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Iowa Owls
Owls are fascinating birds as they exhibit some unique
characteristics. They can turn their heads almost all the
way around, they have far-sighted, tubular eyes, and they
have exceptional hearing. An owl’s flight is silent and it
swallows prey whole, later coughing up the carcass. Owls
are known to snap their bills during squabbles and
sometimes eat other owls. Owls nest in tree cavities and
are masters of camouflage, making it difficult to spot them
as they blend in with tree bark. The winter season is a good
time to see and hear some of Iowa’s many owl species as
they court in the late fall. The winter months are a more
vocal and active season for them, capturing the attention
and curiosity of all birders.

daylight at the entrance to
its home in a tree cavity.

Barn Owls have a heart
shaped face with dark eyes.
They have a mix of buff
and gray on the head, back,
and upper wings and are
white on their face, body,
and underwings. They nest
and roost in dark, secluded
places often being found in
groves, old barns, or
abandoned buildings. Barn
The Great Horned Owl, Barred Owl, Barn Owl and Eastern Owls hunt in grassland habitats along field edges, fence
Screech Owl are year-round residents. Fall and winter
rows, and wetland edges where their favored prey is most
migration include the Northern Saw-whet, Snowy Owl,
available. At night, they hunt by flying low, back and forth
and Burrowing Owl. Sometimes it is hard to ‘see’ an owl
over open habitats, searching for small rodents primarily
but easy to ‘hear’ an owl. Owl calls are not just the various by sound, catching mice in complete darkness. They are
types of ‘hoots’. They can be a whine, trill, wail, screech, excellent predators for rodent control on a farmstead.
or scream-like calls.
Barn Owls are state-endangered due to loss of habitat and
The Great Horned Owl,“hoo-hHOO-hoo-hoo”, the largest prey. Development of land, removal of hedgerows, and
and most common owl species, has tufts/horns and sits
draining of wetlands have destroyed much of the barn owl
high in the tree tops, nestled close to the trunk of a tree.
habitat. Many landowners have replaced wooden barns and
This owl occupies a wide
corncribs where barn owls once nested with modern metal
range of habitats including
farm buildings. Large scale removal of abandoned farm
forest and evergreens close to buildings and adjoining wood lots has also diminished nest
open fields, local parks, or
sites. The Great Horned Owl predation is a major threat to
your own backyard.
this smaller owl’s existence because they share similar
habitats. A Barn Owl’s diet is almost exclusively rodents
“Who cooks for you? Who
so rodenticide use on farmsteads poison them.
cooks for you all?” is the
Barred Owl with dark eyes,
Since they are mostly nocturnal and have low
a round head and framed
populations in Iowa, many people have never seen a Barn
face. They roost in trees
Owl. They have a harsh scream that lasts about two
during the day, calling near
seconds and a long hiss that is made when an
dawn and dusk, among the
intruder is getting too close. They also make sounds with
upper branches of a tree.
their bills and wings to communicate.
The Eastern Screech-Owl is a short, stocky bird, with a
large head and almost no neck. Its wings are rounded and
its tail is short and square. Pointed ear tufts are often
raised. They are active at night and are heard more often
than seen with a trill song or whinny, like a horse. With a
sharp eye, this cavity-roosting owl can be spotted in
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Northern Saw-whet owls are eight inches tall, with large
heads and catlike yellow eyes. Their feathers are mottled
brown and white with a distinctive white “V” between
their eyes.
Continued on Page 4
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From the Director’s Desk—Mary Barrick
Spring is the season of new beginnings,
a time for awakening, and when
everything comes to life! It’s early, but
today the Trumpeter Swans made their
debut on Lost Island and Five Island
Lakes. I look forward to seeing other
waterfowl in the next several weeks,
including the Buffleheads, Mallards, Scaups,
Shovelers, Mergansers, Wood Ducks, and the Loons.
Soon we will see the Herons, Pelicans, Cormorants
and the Kingfisher. New birds will be spotted almost
every day as they either arrive to their summer
nesting grounds or stop over on their way to go
further north.

