talk  about  the  no-­‐‑tilling,  the  conservation,  you  
know,  field  borders,  you  know,  eight-­‐‑foot  field  border  will  stop  a  lot  of  soil  when  it  comes  down  the  
hillside—and  the  terraces.  I’m  67  years  old  and  remember,  you  know,  plowing  something  downhill,  
and  it  was  plowed  and  disked.  It  was  disked  again,  and  then  it  was  planted,  then  it  was  cultivated  
again.  And  when  you  got  a  two-­‐‑  or  three-­‐‑inch  rain,  there  was  sheet  erosion,  there  was  gullies—just  
like  that  gully  I  was  telling  you  about  earlier,  you  know.  

M   Yeah,  yeah.  Things  have…  I  don'ʹt  think  anybody  would  argue  that  agriculture  hasn’t  improved.  But  
here’s  some  of  the  changes  we  have  seen  since  you  were  young:  A  lot  of  these  pastures  have  been  
taken  out  and  put  into  row  crop  farming.  Intensification  of  agriculture  farming,  as  many  nooks  and  
crannies  as  we  can  get.  Those  are  some  of  the  things  that  have  actually  impacted.  

R3   We’ve  got  to  be  honest  with  ourselves,  and  we  have  to  realize  that  we  are  not  enemies  with  the  Des  
Moines  Water  Works  or  the  Gulf  of  Louisiana.  We  have  to  care  about  the  water—maybe  not  for  any  of  
us  in  this  room,  but  we’ve  got  to  think  generations  ahead  to  our  kids  and  grandkids,  because  we  can’t  
continue  to  foul  our  nest  the  way  we  have  in  the  past  and  expect  that  things  are  going  to  work  out.  We  
can’t…  If  it  needs  to  be  10  parts  per  million  or  less  in  the  water,  it’s  going  to  have  to  be  10  parts  or  less  
per  million  in  the  water.  We  just,  we  can’t  continue  to  go  that  way.  And,  you  know,  I  think  the  Des  
Moines  Water  Works  suit  is…  I  don'ʹt  like  lawsuits.  I  don'ʹt  know  that  that’s  the  right  way  to  go,  but  I  
do  really  understand  Bill  Stowe’s  frustration  with  the  whole  idea  that  things  aren’t  happening  fast  
enough  for  them  in  Des  Moines.  I  don'ʹt  know  if  anybody  read  it—the  EPA,  there’s  a  judge  that  is  
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going  to  be  reading  and  going  through  evidence  again  on  the  nutrient  level  in  the  Gulf  of  Louisiana  
and  the  Gulf  of  Mexico.  Do  we  need  to…  Are  they  going  to  look  at  more  regulation  on  nutrients.  It  
sounds  like  they  are.  Is  it  going  to  happen?  I  don'ʹt  know,  but  we  have  to  realize…  And  it’s  not  just  
farmers—it’s  coming  from  other  sources,  too—but  we…  You  hear  of  cases.  I  know  of  a  guy  that  he’s  a  
super  corn  raiser,  he’s  putting  half  of  his  nitrogen  fertilizer  in  prior  to  the  crop.  But  he’s  putting  150  
pounds  of  nitrogen  on  top  of  the  ground  after  the  corn  is  planted.  And  then  we  get  two-­‐‑inch  rains,  
three-­‐‑inch  rains,  four-­‐‑inch  rains.  We  can’t  do  that.  We  can’t  do  that.  

R4   Is  that  nitrogen  and  stabilizer  stuff  or  not?  

R3   I  don'ʹt  care  if  he  is  or  not.  

R4   Yeah,  that  150  pounds  is  a  lot.  

R3   But  that’s  a  lot.  That’s  a  lot.  I  can’t  believe  that.  

R4   How  much  is  he  putting  down  ahead  of  time?  

R3   150.  [Another  R5:  so  he’s  got  300  pounds  down]  We  can’t  do  that.  I’m  concerned.  

R5   If  we’re  short  on  anything,  it’s  experience.  I  think  we’ve  got  some  technologically,  scientifically,  so  
much  information  that  we  forgot  what  went  on  and  how  Mother  Nature  works.  

