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Get social in your watershed
If you’re looking to connect with other watershed projects and groups 

around Iowa on social media, you can find a listing at www.iowaagriculture.
gov/soil/facebookpages.asp.

You can also find the DNR on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Pinterest; 
IDALS on Facebook, Twitter, Flickr and YouTube; and Iowa USDA-NRCS on 
Twitter.

Now more than ever, water quality 
is a top priority for Iowans. We need 
practical ways of achieving water quality 
goals, but trying new things is costly. 

To help overcome this hurdle, re-
searchers in Iowa State University’s De-
partment of Natural Resource Ecology 
and Management created an interactive, 
online tool that allows users to play with 
agricultural land use and management 
options in a risk-free space. 

The tool is called PEWI—short for 
People in Ecosystems/Watershed In-
tegration—and is available for free at 
www.nrem.iastate.edu/pewi.  

“Using PEWI, you can make a game 
of it. You can explore watershed options 
that enhance multiple outcomes, includ-
ing crops, soil conservation, water qual-
ity, and wildlife benefits among others,” 
said lead researcher Dr. Lisa Schulte 
Moore.

The tool allows users to mitigate cost 
and logistical risks by providing the op-
tion of trying out different practices and 
land use arrangements in virtual space, 
rather than directly on the land. 

Carrie Chennault, who has managed 
the development of PEWI, recently 
presented the tool at a Soil and Water 
Conservation District meeting in south-
west Iowa. She said that PEWI was a 
conversation starter. 

“The conversations we were having 
around PEWI were things that farmers 
in Taylor County didn’t talk about every 
day. The tool opened them up to being 

able to discuss new issues, think outside 
the box, and engage each other as much 
as they engaged me,” Chennault said. 
“PEWI is not telling farmers what deci-
sions to make. It’s a tool that helps you 
discuss how you make decisions. That 
idea really resonated with the commis-
sioners.”

The 6,000-acre virtual PEWI water-
shed has characteristics from two Iowa 
regions: the Des Moines Lobe and the 

continued on page 2

New online tool tests ag watershed management options

A screenshot from the PEWI program developed 
by Iowa State to help landowners weigh land 
decisions.
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Southern Iowa Drift Plain. Each 
landform presents unique chal-
lenges in achieving agricultural 
and environmental goals; users can 
learn from trying to address both in 
a single watershed. 

Users interactively simulate dif-
ferent designs for the watershed, 
with up to 15 available land uses 

over a three-year period. PEWI gen-
erates 16 different outputs in five 
categories, including:

• Agriculture: Production of 
annual and perennial crops and 
livestock

• Soil: Soil erosion and erosion 
control

• Water: In-stream nitrate, phos-

phorus and sediment pollution
• Biodiversity: Habitat for native 

species and game wildlife
• Carbon capture: Below-ground 

carbon sequestration
For more information about 

PEWI or to contact the project team, 
visit www.nrem.iastate.edu/pewi

Article courtesy of Iowa State University

Interactive tool helps with land management decisions
continued from page 1

Don’t wait until you or 
your company need to report 
a spill, wastewater bypass, 
underground storage tank 
system release or failure, or 
water supply failure or viola-
tion to the DNR. 

Please change the environ-
mental hotline number on 
your emergency plans and 
documents now. The new 
number is 515-725-8694.

Contact the Iowa Depart-
ment of Natural Resources 
for any of the situations in 
the table at right as soon as 
possible but no later than 
required by law. 

The sooner you contact 
DNR staff, the more likely 
they can help you prevent 
additional risk to public 
health and safety, or damage 
to Iowa’s natural resources.

Spills must be reported by 
anyone manufacturing, stor-
ing, handling, transporting 
or disposing of a hazardous 
substance when a hazardous 
condition occurs. 