Food Plots
The Conservation Board has over 35 acres of food
plots that are planted at varied locations to improve
habitat and provide food for many species like deer,
pheasant, turkey, doves, and songbirds. Food plots
serve as a supplemental food supply during extreme
cold or snow in the harsh winter months. Depending
on the wildlife species and habitat, a variety of corn,
clover, sorghum, sunflowers, and soybeans are
planted along with cover crops, such as radishes,
sugar beets, and turnips.
Wildlife habitat is made up of food, water, shelter,
and space. Each species has different requirements for
a specific habitat. The shelter aspect is just as
important as the food aspect. Food plots planted near
windbreaks, woodlands, and buffer strips allow cover
and shelter, as well as nesting areas for a variety of
wildlife. For example, half corn and half sorghum
plots provide excellent cover and food for pheasant
and are great sources of carbohydrates to maintain
their energy and fat reserves during the winter
months.
Site preparation, fertilizer, seed planting, and
mowing/spraying are required for productive food
plots. Conservation Board areas with food plots are
Brushy Bayou, Burns Prairie, Hauschen Wildlife
Area, Huston Prairie, Riverview Wildlife Area,
Telford Prairie, Watson Heritage Area, West Fork
Wetlands, and Whitetail Flats Wildlife Area.

Burns Prairie
Burns Prairie is a favorite wetland and prairie area for
many with a diversity of wildlife. Last year, a wetland
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restoration was completed with the guidance and
help from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The
project consisted of excavation work at four
wetlands, which involved replacing and upgrading
the existing water control structures, creating
several armored spillways, installing wire mesh on
existing dikes, and reseeding the disturbed areas.
The restoration provided major benefits to water
quality and expanded the flood storage capacity of
the wetlands. Wetlands are reservoirs for rainwater
and reduce the intensity of floods by acting as a
natural buffer, soaking up and storing water
temporarily, allowing the water to permeate into the
ground, evaporate, or be released slowly into a
stream or river. By reducing the overland flow of
the water flooding and downstream soil erosion are
prevented. Wetlands also provide breeding, nesting,
and feeding habitat for a variety of waterfowl,
shorebirds, songbirds. Furbearers and other wildlife
also benefit from these wetlands.
Burns Prairie is part of a bigger picture with
neighboring areas like Telford Prairie, Hauschen
Wildlife Area, and Glacial Ridge. These areas
create a wildlife corridor by providing habitat
diversity and important resting grounds for
migratory birds. This corridor is home to many
plant and animal species that are considered
threatened or endangered.
This article wasn’t meant to become an educational
forum but aside from all the benefits of a wetland,
these areas offer recreational opportunities such as
bird watching, hunting, hiking, and provides an
aesthetic value.
Page 2

Friends in Conservation
Congratulations to Ritch and Cynthia Berkland, near
Cylinder, for their spotlight in the Iowa Farm Bureau
magazine (Farm Bureau Spokesman, Nov. 30, 2020.)
The Berkland family enrolled a 10-acre area into the
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). After harvest
last fall, they began the process of turning a low
soggy wet spot into a shallow wetland. The area will
be seeded to native plants that are suitable for the soil
type and climate.
This Spring, the Berklands are planning to plant a
prairie strip along the edge of a field along the creek.
Buffer strips play a key role in providing soil
retention by allowing sediment to settle before it
reaches a waterway, increasing water quality, and
offering nesting habitat for wildlife, especially during
winter months. ‘A Win-Win Situation’ was the perfect
title for this article. Ritch and Cynthia are great
supporters of conservation practices and promoting
wildlife habitat.

Park Improvements
We continue to make many improvements to our
county parks by offering the public adequate
amenities to experience and appreciate the outdoors.
Basswood Recreation Area is a beautiful place to
visit with a river and an oxbow meandering through
the property. Amenities at Basswood Recreation
Area include a boat ramp, picnic areas, woodlands,
prairie, and trails. River or shoreline fishing,
picnicking, hiking, hunting, birdwatching, and
kayaking are favorite activities for this area.
Following are recent updates that were completed:
* Riprap was placed along the sides of the boat ramp
to prevent erosion and eroding or undermining of the
ramp itself.
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* A new restroom was built to accommodate visitors.
Funding was obtained from a water recreation access
state grant. The county budget funded the 25%
matching funds.
* The culvert near the oxbow entry was deteriorating
with corrosion, poor water flow from material
blockage, and a lack of bank stabilization causing
sediment build up. Last fall, the culvert was replaced,
along with seeding and riprap for erosion control.