R3   Uh-­‐‑huh.  

R5   Go  back  and  look  at  some  of  the  aerial  photos  that’s  available  on  the  Web.  

R6   Yeah,  look  at  what  seed  corn  cost  you  when  you  were  first…  Now  what?  Three,  four  hundred  dollars.  

M   But  I  think  your  point  is  that  we’ve  lost  some  of  the  knowledge  about  the  natural  system.  

R5   Right.  

M   Because  agriculture  is  actually  not  the  natural  system.  

R5   Right.  

M   We  have  to  work  with  agriculture  within  the  natural  system.  

R3   We  might  have  to  be  more  practical.  [laugh]  

M   Just  pay  attention  a  little  bit  more  about,  like  how  the  river  wants  to  flow  and  then  maybe  work  with  it  
a  little  bit  more.  
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R4   The  river  was  straightened  back  in  19  aught.    

M   Yeah.  

R4   And  you  get  up  in  an  airplane,  you  can  kind  of  see  it,  but  25,  30  years  ago,  taking  a  passenger  up  in  an  
airplane,  and  you  just  ride  above  the  East  Nishna  River  here,  and  you  can  see  on  either  one  side  or  the  
other  side  where  it  was  straight,  and  you  can  see  a  lot  of  the  old  oxbows  and  bayous  out  in  the  fields.  
You  know,    depending  on  the  time  of  the  year  whenever…  And  still  trying  to  cut  back  down  in  the  
culver  on  the  west  side  of  the  east  of….    

R3   On  the  north  side  of  the  bridge  there.  

R4   North  side  of  the  bridge,  yeah.  

R3   Yeah,  the  west  side.  

R4   The  west  side  of  the  bridge.  On  Culver  Rd  …years  ago  that  you  could  look  straight  south  there  and  
wow  that  river  was  cutting  back.    

R3   They’re  getting  ready  to  do  a  bank  stabilization  project  there,  too.  

R4   On  the  north  side  or  the  south  side?  

R1   North  side.  

R4   there  is  a  rock  pile  there  to  use.  

R5   That’s….    

M   Well,  it  depends  on  who’s  doing  the  bank  stabilization,  how  it’ll  be  done.  

R3   The  county’s  doing  it.  

M   Okay.  If…  It  depends  on  who  they  were  partnering  with,  because  I  know  we’re  trying  to  get  toward  
what’s  called  “natural  river  restoration,”  natural  stabilization.  Have  you  guys  heard  any  of  that,  read  
any  of  the  things?  I’m  actually  going  to  give  you  some  Iowa  River  Revival  material  when  material  
when  we’re  done,  but  a  natural  way  of  restoring  the  rivers.  One,  if  it’s  on  your  property,  it’ll  look  
prettier  by  the  time  it’s  done.  It’ll  have  probably  more  fish  and  more  wildlife  around  it.  What  do  you  
think  about  that  natural  way  of  doing  it?  Doing  riprap  is  not  necessarily  the  ideal  or  the  longest  lasting  
but  a  more  natural  restoration.    

R5   Willows.  
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M   Willows  are  actually  one  thing  that  I  know  an  Extension  professor  has  had  great  success  with.  
Anything  else?  Have  you  guys…  So  this  would  be  information  that  you  might  want  to  learn  more  
about?  

R5   Yeah,  I  can  remember  planting  willow,  or  cutting  willow  twigs  in  the  spring  for  my  dad.  Someplace  he  
didn’t  want  the  water,  you  know,  when  we  were  wading  around  sticking  them  in,  so…  

M   And  also  try  to  get  the  gradiation  of  the  river  and  stream  bank.  Those,  down  here  some  of  these  rivers  
that  are  cutting…  Gosh,  you  can  almost  see  20  feet.  I  don'ʹt  know  if  that  will  ever  be  able  to  be  restored,  
because  that’s  an  awful…  That’s  like  a  little  mini  Grand  Canyon  going  there.  But  some  of  these  other  
ones,  these  creeks,  getting  it  so  that  the  gradiation  into  the  river…,  which  also  helps  mitigate  some  of  
the  flooding,  too.  