Report it if a hazardous 
substance such as an acid, 
heavy metal, paint is in-
volved and it has the poten-
tial to leave the property, 
reach a water of the state 
(surface or groundwater) or 
can be detected in the air at 

DNR Emergency Spill Hotline Number Changes July 1

Emergency Situations that Must be Reported Report 
Within:

Chemical spills: Anyone manufacturing, storing, handling, transport-
ing or disposing of a hazardous substance when a hazardous condition 
occurs. If in doubt, report it.

6 hours

Manure releases: Anyone storing, handling, transporting or land-
applying manure from a confinement feeding operation; or storing, 
handling, transporting or land-applying manure, process wastewater, 
open feedlot effluent, settled open feedlot effluent or settleable sol-
ids from an open feedlot operation who becomes aware of a release.

6 hours

Wastewater discharges: Treatment facility owner or operators. 
Report when a bypass or upset occurs as a result of mechanical failure 
or acts beyond the control of the owner or operator.

12 hours

Underground storage tank system failures: Owners and operators 
of UST systems must report to DNR within 24 hours the discovery of 
released regulated substances at the UST site or in the surrounding 
area, unusual operating conditions or monitoring results from a re-
lease detection method that indicate a release may have occurred.

24 hours 

(6 hours 
if release 
creates a 
hazardous 
condition)

Drinking water system notifications: Owners and operators of public 
drinking water systems must report monitoring and maximum con-
taminant level (MCL) violations and situations, including treatment or 
distribution system failure that “significantly increases the potential 
for drinking water contamination” and other situations “with signifi-
cant potential to have serious adverse effects on human health as a 
result of short-term exposure.”

24 hours

Complaints, Fish Kills and other environmental reporting: Anyone 
seeing a fish kill, someone burning tires or other banned materials, or 
dumping materials where it shouldn’t belong.  

As Soon As 
Possible

the facility’s boundaries.
Report it if there is a potential threat 

to public health and safety, or first 
responders (fire department, Haz Mat, 
public health and emergency manage-
ment) respond to the incident. 

Report releases that exceed a Feder-

al Reportable Quantity to the National 
Response Center or to the U.S. Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency.

Additional info available at www.
iowadnr.gov/spills

http://www.nrem.iastate.edu/pewi
http://www.iowadnr.gov/spills
http://www.iowadnr.gov/spills
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Can raising cattle support con-
servation goals? Researchers are 
investigating how grazing live-
stock on native plants can yield 
agronomic, economic and ecologi-
cal benefits by mimicking natural 
processes.

“Often in agriculture, we think 
production and environmental 
protection of land are exclusive—
you can only have one without the 
other,” says agronomy professor 
Mary Wiedenhoeft. “I am interest-
ed in both, environmental protec-
tion of land while producing food, 
feed, fiber and fuel.”

Grazing animals have been pres-
ent on Iowa’s landscape for thou-
sands of years. Free-ranging herds 
of bison used to graze the tallgrass 
prairie. This grazing caused a ben-
eficial disturbance that combined 
with fire to promote plant and 
animal diversity. 

Prairie management typically 
involves both prescribed burning 
and mowing. Grazing livestock on 
prairies can promote land health 
while also supporting producers, 
but the practice is rarely imple-
mented. 

One barrier to implementation 
has been the lack of research dem-
onstrating the ecosystem benefits 
that grazing offers. 

With more evidence to sup-
port short intervals of grazing as a 
prairie management practice, pre-
scribed grazing may earn greater 
recognition from governmental 
programs, resulting in more flex-
ible policies that allow more graz-
ing to occur on conservation lands.

A 2010 grant from the Leopold 
Center’s Ecology Initiative sup-
ported research on grazing native 
plants at Whiterock Conservancy, 
a land trust in Coon Rapids, Iowa. 

The long-term goal of the Con-
servancy was to manage their 
5,300 acres as a multifunctional 
landscape, where land manage-

ment includes both 
agricultural and 
conservation lands. 

