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NATURAL QUALITY 
In Iowa, little land has remained untouched by human 
activity. Prior to settlement by Euroamericans in the 
early 1800s, about 23 million acres of the state was 
covered with tall grass prairie. The remainder of the 
land included 7 million acres of forest and forest/
prairie savanna, along with 5 million acres of 
marshes, oxbows, soughs and backwaters. Today, less 
than 0.1% of native prairies (30,000 acres), 5% of 
wetlands (422,000 acres), and 43% of forests 
(2,900,000 acres) remain (IDNR, 2012).  

Southeast Iowa is no exception and few natural 
resources meet the federal standard for inclusion as a 
natural intrinsic quality.  

However, there are natural resources worth noting 
and including as part of this plan. Natural resources 
are essential to the Byway’s other intrinsic qualities, 
and should be considered for protection, enhancement 
and interpretation.  

ASSESSMENT AND CONTEXT 
The natural resources assessed for the CMP were 
Geologic, Forests, Des Moines River, and Fish and 
Wildlife. Map 5 shows the distribution of forest 
resources in the Corridor along with the Des Moines 
River.    

Geologic Resources 
The geology of the region contributes substantially to 
the Byway’s scenic resources. Iowa lay near the 

equator about 300 million years ago and the current 
Des Moines River Valley was covered with shallow 
tropical seas intermittently for millions of years. The 
sandstone and limestone beds exposed along the river 
today were deposited in the shallow tropical seas that 
covered Iowa on and off for millions of years. (Haury
-Artz, 2013).  Glaciers, fine soil deposits, and 
ongoing erosion sculpted the land over time, defining 
the region’s rolling landscape and network of rivers.  

In the Des Moines River valley, water has cut through 
layers of sediment and stone revealing this geologic 
history. These exposed layers are visible along the 
Des Moines River near Keosauqua and in Lacey 
Keosauqua State Park.  

Assessment: Geological features are par t of the 
landscape so are visible throughout the Corridor. The 
greatest need is for interpretation of the features, 
especially at locations where the geological features 
are unique and observable.  

Significance: Regional 

Related Resources: 

 The Des Moines River 

 Lacey Keosauqua State Park 

Forest Resources 
The Corridor’s abundant forest resources are a key 
feature of the Byway. The Corridor counties currently 
hold 14% of the forested land cover in Iowa 
(Flickinger, 2010). Five of the six Corridor counties 

Natural Quality Definition: 
Natural quality applies to those features in the 
visual environment that are in a relatively 
undisturbed state. These features predate the arrival 
of human populations and may include geological 
formations, fossils, landform, water bodies, 
vegetation and wildlife. There may be evidence of 
human activity, but the natural features reveal 
minimal disturbances.  

Rock outcropping, Lacey Keosauqua State Park 
Photo credit: Lois Albrecht 
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Map 5. Distribution of Natural Resources in the Byway Corridor  
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rank in Iowa’s top ten counties for forest acreage. 
While the majority of the 418,754 forest acres is on 
private land, the area also includes Iowa’s third 
largest state forest, Shimek State Forest. The Byway 
route bisects the 9,148-acre forest, one of the largest 
remaining pieces of contiguous timber in Iowa. There 
are also 2,396 acres of Stephens State Forest divided 
among several tracts in Appanoose and Davis 
counties. The Corridor’s 48 parks and wildlife areas 
hold additional acres of public forest.  

Assessment: The forested land cover  contr ibutes 
substantially to both the scenic beauty and 
recreational opportunities of the Corridor. The highest 
concentration of forest is in Van Buren, Lee, NE 
Appanoose, and NW Davis counties.  

The greatest threat is to forests on private property. 
There should be additional education and 
interpretation opportunities for landowners.  

Significance: Regional 

Related Resources: 

 Shimek State Forest 

 Stephens State Forest 

 Lacey Keosauqua State Park 

Des Moines River 
The Des Moines River is 525 miles long and is 
Iowa’s third largest river. The Byway closely follows 
the Des Moines River for about 20 miles from 
Keosauqua to Farmington, crossing the river five 
times.  