R1   So  you  got  your  PhD,  so  you  are…  

M   In  anthropology,  though.  I’m  a  human  person.  I’m  a  people  person.  Ann’s  a  little  bit  more  of  science  
person.  She  got  her  degree  in  environmental  science.  

R1   Well,  whatever  you  do,  the  first  thing  you’ve  got  to  do  is  learn  the…,  well,  I’d  say  the  topography,  the  
makeup  of  your  soil  and  your  river  to  begin  with—see,  because  I’ll  bet  you  what  they  did  in  Charles  
City  will  not  work  a  quarter  of  a  mile  if  you  did  that  right  out  the  door  here.  

M   No,  probably  not.  

R1   It  will  not  work.  

M   It’s  a  bigger  river,  too.  

R1   No,  that’s  not  the  reason  why—it’s  your  soil  strata,  because  15  feet  down  on  this  watershed,  Nishna  
watershed,  there’s  a  layer  of  sand  and  gravel.  What  does  water  do  to  sand  and  gravel?  It  eats  it  out.  
And  if  you  don'ʹt  believe  me,  where  are  the  gravel  pits—Shenandoah,  Red  Oak,  Atlantic?  All  up  and  
down  this  river  is  gravel  pits  and  sand  pits,  so  when  the  water  gets  down  to  that  level,  what  does  it  
do?  It  erodes  out  underneath  the  bank.  What  does  the  bank  do?  It  drops  off.  

M   Right,  but  I  think  when  they  talk  about  natural  river  restoration,  they  mean  going  into  the  area  and  
understanding  that  river,  not  the  river  in  Northeast  Iowa.  They’ve  got  some  trout  streams  up  there  
that  behave  a  lot  different  than  your  streams,  yeah.  

R1   Exactly,  and  you  get  20  miles  east  of  here  over  on  the  Nodaway  River,  it’s  a  whole  different  deal.  You  
can  put  your  willow  trees  in,  and  they’ll  stay.  You  can  put  your  woods  in  and  they’ll  stay.  You  can’t  
do  it  on  this  river  out  here.  Now,  I  may  be…  it  might  sound  sarcastic,  but  I’ve  been  here  over  40  years  



Farmer Understanding of Natural River Restoration in Des Moines and Nishnabotna River Watersheds 

•  •  •  

  �  52  

and  owned  land  along  the  river  for  40  years,  and  I’ve  seen  a  lot  of  things  tried  and  a  lot  of  money  
spent  on  these  rivers.  

M   Uh-­‐‑huh,  and  I  would  say  that’s  true.  I  think  my  observation,  obviously,  I  haven’t  owned  land,  but  just  
watching  where  the  discussion  is  going,  is  we  are  trying  to  go  back  and  mimicking  the  earth  and  what  
the  earth  would  have  done  naturally,  as  best  we  can,  while  also  having  a  successful  agricultural  
system.  And  I  think  that  is  kind  of…  In  other  words,  what  I’m  saying  is  we  have  a  technological  
solution  to  it.  We’re  saying…  Like  saturated  buffers—in  a  nutshell  what  that  is  doing,  it’s  taking  the  
tile;  but  instead  of  letting  the  tile  go  straight  to  the  river  underneath  your  buffer,  it’s  going  to  take  it  
and  let  the  buffer  get  saturated  with  the  water,  so  the  water  can  take  the  nutrients  out,  or  the  buffer  
can  take  the  nutrients  out  before  it  gets  to  your  river.  And  I’ve  seen  an  area  that  Tom  Eisenhart…  
They’ve  had  these  saturated  buffers  in  there  now  for  a  while,  working  very  successfully.  Maybe  that  
wouldn'ʹt  work  down  here,  but  that’s  going  to  work  in  the  Des  Moines  Lobe  in  places.  

R1   Well,  and  you  could  do  that  in  North  Central  Iowa,  too…  

M   Yes.  

R1   …where  they  have  the  restoration  in  the  oxbows  and  straightened  the  water  out,  and  I  think  that  
works  great  up  there.  

