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improve water quality and reduce nutrient concentration in
the river even further,” Jones said.

Other Studies
A separate study published in the Journal of Environmental Quality in 2012 also found that there is no statistically
significant, observed increasing trend in nitrogen concentration in the Raccoon River from 1992 to 2008.
However, it showed there are substantial intra-annual
variations in nitrogen concentrations and the existence of a
very strong seasonal pattern.
Overall, the data in the study support the conclusion that
this is a very stable biological system over multiple decades.
Variations in rainfall and temperature contribute more to
the monthly variation in nitrogen concentration that do the
changes in nitrogen application rates.
The results indicate that timing of nitrogen fertilizer application has a significant explanatory role in determining
monthly levels of nitrogen concentration in the river, but the
rainfall and temperature patterns are even more significant
determinants of month-to-month variability. Source – Iowa
Farm Bureau Spokesman

Court rejects suit seeking
permits for farm’s tile drains
A federal district court has dismissed a citizen suit that
sought to subject some agricultural irrigation systems to
permitting under the Clean Water Act (CWA). If successful, a statutory provision that exempts “return flows from
irrigated agriculture” from the law’s definition of regulated
point sources would have been bypassed. The suit sought
to broadly interpret the exemption and found that Congress
intended its exemption to extend to the “tile drain” system
at issue. “Congress used the broad term ‘return flows from
irrigated agriculture’ because it intended to exempt drainage
from farms practicing crop-producing agriculture facilitated
by irrigation, rather than focusing on what the components of
the flow are on any given day,” the Judge wrote.

Lawsuit renews rigorous debate over Corps
management of Missouri River

M

ore than 200 farmers and landowners in the
Missouri River basin sued the federal government earlier this month, accusing the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers of improper decisions they say led to costly flooding.
The landowners claim the corps de-emphasized flood
control over the past decade in favor of protecting fish and
wildlife along the waterway.
That choice, they said, led to floods — and an unconstitutional taking of their land.
“Something is wrong,” said Roger Ideker, a Holt County,
Mo., farmer and lead plaintiff in the lawsuit. “The recent
flooding we have had is not normal.”
The legal dispute is likely to take years to play out. A corps
spokeswoman declined to comment on the case.
The lawsuit figures to renew an unsettled national argument
over supervision of the river. The dispute involves a variety
of interests who often see conflicting priorities for the channel, from recreation, water supply and power users to environmentalists, shippers, farmers and downstream users.
That discussion will intensify this spring as the river’s
water starts rising again. The high-risk flood season began
March 1.
“I hope that there is a speedy resolution to this case,” U.S.
Rep. Sam Graves of Missouri said in an email. “It brings to
the forefront the ongoing debate over the management priorities of the Missouri River.”
Graves — a Republican who in Congress represents some
of the suing landowners — has long argued for greater emphasis on flood control along the basin.
In contrast, Caroline Pufalt, a volunteer with the Missouri
chapter of the Sierra Club and a participant in discussions
concerning the river, said the lawsuit had little merit.
“(But) I really feel, if we all sat down, we could figure this
out,” she said. “If we came together in good faith.”
Under federal law, the corps must manage the river by balancing eight authorized purposes: flood control, navigation,
water supply, irrigation, power, recreation, water quality and
wildlife preservation.
It pursues that goal by managing discharges from six large
upstream reservoirs, each designed to hold excess water during the spring and release it slowly over the rest of the year.
When the system works as designed, water is available for
boating, fishing, barge traffic, supporting wildlife and generating electricity — while minimizing flooding.
But the plaintiff property owners from five midwestern
states claim the corps decided in the mid-2000s to focus on
just one of the uses — protecting wildlife — at the expense of
spring flood control. The corps, they allege, changed its rules