The researchers 
also hoped that the 
project could help 
other land manag-
ers as well as gra-
ziers by providing 
additional insight 
into the benefits 
and risks of graz-
ing native plants in 
Iowa.

The Whiterock 
Conservancy proj-
ect is one of eight 
profiles featured 
in Grazing Native 
Plants in Iowa: 
Processes and Ex-
periences, a 16-page 
publication by Iowa 
State University 
Extension and Out-
reach. 

The publication 
includes profiles of 
four graziers and 
four land managers, 
highlighting a wide 
range of experienc-
es grazing native plants in Iowa. 

Bruce Carney, for example, 
grazed at Chichaqua Bottoms as 
part of a related 2008 Leopold 
Center Ecology grant. Most of his 
cows increased body-conditioning 
scores and maintained calf-wean-
ing weights during their four years 
at Chichaqua Bottoms. 

“It seemed like the cows learned 
a little more each year as far as the 
different plants they could eat,” 
Carney says. With only 100 cow-
calf pairs on 400 acres, his cattle 
had the choice of forage and could 
select whichever plants were most 
nutritious at any given time.

“I think the cattle are good for 
the land, mimicking what the buf-
falo did, and the native plants are 

good for the cattle,” Carney adds. 
“It was a great experience.”

Grazing Native Plants in Iowa 
also includes information on 
how to incorporate prairies into 
a grazing operation, why graz-
ing prairies can be beneficial, and 
what questions remain for future 
research. 

Find the publication online at 
http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/
grazing-native-plants. It is also 
available from the ISU Extension 
Online Store at: https://store.exten-
sion.iastate.edu/Product/Grazing-
native-plants-in-Iowa-processes-
and-experiences. 

Article courtesy of Leopold Center for 
Sustainable Agriculture

Grazing native plants balances economics, ecology

A bison grazes prairie at Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge.

http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/grazing-native-plants
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https://store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/Grazing-native-plants-in-Iowa-processes-and-experiences
https://store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/Grazing-native-plants-in-Iowa-processes-and-experiences
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By Jason Johnson, Iowa NRCS
With about 90 percent of Io-

wa’s public water systems using 
groundwater as a main source, 
soil and water conservation prac-
tices play a vital role in protecting 
drinking water source supplies and 
reducing drinking water treatment 
costs.

Landowner and farm operator 
decisions can impact water quality, 
safety, treatment costs, and even 
the need to find alternative sources 
to replace contaminated public and 
private water supplies. 

USDA’s Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS) and your 
local soil and water conservation 
district can provide assistance on 
how to protect groundwater from 
fertility and agronomic activities. 

Eric Hurley, nutrient manage-
ment specialist for NRCS in Iowa, 
recommends focusing on three key 
strategies:

1. Use nutrient management to 
avoid exceeding the nitrogen needs 
of the crop and to optimize nitrate 
use efficiency.

2. Trap excess nitrogen using 
cover crops.

3. Build a resilient nitrogen 
management system using mul-
tiple conservation strategies and 
improve soil health.

Iowa NRCS recommends imple-
menting the following conserva-
tion practices to protect ground-
water quality while meeting your 
production objectives:

• The 4R Nutrient Management 
Strategy. 

By applying the Right nutrient 
source at the Right rate at the Right 
time in the Right place, nutrient ef-
ficiency will be improved. The crop 
will get the nutrients it needs and 
it will minimize nutrient losses to 
the surface and groundwater.

• Soil Sampling. 
Take soil samples annually 

at least six inches deep. For one 

sample, take 15 to 20 cores repre-
senting the sample area. A sample 
represents a maximum 10-acres 
area, smaller for precision ag. 

Send your samples to an Iowa 
certified lab, and use the results 
to help you make better nutrient 
management decisions.

• Calibrate Equipment. 
With any equipment used to ap-

ply fertilizer and manure, calibrate 
equipment to assure that what you 
intend to apply is actually applied.