M   Yeah,  so  I  think  what  they  do  when  they’re  working  down  here  is,  they’re  saying  what’s  going  to  
work  in  this  particular…  Because  you  guys  do  have  a  unique  topography.  You’re  a  lot  hillier  than  we  
are  in  some  of  the  other  parts  of  the  state.  The  Des  Moines  Lobe  is  flat,  so  they  haven’t  had  to  worry  as  
much  about  erosion.  

R1   But  I  like  those  Carroll  hills—I  really  do.  

M   Carroll  isn’t  as  flat.  Carroll  actually  does  have  some  hills  up  there  but  not  like  down  here.  

R3   Longer  ones.  

R1   Well,  I  hope  they  don’t  build  ones.  I  hope  they  don'ʹt  build  terraces  on  them.  

M   Now  you  think  you  can  pick  on  Carroll  farmers.  I’m  a  city  girl  from  Carroll,  so…  But,  yes,  I  grew  up  
around…  Yeah,  yeah  Carroll  has  its  challenges.  

R4   My  wife  tells  me  every  time  I  go  up  in  that  part  of  the  state  I  say  that  that  hill  really  needs  to  terrace  –  
down  in  our  area  there  would  be  multiple  terraces  and  she  says  that  I  should  should  really  work  for  
the  NRCS…  I  mean,  it’s  just  natural  in  my  mind  to,  you  know,  stop  these  gullies.  Who  was  it,  Thomas  
Jefferson?  early  people.  

M   The  quote  about  soil?  
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R4   Yeah,  he  made  a  statement,  who  stops  the  most  gullies.  I  can’t  remember  who…  

M   Yeah,  basically,  he  said,  you  understand  a  country  by  the  way  they  treat  their  soil,  and  so…  

R4   Who  was  that?  

M   That  was  Jefferson.  

R4   Thomas  Jefferson,  okay.  

M   Yeah,  I  mean,  yeah,  yeah,  we  can  all  look  at  other  parts  of  the  area  where  things  can  be  a  little  bit  
better.  So  there’s  been  pro—.  So  here’s  my  challenge  as  somebody  who  does  outreach  in  education  
with  landowners  and  farmers:  Yes,  we  have  made  great  progress,  but  it’s  almost  the  progress  we  have  
yet  to  make  that  is  the  most  important.  So  how  do  we  sell  that  message  to  farmers  and  landowners?  
So,  because  no  one  wants  to  feel  criticized,  and  yet  we’ve  still  got  to  go  that  last  ten  inches,  so  to  speak.    

R1   I  think  you  show  us  something  that  works,  and  our  factory  will  adopt  it.  

R4   Yeah,  and  like  you  were  saying—the  farmers  are  pretty  intelligent  people.  

R1   And  we  will  adopt  it,  because  it’s  our  business.  You  know,  people  say  we’re…  I’m  not  saying…  The  
generalization  is,  you  know,  that  urban  people  that  haven’t  gone  out  here  say,  “Well,  you’ve  got  soil  
erosion  the  worst  way.”  Well,  the  place  you  work,  do  you  take  home  a  piece  of  your  factory  brick  
every  night?  You  don'ʹt  destroy  the  factory  where  you  work—you  build  it  up.  You  do  what  you  do  to  
keep  it  running  more  efficient.  

R4   Like  I  said  earlier,  yeah,  look  at  where  we  come  in  the  last  75,  80  years  with  soil  conservation  and  what  
do  we  get?  It’s  what  we  haven’t  done  yet,  and  we  don'ʹt  know  what  to  do  yet.  You’re  listening,  but  we  
want  to  listen,  too.  How  can  we  solve  that  problem  in  the  East  Nishna?  

R1   I’m  on  here.  I’m  just  culvert…..    

R5   Oh,  everything  you  can  do  upland  from  the  river  helps  make  the  problem  less  down  here.  And  I’m  
thinking,  get  the  water  soaking  in,  slow  it  down  where  it  falls,  not…  Because  erosion  is  not  controlled  
200  feet  down  the  hill  with  a  terrace,  it’s  controlled  in  that  square  inch  and  square  foot.  