Assessment: The r iver  provides fish and wildlife 
habitat, recreation opportunities and scenic beauty to 
the Corridor. The greatest opportunity for 
enhancement is education, interpretation and 
promotion of recreation on and along the river. 

Significance: Regional 

Related Resources:  

 Des Moines River 

 Lacey Keosauqua State Park 

 Eldon Access  

 Shidepoke Access 

 Douds Boat Ramp 

 Schulz Conservation Area 

 Austin Park 

 Keosauqua Boat Ramp 

 Bentonsport Riverside Park 

 Bonaparte Boat Ramp 

 Des Moines River Access 

 Turkey Run Access 

Fish and Wildlife Resources 
Abundant fish, wildlife and native plant life exists in 
the Corridor. These resources contribute to the 
Byway’s tremendous recreational opportunities. 
Wildlife resources, in particular, are important to the 
Byway because of the number of people who travel to 
watch wildlife.  According to the 2011 National 
Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated 
Recreation, 212,000 Iowans surveyed had traveled 
more than one mile from home to watch wildlife.   

Birds in the Byway Corridor 
The Corridor boasts a species-rich bird population of 
interest to birders traveling the Byway. The Breeding 
Bird Atlas (BBA) is an international project, which 
uses surveys of study blocks to document which birds 
breed in an area. The 2008-2012 BBA lists 134 
species of birds observed in the Corridor study area 
and likely to be breeding there. The total number of 
species seen in all Iowa study blocks was 196.  

Des Moines River 
© 2011 Kenneth G. West Jr., www.ioscapes.com 
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Map 6. Bird Conservation Areas  in the Byway Corridor  
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The Iowa DNR identifies Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need (SGCN) which includes all 
Threatened, Endangered and Special Concern species, 
as well as those with low or declining populations in 
need of conservation actions. Table 5 lists 38 SGCN 
birds breeding in the Corridor.  There are 66 breeding 
birds on Iowa’s SGCN list. Of the nine bird species 
endangered or threatened in Iowa, five nest in the 
Corridor.  

The Iowa Department of Natural Resources has two 
designated Bird Conservation Areas (BCA) within the 
Corridor (Map 6). Established in 2001, Iowa’s BCAs 
are “areas of 10,000 acres or more made up of a core 
area of permanently protected natural habitat 
surrounded by a matrix of public and private 
lands.” (IDNR, 2012a). BCAs are part of a 
nationwide effort to protect dwindling populations of 
birds.  

In 2006, Shimek Bird Conservation Area became 
Iowa’s eighth BCA . In 2015, the Iowa DNR 
designated the Lake Sugema-Lacey Keosauqua Bird 
Conservation Area. The designation recognizes the 
area as one of southeastern Iowa’s most species-rich 
grassland/savanna/forest habitats. In addition to 
providing crucial habitat for game and non-game 
birds, BCAs have the potential to attract birders 
regionally and beyond. 

Assessment: The greatest threat to public lands 
critical for fish and wildlife resources is inadequate 
funding for maintenance and enhancement.  

With so many excellent areas for bird watching, there 
is an opportunity for marketing and interpretation of 
this resource.  

Species* Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need 

Barn Owl Endangered 

Northern Harrier Endangered 

Red-shouldered Hawk Endangered 

Henslow’s Sparrow Threatened 

Long-eared Owl Threatened 

Bald Eagle Special Concern 

Acadian Flycatcher Rare 

Broad-winged Hawk Rare 

Cerulean Warbler Rare 

Kentucky Warbler Rare 

Least Flycatcher Rare 

Louisiana Waterthrush Rare 

Northern Mockingbird Rare 

Osprey Rare 

Trumpeter Swan Rare 

Veery Rare 

White-eyed Vireo Rare 

Yellow-breasted Chat Rare 

Bell’s Vireo Uncommon 

Blue-winged Warbler Uncommon 

Loggerhead Shrike Uncommon 

Ruffed Grouse Uncommon 

Sedge Wren Uncommon 

Wood Thrush Uncommon 

Eastern Whip-poor-will Common Locally 

Northern Bobwhite Common Locally 

American Woodcock Common 

Black-Billed Cuckoo Common 

Bobolink Common 

Chimney Swift Common 

Common Nighthawk Common 

Eastern Meadowlark Common 

Field Sparrow Common 

Grasshopper Sparrow Common 

Red-headed Woodpecker Common   

Willow Flycatcher Common 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo Common 

