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I just completed my first year as State Conservationist this past 
October.  During that year I crisscrossed the state at least a dozen 
times, meeting with nearly every Natural Resources Conservation 
Service staff member and partner employee.  I’ve also met nearly 
half of Iowa’s 500 soil and water conservation district 
commissioners.  
 
I’ve formed relationships with members of the Iowa conservation 
community including farmers, state agencies, commodity groups 
and other non-profits. My goal was to listen and learn so that I can 
make informed decisions about NRCS policies, programs, funding 
and staff.  
 
Despite the different backgrounds, professions, ages, and opinions of the people I met, there is one 
powerful common characteristic shared by nearly every person:  We all care about Iowa farmers 
and the future of Iowa agriculture.   
 
I’ve worked for NRCS for more than 30 years.  And I don’t recall a time when the conservation 
community has been involved in such an important wide-scale public debate.  Water quality is a 
complicated issue, with many stakeholders with opposing positions on the best solutions for Iowa’s 
water quality concerns. 
 
Although this is a challenging time for conservation farmers and professionals, from my perspective, 
it’s also one of the most rewarding.  The impact of our work has never been greater, the 
conservation focus has never been stronger and our decisions have never been more significant. 
 
So, as I move forward in my second year here in Iowa, I am optimistic that members of the 
conservation community will choose to focus on what we have in common and not our differences.  
 
At NRCS, our work is guided by the nine steps of conservation planning: a conversation-driven, 
decision-making process. Simply put, it’s a professional conservationist talking with a farmer about 
his or her concerns for their land and economic sustainability.  
 
During that process, the NRCS conservation planner and the farmer work towards the best solution 
for each of the concerns.  Ultimately, by focusing on shared goals, we move forward. Decisions are 
implemented which improve, protect and conserve natural resources. 
 
If you are a farmer with water quality, soil health or erosion concerns come see us. We want to 
collaborate with you to plan a workable solution. And, when we can, provide financial assistance to 
help you apply more conservation to your farm.  

 

 

 

Conservation at 

Home 
There is a wide range of 

conservation you can do on 

your own property to help the 

environment. These practices 

all have multiple benefits 

including increasing water 

and soil quality, slowing down 

stormwater, and reducing 

pollutants entering our water 

bodies. Pictured below are a 

handful of the conservation 

practices to try in your own 

yard.  
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Polk SWCD Mission 
Our mission is to provide 
leadership to help people 
improve, conserve, and sustain 
natural resources while 
educating them about the 
importance and practicality of 
maintaining our environment 
and quality of life. 
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Fall Waterway Maintenance  
By Jason Foss, NRCS Technician  

 

District Awards for 2016 

Like our Facebook pages! 
Polk Soil & Water Conservation District 
Easter Lake Watershed Project 
Big Creek Lake Watershed Project 

After harvest is a great time to inspect your grassed waterways for needed repairs and maintenance. 

Practices such as controlling trees, fixing and reshaping small washouts and reseeding are minor 

upkeep items that can prevent a major problem. Here are some key things to remember when 

inspecting old waterways. Maintaining a good “cereal bowl” shape of the waterway (shown below) is 

vital to preventing washouts while still preserving the ability to cross with farm equipment. It is also 

important to ensure your waterway has a stable outlet to prevent erosion from cutting back into the 

waterway.  

NRCS can assist you with options for out-letting waterway’s to ensure a stable outlet and can provide 

advice on any old waterways in need of repairs. Cost share funds are available! If you have any old 

waterways, issues with waterway outlets or have areas that need new waterways feel free to contact 

the NRCS by calling (515)964-1883 Ext. 3 or stop by the office at 1513 N. Ankeny Blvd. Ste. 3 Ankeny, 

IA 50023 for assistance.  

2016 award winners. From Left to Right: Emily 

Harkin, Elizabeth Harkin, Robert McKenzie, Linda 

McKenzie, Kyle Wendt, Patti Petersen-Keys, Lori 

Foresman-Kirpes, Heidi Anderson and Pat Spain 

2016 Award Recipients 

Conservation Partner of the Year: Polk County 

Conservation Education and Outreach 

Native Buffer Farmer of the Year: Dan Gamble 

Conservation Farmer of the Year: Kyle Wendt 

Urban Stewards of the Year: Robert and Linda McKenzie 

Scholarship Recipient: Eli Dotson 

Poster Contest Winners: Elizabeth and Emily Harkin 

Each year, the Polk Soil and Water Conservation district  presents awards to individuals exceling as  

conservation stewards. The district would like to commemorate them for their often unnoticed soil and 

water conservation work.  The district also presents a $300 scholarship to a graduating Polk County  

student who is pursuing a degree in the environmental field. Criteria used in judging the yearly  

applications is scholastic achievement and leadership which includes service, character and self-

motivation. We also recognized two regional poster contest winners this year.  