R1   And  we  have  to  get…  

R5   [inaudible].  

R1   I  interrupted  you,  but  the  point  is—we  have  to  get  urban  people  to  realize  that,  too,  and  our  urban  
governments.  The  point  is,  right  where  we’re  sitting  in  the  city  of  Red  Oak,  the  Conservation  Board  
has  tried  for  years  and  years  and  years  to  have  cost  share  on  terraces  on  the  streams  that  run  through  
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Red  Oak,  and  they  won’t  do  it.  Bob  S.  has  done  that  for  years.  He  preached  it  for  years  to  the  city  
council,  and  that’s  why  the  lower  part  of  Red  Oak  floods  is  because  there’s  no  terraces  on  the  upper  
end  of  the  tributaries.  

M   The  city  is  built  in  flood  plains…  

R1   Right.  

M   …which  is  not  always  the  wisest  thing  to  do  too.  

R2   Who  owns  the  land?  

R1   Well,  I  don'ʹt  know.  

R2   Is  it  the  city  land?    

R1   No,  but  he  was  trying  to  get  them  to,  you  know,  help  with  the  cost  share  of  the  structures.  

R2   Right.  

R6   Right,  and  determine  the  Charlie’s  place,  up  through  there,  and  there  were  getting  some  talk  about  
building  ponds  to  slow  that  water  down.  

R1   Right.  

R6   That  was  like  in  the  mid-­‐‑eighties  when  I  worked  for  the  city.  They  were  talking  about  it  then,  but  I  
never,  haven’t  heard  anything  more  about  it.  You  know,  that’d  be  wonderful  to  slow  that  little  creek  
down,  I  mean,  in  town.  

R1   And  there  is  a  great  theories  .  We’ve  got  great  theories—we  all  do—but  it  comes  back  down  to  the  
dollars  and  cents.  

M   So  let  me  ask  you  a  question.  What  do  you  guys  feel  about—a  couple  years  ago  they  passed  the  sales  
tax  that,  what,  I  can’t  remember  exactly  what  percentage  would  go  to  conservation  practices  if  the  
sales  tax  went  up.  So  the  sales  tax  would  be  the  luxury  one,  you  know,  the  one  on  hotels  and  
recreational  things.  And  at  this  point,  the  governor  will  not  allow  any  increase  to  that,  so  there’s  no  
money  going  in  that.  That  seems  like  that’s  a  really  great  fund,  and  that  would  be  state  controlled,  
which  you  get  one  step  from  feds  when  it’s  state.  They’re  a  little  bit,  they’re  a  little  bit  easier  going.  But  
that  seemed  to  be  something  that  urban…  Because  let’s  face  it—there’s  going  to  be  more  urban  people  
spending,  paying  that  three  quarter  of  a  penny  to  help.  And  millions,  it’s  going  to  generate  millions  of  
dollars.  

M2   You’re  talking  about  the  Land  and  Legacy?  
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M   Yes,  the  Land  and  Legacy.  Are  you  familiar  with  that?  

R4   Hear  about  it.  

M   I  mean,  not  all  taxes  are…  

M2   [inaudible]  was  it  2010?  

M   Yeah,  2010  is  when  it’s  passed,  and  here  we  are  2015  and…  

R3   I  think  more  than  anything,  what  we  have  to  do  is  education,  because  it’s  fine  for  those  of  us…  Those  
of  us  that  are  here  in  meetings  like  this  already  understand  and  have  been  honest  enough  with  
ourselves  to  know  there  is  a  problem.  I  will  guarantee  you—you  can  say  what  you  want,  Darrell—
there’s  an  awful  lot  of  farmers  out  there  that  don'ʹt  have  a  problem.  Alls  you  have  to  do  is  ask  them.  

R1   Well,  that  could  be.  

R3   They  don'ʹt…  They  don'ʹt  have  a  problem.  They  don'ʹt  know  it.  They  haven’t  been  honest  enough  with  
themselves  yet.  Now,  if  they  were  totally  honest  and  understood,  you  are  exactly  right—they’re  not  
going  to  tear  their  own  factory  down.  But  they  don'ʹt  have  that  problem.  They’re  not  doing  that.  They  
refuse  to  see  that  it’s  going  on.  And  it  is,  all  over.  