Dickcissel Abundant 

Table 5.  Byway Corridor birds on Iowa's list of 
Species of Greatest Conservation Need (IDNR, 2012a) 
that are possible, probable or confirmed nesting 
species, according to the Iowa Breeding Bird Atlas 2 
(IDNR, 2012b)  

Henslow’s Sparrow 
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Significance: Local 

Related Resources:  

Wildlife areas with the most important bird habitat 
are listed below. A list of all public natural resource 
areas can be found in Table 7, page 40. 

 Chequest Wildlife Area 

 Cottonwood Pits Wildlife Area 

 Daughrity Timber  

 De Voss-Foster Wildlife Area 

 Eldon Wildlife Area 

 Fox River Wildlife Area 

 Honey Creek State Park 

 Lacey Keosauqua State Park 

 Lake Sugema Wildlife Area 

 Rathbun Wildlife Management Area 

 Selma Wildlife Area 

 Shimek State Forest  

 Soap Creek Wildlife Area 

 Stephens State Forest - Unionville Unit 

 Tubaugh Wildlife Area 

 Turkey Run Wildlife Area 

 Van Buren Wildlife Area 

 
Protected Natural Resources 
More than 45,000 acres of natural resources in the 
Corridor are protected by public ownership and/or 
permanent conservation easements. (Table 6). 

The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) administers the conservation easements 
through the Wetland Reserve Program (WRP). WRP 
is a voluntary program offering landowners financial 
and technical assistance to protect, restore and 
enhance agricultural wetlands.  NRCS paid 
landowners for permanent easements and the 
landowners retain ownership. While there are 
restrictions associated with wetland reserve lands 
(i.e., no permanent structures), recreational use is 
allowed. Private landowners with WRP are not 
required to provide access to the public. 

An additional 104,622 acres of private land is 
enrolled in the Forest and Fruit Tree Reservation Act, 
more commonly known as “Forest Reserve.” This 
property tax incentive was established in 1906 to 
“reduce or eliminate property taxes to induce 
landowners to hold their poorer lands in timber not 
only as a source of farm income but also for erosion 
control, watershed protection and game 
cover.” (IDNR, 2011). A minimum of 200 trees/acre 
must be maintained on enrolled property. Other 
protective restrictions also apply.  

Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation accepts gifts of 
land, negotiates and holds conservation easements, 
and has the ability to provide interim ownership of 
properties while public agencies find monies for 
acquisition. They also retain ownership of properties 
across the state, including a 623-acre parcel east of 
Moravia. The property is not open to the public.  

Table 6. Permanently protected natural resource land 
in the Byway Corridor 

Type of area Acres 
City Parks 487 
County Conservation Board Areas 2,356 
State Parks 4,499 
State Forest 11,505 
State Wildlife Areas 12,045 
Federal Reservoir 11,146 
NRCS easements on private land 2,391 
Other protected private land 623 

Total protected land 45,052 

Lacey Keosauqua State Park 
© 2011 Kenneth G. West Jr., www.ioscapes.com  
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Assessment: Natural resource areas are impor tant 
to other intrinsic qualities of the Byway. Thousands 
of acres are permanently protected through 
conservation easements or public ownership, offering 
wildlife habitat as well as recreational opportunities. 
The greatest threat to the public areas is inadequate 
funding for upkeep and purchase of additional land.  

There is little marketing or interpretation associated 
with natural resource areas in the Corridor.  

Significance: Local 

Related Resources: Table 7, page 40 

PROTECTION AND 
ENHANCEMENT 
Protecting and enhancing the natural intrinsic 
qualities of the Corridor will mean working with 
public conservation agencies and private landowners. 
As stated in Iowa’s Forests Today (IDNR, 2010), 
“With more than 92 percent of our woodlands in 
private hands, individual decisions will shape our 
future forests.” Involving private landowners in the 
process will be critical.  