Thank You
Additional playground equipment was installed by
the north shelter house in Huston Park. The shelter
house overlooks Lost Island Lake and is used
throughout the summer for family get-togethers,
weddings, graduations, and other events. The
playground is a favorite place for many children to
play and enjoy the outdoors. The playground
equipment was funded with grants from Iowa Lakes
Electric Cooperative, Cares Act Foundation, and a
gaming grant.
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For the 2020 grant
cycle, the Palo Alto
County Gaming
Development
Corporation funded a
‘Ring Fling’ for the
playground. This will
be a nice addition to
the playground. Thank
you for your continued
support PACGDC!
Thank you to the Smith
Wellness Foundation
for funding 12 Vortex
binoculars. These binoculars will be used by
participants during the many bird hike programs,
especially during fall and spring migration. The
binoculars are a great addition to our programming
needs.

Program and Recreation
Ice fishing this year has been one of the best in years.
Since the lake restoration the aquatic plants have
improved the water quality immensely by absorbing
nutrients and filtering pollutants. Fish rely on aquatic
plants for food and habitat. The sport fishery at Lost
Island Lake has responded remarkably with an
increase in pan-fish species like bluegill and crappie,
and a huge improvement in walleye numbers. The
plant life also protects the lakeshore by holding soil,
which reduces erosion. Everyone wants clean water
and plants play an important role in the lake’s
ecosystem.
Open water fishing will be coming soon as the ice
goes off the lake. Please respect your fellow
fisherman and keep in mind the following fish
etiquette tips: clean up after yourself – always leave
the area better than the way you found it, don't crowd
other boats – stay away from other anglers a
minimum of a 200-yard distance, and don't cross
another angler's line. Be aware of regulations and
catch limits. 100% of revenue goes toward
conservation and restoration when you purchase a
fishing license.
The Conservation Board’s mission is to conserve the
natural resources of the county, to acquire, develop,
maintain and make available public parks, preserves,
wildlife and other conservation areas, and to provide
adequate programs of public recreations and to help
educate local residents about the natural world.
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There is always the fine line of providing recreation
and protecting our natural resources. Good
stewardship of the land is always a must while
fishing, birding, hiking, boating, and enjoying nature.
Thank you for doing your part.
Public comments in the past few months:
“The guys are always so knowledgeable and friendly
when we talk to them. They do good work and are
helpful.”
“We appreciate the work put into the ice-skating
rink.”
“Kaitlin, you do an amazing job! Palo Alto County is
blessed to have you.”
“We enjoy this park and river fishing along the
shoreline.” (Basswood Recreation Area)
Continued from Page 1
They live in dense forest,
typically nesting of cedars
and other coniferous trees
during the winter. Listen
for their sharp, rhythmic
“too-too-too” call on quiet
nights in forests.
The Snowy Owl is the
heaviest North American
owl with bright white
plumage and sporadic brown spots. Its head is
rounded with no ear tufts. They breed in the arctic
tundra and are sporadic winter visitors in Iowa.
Snowy Owls like agricultural fields or open spaces.
Their sound is a deep, muffled hoot.
The Burrowing Owl is small and long-legged with
brown and white feathers, yellow eyes, a yellow bill,
with no ear tufts. A rare nester in Iowa. They are
ground nesters in open spaces. The Burrowing Owl
hunts close to the ground for insects and small
animals. They are more active in early morning and
late evening. The male song is a high, nasal,
trumpeting “coo-coo, coo-coo” sound.
In addition to Iowa owls, the Short-Eared Owl and
Long-Eared Owl are both on the state endangered list
due to loss of habitat. Both hunt and live in grasslands
and open spaces. If spotted, they are either sitting on
the ground or flying low as they hunt for prey.
Final tidbit:
A group of owls is called a parliament!
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Upcoming Events - Pre-registration is required for all programs
by calling (712)837-4866
MARCH

JUNE continued

27th Gourd Birdhouse Making 10:00 am
Ages 14 and up. Gourd birdhouses are great for
cavity nesting birds such as wrens, bluebirds,
chickadees, and some finches. Pre-registration is
required.