M   And  yet  we  still  have  five  tons  per  acre  as  an  erosion  rate,  which  is  not…  

R3   That’s  too  much.  

M   Yeah.  

R4   Too  much,  yes.  

R3   That’s  too  much,  and  we  are  way  over  that  

M   And  in  parts  of  down  here,  it’s  a  little  higher,  right?  

R3   Yeah,  we’re  way  over  that.  We  just,  I  think  it  comes  back  to  education,  organizations  such  as  Learning  
Farms  or  Practical  Farmers  is  another  good  one  that  are,  shall  we  say,  nonpartisan  and  aren’t  
associated  with  the  government.  I  think  those  are  really  good  sources  to  get  the  word  out.  But  it’s  
amazing.  I  was  at  a  meeting  in  February,  a  county  supervisor,  and  I  was  at  a  meeting  in  Des  Moines,  
and  I  was  sitting  next  to  a  county  supervisor,  a  new  one  from  Buena  Vista  County.  Needless  to  say,  he  
had  a  major  concern,  and  he  is  a  farmer.  And  I  got  to  talking  to  him  about  cover  crops  and  things  like  
that,  and  he  was  totally  in  the  dark—totally  in  the  dark  on  cover  crops.  I  happened  to  mention  it  to  
Sarah  Carlson,  and  she  about  went  ballistic,  because  two  days  before,  she  had  done  a  meeting  in  
Buena  Vista  County.  He  obviously  wasn’t  there.  
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M   Uh-­‐‑huh,  yeah,  so  how  do  we  get  the  people  who  don’t  show  up  to  these  meetings,  to  our  meetings,  to  
our  field  days.  We  know  field  days  work.  We  get  their  bodies  in  there  and  they  start  listening,  and  
they  see  the  other  farmers,  the  good  farmers  who  are  making  money  and  they’re  doing  conservation,  
in  meetings.  How  do  we  get  them  there?  

R3   It  won’t  be  your  neighbors,  will  it,  Paul?  

R5   I  don’t  do  know.  I’ve  got  more  than  one.  

R3   Yeah  you  do.    

R5   I’ve  got  more  than  one.  

R3   But  for  the  most  part,  I  don'ʹt  know.  It’s  tough.  I’ve  got  a  field  day  coming  up  next  month  and  just  was  
having  a  discussion  with  a  guy  on  that  this  morning.  And  I’ve  got  very  little  hope.  Most  of  the  
odometers  that  show  up  in  my  driveway  will  have  five  miles  or  more  on  them  from  when  they  left  
from  home,  unless  they’re  really  close  friends.  

M   Who  are  you  doing  the  field  day  with?  

R3   Practical  Farmers.  

M   Okay.  Are  we…  Is  it  cover  crops?  

R3   Yeah.  

M   Is  that  one  with  us,  too?  

R3   I  don'ʹt  think  this  one  does  happen  to  be.  

M   You  should  have  done  us.  We  helped  get  a  few  that  wouldn'ʹt  come  because…  

R3   Yeah,  it’s  possible,  yeah.  Don'ʹt  ask  me  why  I  didn’t.  I  just…  

M   You  know,  it’s  not  too  late  if  you  want  our  help  and  especially  with  promotion.  

R3   28th  of  August,  2  o’clock  in  the  afternoon.  I’ll  get  his  last  name  wrong.  Paul,  help  me.  Rick  B  

R5   B…  

R3   B….  

M   Oh,  yeah,  yup.  
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R3   He’s  coming  out.  We’re  doing  soil…  

M   Oh,  there’s  a  good  fed.  

R3   Yeah,  yeah,  yeah,  absolutely.  

M   I’m  just  giving  you  a  hard  time.  

R3   No,  no.  You’re  right.    

M   The  state,  the  local  feds  are  good.  I  mean,  they  know  their  state.  A  lot  of  them  know  their  state.  