• Cover Crops. 
Winter hardy cover crops, like 

cereal rye, scavenge nutrients, 
reduce soil erosion, suppress 
weeds, provide winter grazing for 
livestock, and increase soil organic 
matter. 

Winter killed cover crops, such 
as oats, radishes, and turnips 
provide many of the same benefits, 
though the nutrient scavenging 
and erosion control is reduced. 

NRCS promotes planting a di-
verse mix of cover crops for mul-
tiple benefits.

• Conservation Crop Rotation. 
Growing a perennial in the crop 

rotation helps reduce nitrate loss 

and soil erosion and improves 
soil health. Legume perennials fix 
nitrogen for future grain crops. 
Including small grains in your ro-
tation helps reduce nitrogen leach-
ing and economically diversifies a 
farming operation. 

Livestock producers can benefit 
from crop rotations by adding 
grazing to a rotation. Consecutive 
years of alfalfa or clover can pro-
vide essential livestock forage.

• Integrated Pest Management. 
Implement management prac-

tices that limit agricultural pests 
which adversely affect plant 
growth, crop production, human 
health, pollinators, and wildlife.

• Filter Strip. 
Growing vegetation next to a 

stream, lake, or other water body 
helps remove sediment, organic 
matter, and other pollutants from 
runoff and wastewater. 

For more information about con-
servation planning to achieve your 
production goals, visit your local 
NRCS office or go online, www.
ia.nrcs.usda.gov.

Conservation needed to protect groundwater used for drinking

Producer Nelson Smith of Washington County, Iowa inspects his oat crop in June 2007. 
Smith has his cropland in a four-year rotation. Photo by Jason Johnson, USDA-NRCS

http://www.ia.nrcs.usda.gov
http://www.ia.nrcs.usda.gov
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Ongoing: USDA-NRCS soil health webinars 
Schedule at: www.conservationwebinars.net/documents/
planned-conservation-webinars

Ongoing: Iowa Learning Farms field days and webinars 
Schedule at: www.extension.iastate.edu/ilf/home

July 26-29 Soil and Water Conservation Society Annual 
Conference, Greensboro, N.C., www.swcs.org

DaTES To REMEMbER

By Laura Crowell, Iowa NRCS
After nearly three years as the 

Iowa state conservationist, Jay T. 
Mar retired in July with 33 years of 
dedicated federal service with the 
USDA-Natural Resources Conser-
vation Service (NRCS). 

During his tenure, he was in-
strumental in building Iowa NRCS 
as an agency leader in soil health 
and conservation planning.

Mar, who also held the top 
NRCS conservation job in Con-
necticut, is a native of Minot, ND. 
He grew up on farms in the White 
Earth Valley and Red River Valley.

 He began his conservation 
career planting trees for the Ward 
County Soil Conservation District 
in North Dakota, where he also 
served as a soil conservationist and 
district conservationist.

During his career, Mar also 
worked for NRCS in Wyoming 
and Delaware. In addition, he en-
joyed the opportunity to serve on 
a USDA Conservation Technology 
Exchange team in Denmark.

Best described as a passionate 
conservationist, Mar refers to each 
of the 435 Iowa NRCS employees 
as family.

“We are so fortunate to work 
for such a great agency that makes 
a real difference in the lives of 
producers and on the landscape,” 
said Mar. “My greatest hope for 
my Iowa NRCS family is that 
they keep their passion for help-
ing people help the land and take 
pride in helping build each other 
as leaders.”

A strong advocate of celebrat-

ing the importance of diversity, 
Mar was an active member of the 
national NRCS Asian American/
Pacific Islander employee associa-

tion and served as the organiza-
tion’s president. 

As Iowa’s state conservation-
ist, he supported outreach at the 
annual CelebrAsian festival and 
the Capital City Pridefest in Des 
Moines, among other outreach 
events.