12th Kite Decorating 10:00 am
Meet at the north shelter house in Lost Island
Huston Park. Decorate a kite to take home and fly
anytime. Pre-registration is required.

APRIL
11th Building Better Birders
7:00-8:30 am Bird Hike
9:00-11:00 am Intro to Warbler Identification
Both sessions are conducted by Kelly McKay
(BioEco Research and Monitoring Center), with
assistance from Mark Roberts (Clinton County
Conservation) and Brian Ritter (Nahunt Marsh
Education Center). Funding for this workshop is
provided by the Resource Enhancement and
Protection-Conservation Education Program.
Pre-registration is required.
MAY
8th Wings and Wetlands 1:00-4:00 pm
Ages 6 and up. Have a fun-filled day learning the
importance of our wetlands with Ducks Unlimited.
The day will begin with a guest speaker in the
Nature Center followed by a rotation of sessions
outdoors. Pre-register by May 1st to receive a free tshirt!
9th Wings and Wetlands Bird Hike 7:30 am
Venture out on the trails with local bird expert Lee
Schoenewe. We will meet inside the Nature Center
for refreshments before heading out. This event is
great for all ages of bird enthusiasts!
JUNE
5th Kids’ Fishing Derby 9:00 am
Ages 15 and under. Registration begins at 9:00 am
at the Nature Center. Kids will fish and return with
their catch to the Nature Center by
10:30 am. A casting contest will take place from
10:30 am - 11:00 am with prizes to follow.

21st Summer Solstice Kayak Float at Lost Island
Park 6:00 am
Meet at the Nature Center. Call to pre-register and
reserve your kayak.
24th Huston Prairie Hike 5:00 pm
Meet at the Nature Center. Learn tallgrass prairie
history and identification of some of the plants you
see. Pre-registration is required.
26th Dip Netting at Lost Island-Huston
Park Marsh 10:00 am
Meet at the Nature Center. Kids will be able to see
what all can be found in a marsh and why what they
find is important to conservation. Pre-registration is
required.
JULY
1st Kayak Float at Silver Lake 5:00 pm
Meet at Salton Park. Call to pre-register and reserve
your kayak.
9th Bike Trail at Lost Island Lake 4:30 pm
Ages 15 and up. Meet at the Nature Center with
your bike. We will enjoy a trip on two wheels
around the Lake! Pre-registration is required.
10th Live Animals 10:00 am
Meet the animals we keep at the Nature Center.
Hands-on lessons! Pre-registration is required.
16th Paddle Boarding at Lost Island 5:00 pm
Meet at the Nature Center. Pre-registration is
required.

10th Kayak Float at Lost Island 5:00 pm
Meet at the Nature Center. Call to pre-register and
reserve your kayak.
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UPCOMING EVENTS
JULY continued
23rd Building Better Birders
5:00-7:00 pm Combat Birding: A vian R esearch
with the Rock Island District, a presentation.
7:00-8:30 pm Evening Bird Hike
8:30-9:30 pm Owl Prowl
All events will meet at the Lost Island Nature
Center. Come for one of the programs or come for
all! Workshops are conducted by Kelly McKay
(BioEco Research and Monitoring Center), with
assistance from Mark Roberts (Clinton County
Conservation) and Brian Ritter (Nahant Marsh
Education Center). Funding for this workshop is
provided by the Resource Enhancement and
Protection-Conservation Education Program. Preregistration is required.

Photo Contest
Submit an 8x10 photo with a nature related
theme (landscape, wildlife, plants) taken in
Palo Alto County between October 1, 2020
and October 1, 2021 to the Lost Island Nature
Center by October 9, 2021. Judging will take
place by guests who attend the annual Dad’s
Belgian Waffle Fundraiser on October 17th.
Visit our Facebook page or call
712-837-4866 for a full list of
contest rules and submission requirements.