R3   The  problem  is  there’s  the  rules  above  that  they  have  to  abide  by.  They’re  good  people.  I  said  that  at  
the  beginning.  

M   Yeah,  you  did,  you  did.  

R3   Yeah,  and  I  like  Rick.  He’s  never  been  to  my  place,  but  he  is  coming  this  time.  We  are  going  to  have  a  
soil  pit.  Probably  we’ll  have  growing  buckwheat.  We’ll  definitely  have  a  multispecies  cover  crop—
that’s  what  we’re  going  to  dig  the  root  pit  will  be,  in  the  multispecies  cover  crop.  And  everybody  here  
is  more  than  five  miles  from  my  house,  so  you’re  liable  to  show  up.  

R6   Where  is  your  house—what  number?  

R3   I  am  just  southwest  of  Stanton,  just…  There’ll  be…  Coming  from  the  west,  probably  the  easiest  way  is  
to  go  up  into  Stanton,  and  right  there  at  the  post  office  corner,  if  you  go  west  on  the…  There’ll  be  
signs.  If  you  get  into  Stanton  and  go  down  Main  Street,  if  you  get  to  the  post  office,  there’ll  be  a  sign  
there,  and  we’re  just  west  of  them.  

M   Those  directions  should  be  on  the  website  at  the  PFI.  

R4   North  of  railroad  tracks    

R   Just  south  of  the  railroad  tracks.  You  go  out  west,  you’ll  go  through  an  underpass,  then  we’re  the  first  
place  south.  

M   Hey,  let  me,  let  me  ask  one  more  question,  just  because  I’m  curious  this.  It  seems  like  you  guys  will  be  
familiar  with  this.  How  many  are  familiar  with  the  Iowa  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy?  Raise  your  
hand.  Okay,  so  very…  Over  there,  are  you  familiar  with  it?  

R4   No.  

M   Okay.  Are  you  familiar  with  it.  You  are,  but…  
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R2      I’m  retired,  and  I  rent  the  ground,  lease  the  ground  out.  I  don'ʹt…  

M   Okay,  but  the  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy  is  a  statewide  thing  that  was  adopted  a  couple  of  years  ago,  
written  by  the  Department  of  Ag  with  the  Farm  Bureau,  with  the  Department  of  Natural  Resources,  
and  with  the  input  of  Iowa  State  University  did  the  science  assessment  to  it.  So  that’s  an  important  
document,  and  it  existed  long  before  the  Des  Moines  Water  Works  lawsuit,  and  it  shows  what  needs  
to  happen  in  the  state  if  we’re  going  to  reach  some  of  those  reductions  that  we  need  to  reach.    

R1   So  were  you  around  when  that  was  introduced  25  years  ago?  

M   The  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy?  

R1   Yeah.  

M   I  don'ʹt  think  they  quite  did  what  they  did  this  time  in  terms  of  the  assessment  and  all  that.  

R1   No,  they  didn’t  call  it  the  same,  but  it  was  the  same  idea,  the  same  principle.  

M   Right.  No,  I  was  not.     I  thought  that  this  one  was  unique  in  the  fact  that  it  had  the  science  
assessment  in  it,  too.  Rather  than  just  talking  about  the  practice  we  could  do,  it  had  the  science  that  
backed  up,  you  know,  where  the  problem  is  coming  from.  Because  it’s  about—depending  on  which  
nutrient  you’re  talking  about—the  split  between  ag  and  urban.  

R5   I  guess  I  have  a  question.  What  do  we  still  have  the  soil  loss  tolerance?  I  haven’t  figured  that  out  yet?  

M   Yeah,  we  shouldn'ʹt  really,  should  we?  

R5   That’s…  You  can  rebuild  soil,  I  mean,  you  can  build  topsoil  better,  and  it’s  a  lot  quicker  than  any  of  us  
ever  realized  when  we  get  to  working  with  it.  But  I  cannot  justify  why  we  should  have  an  allowable  
soil  loss.  