“We need to recognize the im-
portance of being different,” said 
Mar. “People power is our greatest 
resource. And as an agency we are 
stronger if we embrace people’s 
differences.”

Mar kept a busy schedule, trav-
eling often to all four corners of the 
state to support local conservation 
activities. One of these last events 
was in June to recognize 
the 75th anniversary of the 
Montgomery County Soil and 
Water Conservation District 
(SWCD), which happens to be 
the first official SWCD formed 
in Iowa.

He announced his retire-
ment in early June, sharing 
that he and his wife Linda 
were going to focus on fam-
ily, friends and pursuing 
their love of fishing, hunting 

and camping. The Mars, who will 
remain in Johnston, have three 
grown sons and two daughters-in-
law.

Current New Hampshire State 
Conservationist Richard P. Ells-
more will be the acting Iowa State 
Conservationist until the position 
is permanently filled.

A native of eastern Maine, Ells-
more has 25 years of service with 
NRCS and began his career as a 
student trainee soil conservationist 
while attending the University of 
Maine.  

Ellsmore’s personal interests 
include coaching and playing 
sports, hiking, movies, travel, read-
ing, and the outdoors. He resides 
in Nottingham, NH, with his wife, 
Denise, and two daughters, Erika 
and Nicole.

Passionate Iowa NRCS state leader retires after 33-year career

“We are so fortunate to work for such a great 
agency that makes a real difference in the lives 
of producers and on the landscape.”
- Jay T. Mar, retired USDA-NRCS state conservationist

Jay T. Mar. Courtesy USDA-NRCS

http://www.conservationwebinars.net/documents/planned-conservation-webinars
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To celebrate the United Nations 
declaring this year as the Interna-
tional Year of Soils, the Leopold 
Center for Sustainable Agriculture 
has developed a resource-rich 
website: www.leopold.iastate.edu/
year-of-soils.

The website features a wealth of 

facts on soil – like that one table-
spoon of soil has more microor-
ganisms than the whole of the hu-
man population – as well as results 
of soil surveys.

There’s also research on soil sup-
ported by the Leopold Center, and 
a number of articles about soil and 

soil health. Look at soil from an 
international perspective and from 
the viewpoint of legendary conser-
vationist Aldo Leopold.

The Leopold Center is adding 
content to the webpage throughout 
the year.

Efforts to improve the Tete des Morts 
watershed in Jackson County were recently 
featured in the Iowa Farm Bureau’s Iowa 
Minute, a 60-second feature shown on tele-
vision stations across Iowa.

You can view the interviews with the 
project coordinator, Michelle Turner, DNR 
Fisheries’ Dan Kirby and area landowners 
on the Farm Bureau’s website at www.io-
wafarmbureau.com/public/144/newsroom/
iowa-minute.

Water Rocks! recently brought 
home 29 Iowa Motion Picture As-
sociation Awards, while Director 
Jackie Comito recently received a 
National Wetlands Award.

For Comito’s work promoting 
wetlands through Iowa Learning 
Farms and Water Rocks!, Comito 
received a National Wetlands 
Award for Education and Out-
reach in Washington D.C. from the 

Environmental Law Institute.
The Water Rocks! team received 

awards for its videos for K-12 
students that explore a wide range 
of water-related topics. The videos 
address serious water issues that 
humans face, including pollution, 
conservation, drinking water and 
more.

Water Rocks! is a statewide 
water education campaign that 

uses a variety of resources to bring 
awareness and appreciation of 
water. 

Through classroom visits, an 
interactive website, an award-win-
ning computer game, songs, music 
videos, dogs, enhanced learning 
activities, teacher/peer mentor 
workshops and geocaching, Water 
Rocks! offers an original, light-
hearted approach to water issues.

United Nations Declares 2015 as International Year of Soils

“Iowa Minute” TV spot features Tete des Morts watershed work

Comito, Water Rocks! win wetland, film awards

http://watershed.iowadnr.gov
http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/year-of-soils
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