Current efforts to protect the existing natural 
resources of the area are ongoing, mainly through 
public agencies such as the Iowa DNR, county 
conservation boards, and Natural Resources 
Conservation Service. Non-profit organizations, like 
the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, are also 
potential partners. Many of these efforts and 
programs already target land in private ownership. 

Threats 
 Inadequate funding of conservation and 

natural resources efforts 

 Loss and degradation of existing forest 
resources, especially on private land 

 Water quality issues 

Solutions 
 Sustainable funding for natural resources and 

conservation through funding of Iowa’s 
Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation 
Trust Fund  

 Programs and funding to support 
improvement of water quality  

 Increase landowner education about options 
for protecting and enhancing natural 
resources 

 Protection of natural resources through public 
ownership 

Natural Resources and Outdoor 
Recreation Trust Fund  
In 2006, the legislature appointed the Sustainable 
Funding Advisory Committee to prepare a report on 
the viability of a sustainable source of funding for 
natural resources. The committee unanimously 
recommended that a constitutionally protected 
Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation Trust 
Fund be established.  

According the Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation,  

“Over 90% of legislators in the General 
Assembly, both Democrats and Republicans, 
voted to refer the IWILL amendment to the 
ballot in 2010, and 63 percent of Iowa 
voters supported creation of the Trust Fund. 
Passage of the amendment was the result of 
work by supporters of conservation in Iowa, 
including a bipartisan coalition of over 120 
organizations, representing nearly 250,000 
members in all 99 of Iowa’s counties. 
Revenue from the next sales tax increase will 
forever be allocated to fund the Trust Fund.” 
 

The Trust will provide permanent funding for 
conservation and enhancement of water quality and 
natural areas in Iowa. As of February 2016, the Trust 
has not received funding. Iowa’s Water and Land 
Legacy, a coalition of organizations, agencies and 
individuals continue to work toward funding the 
Trust.   

County Conservation Boards (CCB) 

Conservation boards own and manage natural areas 
for public use. CCBs may also assist landowners with 
habitat development on private land. Additionally, 
CCBs provide environmental education opportunities.   
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Iowa Department of Natural Resources (DNR) 

The Iowa DNR owns and manages public 
conservation lands. It also has roles in conserving and 
enhancing natural resources in Iowa. Some of these 
functions include:   

 Funding programs for local entities and 
private landowners for water quality 
improvement projects, wildlife habitat and 
land acquisition 

 Technical assistance to landowners for the 
development of wildlife habitat 

 Resources for forestry related issues 
including technical assistance and funding for 
private landowners 

 Enforcement of policies related to water 
quality  

USDA-Natural Resources Conservation 
Service/Soil and Water Conservation Districts 

The USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service 
and local Soil and Water Conservation Districts assist 
local entities and private landowners with projects 
related to soil conservation and water quality. They 
provide both funding and technical assistance. 
Several watershed projects exist within the Corridor. 
Landowners in those areas may qualify for additional 
funding for soil and water conservation projects. 

Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation (INHF) 

This non-profit organization plays an important role 
in protecting Iowa’s land, water and wildlife. INHF 
accepts gifts of land, negotiates and holds 
conservation easements, and has the ability to provide 
interim ownership of properties while public agencies 
find monies for acquisition. INHF currently does not 
hold any easements in the Corridor.   

Forest and Fruit Tree Reservation Act (Forest 
Reserve)  

This property tax incentive encourages landowners to 
protect and enhance their forested land.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Support efforts to fund the Natural Resources 

and Outdoor Recreation Trust Fund.  

 Inventory the Byway Corridor to identify 
important natural resource areas not currently 
protected by public ownership or permanent 
easement.  

 Prioritize areas found in the inventory. 

 Work with Iowa Department of Natural 
Resources, USDA-Natural Resources 
Conservation Service/Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts, and Iowa Natural 
Heritage Foundation to identify programs to 
help landowners protect and enhance the 
natural resources on their property. Distribute 
this information to landowners in priority 
areas. 

 Using the inventory and information from 
other IQ assessments, identify key properties 
well-suited for public ownership, if they 
become available for purchase.  

 Establish a Council subcommittee or 
stakeholder interest group for natural 
resources.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