M   Soil  erosion.  Yeah,  they’ve  moved  away  from  that,  the  NRCS,  but  the  NRCS  is  just  slow  to  change  
something,  but  they’ve  moved…  Now  they’re  talking  soil  health,  which  is  talking  about  building  it  up.  

R4   We  have  reduced  the  amount  of  soil  we’re  losing  by  quite  a  bit  in  my  lifetime  with  the  terracing  and  
the  no-­‐‑till.  

M   We  have,  but  we  still  have  the  gully  erosion,  which  is  pretty  significant.  

R6   We  also  changed,  like  the  NRCS  office—they  want  three-­‐‑quarter  inch  holes  in  their  container,  not  
inches.  They  want  the  water  to  sit  up  above  that  terrace  longer  and  slow…  I  think  to  me  the  inch  ones  
will  drain  away  from  the  new  terraces  quicker  and  get  rid  of  your  water.  They  want  three  quarter  to  
slow  it  down.  
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R2   You’re  talking  about  the  blocks  that  they  put  down  in  there?  

R6   The  steel  intacts  

R2   The  holes  in  it?  

R6   We  used  to  use  six  inches.  Now  they  say  three  quarter.  

R4   Well,  I  understand  that  they  use  a  computer  now  figuring  that  out,  and  they  want  that  water  to  stand  
there  long  enough  that  the  sediment  settle  out  before  the  water  goes  down.  If  you  drain  it  too  fast,  the  
soil,  sediment  comes  on  down  and  goes  on  down  the  to  the  river.  

R6   Some  of  the  rains  we’ve  hand,  even  the  three  quarter  gets  clog  with  all  the  sediment.  

M   Yeah.  It’s  also  when  you  settle,  if  you  slow  the  water  down,  it  doesn’t  just  settle  the  sediment,  it  settles  
the  nutrients,  too,  so  they  don'ʹt  keep  flowing  with  the  water.  So  there’s  a  couple  of  different  reasons  
for  that.  

R3   If  you  feel  the  three  quarter  inch  is  too  small    

R6   on  big  terraces…  

R1   We  all  got  to  establish  the  same  goals  to  begin  with.  The  one  goal  is  to  get  rid  of  the  water,  and  the  
other  goal  is  to  let  it  settle  out.  

R6   It  is  cost  share.  They  already  got  paid  for  three  quarter  inch  holes.  Like,  we  go  to  a  farmer  and  he  
wants  inches,  he  wants  the  inches.  He  don'ʹt  want  the  three  quarters,  so,  but  he’s  paying  for  that.  

M   Yeah,  and  I  don'ʹt  think  sometimes  the  community…  Right,  the  goals  are  different,  and  maybe  the  
understanding  isn’t  quite  there.  And  I’m  not  saying  that  farmers  are  ignorant.  I  agree  with  you,  they’re  
very  smart,  but  maybe  perhaps  they  don'ʹt  understand  some  of  the  ways  water  filters  and  cleans  and  
the  way  that  works.  So  it’s  been  about  getting  off  our  land  quickly,  it’s  not  about  the  nutrients.  

R1   If  you  don'ʹt  have  a  common  goal,  you  will  never  agree  on  anything.  

M   Yeah.  

R1   If  I’ve  got  one  goal  and  everybody  else  has  got  their  own  goals,  there’s  six  of  us,  we’ll  never  agree  on  
anything.  

M   And  that’s  what  the  whole  Nutrient  Reduction  Strategy  was,  to  have  a  common  goal  for  the  state  of  
Iowa.  And  I’m  not  sure…  I  was  just  at  a  meeting  up  in  Ft.  Dodge,  and  one  out  of  the  seven  people  at  
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the  table  knew  of  that  document,  and  they’re  all  currently  practicing  farmers.  So  that  was  a  little  
disheartening.  

R3   Wow.  

M   Okay,  I’m  going  to  turn  this  off.  We’re  going  to  have  lunch.  Thank  you  very  much.  Unless  you  guys  
have  anything  to  add  that  goes  on  the  official  record.  Thank  you.  You’ve  been  a  great  group.  It  was  
fun  to  listen  to  you  and  talk  to  you.  

  

  

  

  

  

 
  