27th Kayak at Five Island Lake at 5:00 pm
Meet at Soper Park in Emmetsburg.
Call to pre-register or to reserve your kayak.
31st Nocturnal Animals/Night Hike 9:00 pm
Meet at the Lost Island Nature Center. Learn about
what adaptations nocturnal animals utilize as we
venture out to find some on the trails. Preregistration is required.
AUGUST
7th Beach Fun Day! 1:00-3:00 pm
Meet at the Lost Island Beach for a variety of
summer activities!
June 8th, July 13th, August 10th 10:00-11:00 am
For kids, ages 3-5. Bring your little nature lover to
the Lost Island Nature Center for some hands-on
lessons covering a variety of nature topics.

TAKE IT OUTSIDE! It’s never too late to join
the 180 hours outdoors challenge. Track the
number of hours spent in the out-of-doors. To
sign up, please call 712-837-4866 and we will
send out a tracking chart. Prizes will be awarded
to those who turn them in to the Nature Center by
December 31st, 2021.
What is there to do outside? Sledding, skiing,
fishing, kayaking, walking, birding, and gardening
are a few suggestions. Many activities are offered
through the PACCB. Watch for programming
through spring, summer, and fall and get outdoors!
A chart may be found on our website too. Look for
“Take it Outside” to get the link.
Do you know someone who would be a great
volunteer at the Nature Center?
If so, please call us at 712-837-4866 and let us
know. We are always looking for wonderful
people who love nature and would enjoy being a
weekend host at the nature center.

Spring/Summer 2021

Page 6

Our Supporters
Donations
The Conservation Foundation Board would like to thank everyone for their contribution. You have
allowed us to continue providing experiences for our youth, civic groups, and the general public. Your gift
assists with our education, conservation, and recreation programs allowing us to be the best we can be.
Thank you for your generous contribution.
Andersen, Kirk & Sue
Anderson, Laurel
Andreasen, Phil
Appel, Gwenna
Banwart, Robert & Carolyn
Beem, Angie
Berkland & Brown Law Office
Bird, John & Robbin
Burr, Kenneth & Ann
Cargin, Wilma
Cizek, Steve & Peggy
> Bobber Down
Cole, David
Cooper, Dan & Mary
Deitering, Alan & Echo
Deitering, Robert & Mary
Deloss, BD Construction
Drum, Bob & Nancy
Eisenmann, Kurt & Cynthia
Ellingrod, Jacquelyn
Faber, Dennis & Cathy
Fairchild Mfg., Inc.
Farmer's Trust & Saving Bk
Faulstick Construction
Forey, Dave & Carol
Garrels, Brian & Cheryl
Geelan, Rosemary
Graettinger, Ron
Grandstaff, Ray
Grange, Gary
Haack, Rich & Sue

Happy Campers, LLC
Hayden, Beverly
Hemmingsen, B.J.
Hoben, Tracy
Hoffman, Danny & Lisa
Hoffman, Duane & Kim
Hoffman, Regis & Joanne
Holland, Jerry & Elaine
Horsley, Joel & Maureen
Houge, Michael & Pam
Hoyman, Greg & Diane
Hoyman, Steve & Jane
Huberty, Larry & LouAnn
Hughes, Brennan ,Wirtz Ins
Hughes, Gary & Marilyn
Iowa Trust & Savings Bank
Irene Banwart Goff
Jensen, Sue
Jones, Linda
Kibbie, John & Kay
Klepper, Gary & Virginia
Klepper, Jim & Pennie
Krieg, Roger
Kropf, Ron & Sandy
Lauck, Ivan & Pat
Leu, Monty
Louwagie, Bob & Linda
Maisenbach, Peter & Diane
Malm, Steve & Ruth
Mason, Tom & Lavonne