Rain Garden 

Soil Quality Restoration 

Native Landscaping 

Permeable Pavement 

Collaboration is Key for Meeting Iowa’s Water Quality Challenges 
By Kurt Simon, Iowa NRCS State Conservationist  

Kurt Simon 



 
Polk Soil and Water Conservation District Financial Report 

Fiscal Year 2015  July 1, 2014- June 30, 2016 
 
1M Budget (Operating Funds) 
Total Allocation $ 2,250.00 
Commissioner Expense $ 1,012.41 
Office Expense $    290.00 
Dues+ Award Expense $    947.59 
Remaining $        0.00 
 
Conservation Practice Funding Source  Spent/Obligated   Total (Including Leveraged Funds) 
Iowa financial Incentive Program $  15,675.00 $    24,797.60 
REAP- Practices  $    7,424.92 $      9,670.30  
REAP- Forestry  $ 3,456.00 $      4,875.00 
Environmental Quality Incentive Program $     143,569 $       287,138 
 
Easter Lake Watershed Project  $ 410,817.61 $ 636, 613.12 
Polk County Conservation Board $ 45,872.82 $ 84,682.13 
DNR 319 $  188,767.79 $ 362,959.74 
Watershed Protection Fund $ 22,144.33 $ 27,680.41 
City of Des Moines $ 81,532.67 $ 88,790.84 
WQI $ $72,500.00 $ 72,500 
 
Big Creek Lake Watershed Project $ 195,678.07 $ 125,347.08 
DNR 319 $ 27,268.46 $ 34,085.58 
Watershed Protection Fund $ 12,730.00 $ 15,912.50 
DNR Publicly Owned Lakes $ 30,679.61 $ 38,349.00 
Lakes Restoration $ 125,000.00 $ 125,000.00 
 
Central Iowa WMA WQI Project $ 11,036.60 $ 26,036.60 
WQI  $ 11,036.60 $ 26,036.60 
 

Total $787,657.20 $1,114,477.70   

      
      

 

 

 

Improving Water Quality 

In August, the first saturated buffer was installed within Polk County. Saturated buffers are a 

nutrient reducing conservation practice specifically geared towards removing nitrates from tile 

water. Normally, tile lines run underneath streamside buffers and directly into the water source. 

When a saturated buffer is installed, a control box is placed along this existing tile line. The box then 

diverts the water through perforated tile along the streamside buffer, allowing the water to slowly 

seep out of the tile and move through the buffer. The carbon in the soils as well as the roots of the 

above ground vegetation remove the nitrates from the water as it makes its way into the stream. A 

denitrifying bioreactor, treating a neighboring tile line, was also installed at the location. Bioreactors 

are geared towards removing nitrates from tile lines 

as well. Instead of utilizing the existing buffer to 

remove nitrates, water is diverted to a large pit filled 

with woodchips. The microbes within the woodchips 

remove the nitrates from the water before it is 

diverted back into the original tile line.  

Data will be collected on both of these conservation 

practices by Iowa State University and Iowa Soybean 

Association. The data will then be compared to the 

nitrate levels recorded before they were installed. 

This will be valuable information used to demonstrate 

the efficiency of the practices.  

Once completed, the saturated 
only indication of the location on 

the surface is the control structure 
box and monitoring equipment 

Polk SWCD  Accomplishments in Fiscal Year 2016 
Practices Applied with Polk SWCD Assistance 

Practice      Amount   
Terraces 1720 ft 
Acres with Improved Soil Quality   6, 371 acres 
Conservation Systems Planned   3,057 acres 
Cover Crops     2,518 acres 
Wildlife Habitat Applied    44 acres 
Denitrifying Bioreactor    1 
Vegetative Saturated Buffer   2 
Stream Buffer 13 acres 
Residue Management 
 Mulch Till    1,011 acres 
 No Till     1,050 acres 
Grassed Waterways    31.3 acres 
Water & Sediment Control Basins   13 
Continuous CRP Contracts    (53) 600 acres 
Wetland Restoration    162 acres 
Rain Gardens      3  
Permeable Paver Driveways   7,225 sq. ft. 
Soil Quality Restorations 21  
Bioretention Cells 6   
Woodland Restoration    33 acres 
Grade Control 3 
Rain Barrels 35 

Soil Quality Restoration  near Easter Lake 

Cover Crops in the Camp Creek Watershed 

Watershed Management Authorities Enter Implementation Phase 

Currently, there are three active Watershed Management Authorities (WMAs) within the Des Moines metro area: Fourmile Creek, 

Walnut Creek, and Mud/Camp/Spring Creeks.  These WMAs bring together Soil and Water Conservation Districts with local units of 

governments and other stakeholders.  

Since their formation, each WMA has been working towards 

completing a comprehensive watershed management plan.  Each plan 

outlines ways to  address the water quality and quantity concerns 

seen in the watersheds.  During this planning process, high priority 

goals were set utilizing public and stakeholder input.  Specific 

strategies are found throughout the plans to show what steps the 

urban and rural stakeholders can take to reach these goals. Strategies 

listed range from policy/ordinance changes to conservation practices.  

Now that the plans are complete, the three WMAs have entered into 

implementation phase.  In order to achieve the lengthy list of goals, 

the jurisdictions within each WMA pooled their resources and hired 

Johnathon Swanson with the Polk SWCD as the WMA Watershed 

Coordinator.  Looking into the future John, along with other Polk 

SWCD staff, plans on working one on one with cities and farmers to 

implement the plans and improve the quality of the watersheds.  

There were three semi loads of woodchips 
dumped and spread into this 80ft x 20ft wide 

bioreactor pit. 

The location of the three Watershed Management Authorities 

within the Des Moines Metro area.  

Completed Watershed Management Plans can be found on the following websites: 

Fourmile Creek: www.fourmilecreekwatershed.org 

Walnut Creek: www.walnutcreekwatershed.org 

Mud/Camp/Spring Creeks: www.mudcampspringwatershed.org 