Matthews, Rosemary
McDonald, Carol
McGranahan, Allen & Cindy
Mehan, Pat & Kathy
Merrill, George & Betty
Miller, Donald
Morrison, Steve & Mary Lou
Mundus, Leo
Naig, Sandra
Nauss, Don
Nelson, David & Julie
Nelson, Jim & Diane
Nelson, Richard & Anne
Nolan, John & Sheryl
Norgaard Sand & Gravel
Olson, Greg & Mary Ellen
Opheim, Deb
PAC Publications, LLC
Penney, Jim & Heather
Petersen Insurance
Peton, Audrey
Post, Sherri & David
Potter, Lynn & Sally
Prairie Flower
Puterbaugh, Allan & Jean
Reed, Rick
Reynolds Construction
Riesenberg, Chuck & Lisa
Rittgers, David & Janelle
Roberts, Charles & Ursula
Rose, Wes & Lindsay

Rupp, Charles & Valeria
Saxton, Mark & Darca
Schany, Chuck & Therese
Schoenewe, Lee & Nancy
Sewell, Jim & Karen
Siebrecht, Dale & Lisa
Sikora, Cheryl
Sikora, Ronald & Susan
Sleper, Jeriene
Smith, Howard
Snavely, Terry & Trudi
Spies, Jim & Karen
Spies, John
Stillman, Jim & Janice
Stillman, Ann
Studer, Melissa
Sundall, DonRay & Debbie
Swanson, Marcia
Tunnicliff, Myram
Varcoe, Burt
Veltri, Frank & Marit
Waldner, Jonathan
Weis, Judy
Wenell, Jerolyn & Lynn
Whiting, Bill & Sharon
Wichman, Diana
Will, Roger
Willrett, Wendell &Sharon
Wirtz, Fred
Wirtz, Keith & Sandra

MEMORIALS
Bob and Nancy Cozine
In Memory of Jim Conlon, Greg King, Rae Rogers
Steve & Mary Lou Morrison
In Memory of Deb Weir
Dick & Anne Marie Nelson
In Memory of Ronald Reeves
Larry & Rose Mary Rustan
In Memory of Pat Alger, Janice Kassel, Anne Powers
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BRICK DONORS
Bob & Nancy Cozine
In Honor of Helen Augustine
Linda Grange
In Memory of Marilyn Ball
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Palo Alto County Conservation Board
PO Box 417
Ruthven, IA 51358
712-837-4866
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Our programs and facilities are consistent
with pertinent federal and state laws and
regulations on non-discrimination regarding
race, color, national origin, sex, age, and
handicap.

Palo Alto County Conservation Board /
Lost Island Nature Center

Welcome
Join us in welcoming Shannon Pascual
to the Lost Island Nature Center. She
was recently hired as the Nature Center
Assistant. Shannon lives in Ruthven
with her husband Jaime. They have
recently moved to this area to be closer to their daughters
and grandchildren who are in Okoboji and Buffalo Center.
She grew up in Sheffield, Iowa and is a graduate of the
University of Northern Iowa with a B.A. in Foods and
Nutrition. She was awarded an MDiv from United
Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities and served
churches for fifteen years as lead pastor before moving to
NW Iowa.
Her family has been attracted to the Okoboji area since they
first started camping together in the late 90’s. “This is a
dream come true for us. We have always wanted to live here
in NW Iowa permanently”, Shannon reports. She enjoys
reading crime thrillers, listening to podcasts, and working in
the yard or riding bike when the weather is nice. Shannon is
excited about this new position and says,
“I look forward to the time when I may meet visitors to the
Nature Center in person.”
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Palo Alto County
Conservation Board
Email: paccb@ruthventel.com
Website: www.paloaltoccb.org
Conservation Board Members
Rhonda Helm, Ayrshire
Sam Henkelvig, Emmetsburg
Mike Reynolds, Ruthven
Karen Spies, Graettinger
Tony Streit, West Bend
Foundation Board Members
Jay Bargman, West Bend
SueAnn Deitering, Emmetsburg
Shana Herke, Emmetsburg
Brian Malm, Emmetsburg
Pat Molitor, Ruthven
Julie Nelson, Ruthven
Maureen Reeves Horsley, Ruthven
Conservation Board Staff
Mary Barrick, Executive Director
Kaitlin Anderson, Naturalist
Rob Allen, Operations Supervisor
Blake Jesse, Park Ranger
Shannon Pascual, Nature Center Asst.
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