in order to return the river to a more natural state and provide
additional spawning and breeding areas for threatened species.
In 2011, they say, that choice led to the worst flooding
along the upper reaches of the basin in modern history.
“The federal government changed its policies and procedures to choose environmental interests over flood control,
and to sacrifice plaintiffs’ land and other property in the
process,” the lawsuit says.
Those property owners say the corps also changed the way
it manages dikes and dams along the river.
The corps has long claimed the 2011 flood could not have
been prevented. Excessive water from melting snow and
spring rains, it says, poured trillions of excess gallons of
water into the basin. That, the corps contends, made floods
inevitable.
More broadly, the corps denies changing rules enough to
cause unanticipated flooding. Updates to management plans
in 2004 and 2006 did not change “the volume of storage in
the system reserved for flood risk reduction,” the corps’ 2014
Missouri river operating plan says.
Continued 
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Iowa Nutrient Research
Center created
The Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy, launched in 2013,
was a groundbreaking program to provide farmers with voluntary options to reduce farm nutrient loss and improve water
quality. But researchers in the state are not stopping there.
With a $1.5 million state allocation, the Iowa Board of
Regents created the Iowa Nutrient Research Center to fill in
gaps in existing research on nutrient management and to look
for new techniques that farmers and others can use to reduce
the loss of nitrogen and phosphorus from fields.
“We don’t want to stay at the status quo, we want to keep
pushing forward on nutrient management research,” said John
Lawrence, associate dean of Iowa State University (ISU) College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, who is director of the
Center. “At the same time, we want to continue to improve
farmer’s confidence in the research that is already out there.”
Last fall, the Nutrient Research Center funded 10 research
projects that are currently being conducted by ISU, the University of Iowa and Northern Iowa University. They range
from investigating the causes of corn yield loss after a cereal
rye crop to determining the optimal performance of bioreactors to reduce nitrogen levels and to research on saturated
buffers, which are designed to filter water from tile lines
before it reaches streams and rivers.
Other research is designed to develop desktop tools that
farmers can use to determine the practicality of installing
conservation tools on their own operations.
“We wanted to have a balance between practical research
that can help farmers determine which existing practices
make economic sense to implement, while other research will
be pushing forward to discover new tools that farmers may
eventually use to reduce nutrient loss,” Lawrence said.
The Board of Regents has requested a second allocation
for the Iowa Nutrient Research Center in its fiscal 2014-15
budget.
For more details on the research that has been funded, go
to - www.nutrientstrategy.iastate.edu/center/projects. Source–
Iowa Farm Bureau Spokesman
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As it does every spring, the corps is watching the Missouri
carefully. This January, it said it expected runoff to slightly
exceed normal this spring.
The corps said its reservoir levels are currently lowered to
make room for coming snow melts and spring rains.
Wednesday’s lawsuit seeks unspecified damages from the
federal government. The landowners’ lawyer said the damages could exceed $250 million.
The lawsuit does not ask the court to order the corps to
prioritize flood control. The landowners’ lawyer — Dan Boulware of the Kansas City-based Polsinelli law firm — said
only Congress can make that decision.
“It is going to happen again unless something changes,” he
said. “We hope that Congress will do something about it.”
Yet Congress has struggled unsuccessfully for years to
reach an agreement on how to manage the river.
Upstream interests seek to keep the reservoirs as full as
possible to provide recreation, power and water in upper
Great Plains states. Some downstream interests work to keep
water in the reservoirs in the spring so there will be enough to
support shipping in the summer and fall.
Yet keeping the reservoirs full in the spring means less storage for runoff. When that runoff exceeds capacity — as it did
in 2011 — the corps has no choice but to release the water,
contributing to downstream floods.
After the 2011 floods, several Missouri River working
groups were assembled, with governors, senators and House
members discussing new guidelines for the corps to more accurately address the competing concerns.
To date, there has been no overall agreement.
Kenneth Reeder is a plaintiff who owns businesses and
homes in a flood-prone area in St. Joseph. He says the public
should pay for his losses because it receives benefits when his
properties are inundated.
The public has realized “around $52 billion in savings to
other infrastructure by parking that water on top of us for 25
weeks,” he said. “You have to compensate us for that.”
Boulware, though, said his clients don’t want the government to buy their flooded property. Instead, they want their
damages covered but for the land to remain in private hands.
“It’s tough for them to abandon the land and move out,” he
said, “and they shouldn’t have to.” Source – Kansas City Star

Unattributed Wisdom
“Nothing travels faster than the speed of light
with the possible exception of bad news, which
obeys its own speed laws.”

Hypoxia task force says 2015 goals
will not be met but notes progress
fforts will fall short of a 2015 goal to significantly
shrink the size of the Gulf of Mexico’s dead zone,
despite “incremental improvements and significant
investment” being made, the task force leading the
charge says.
“This report does a good job of showing the significant
progress that has been made and that work that still needs to
be done,” said Iowa Secretary of Agriculture Bill Northey, cochairman of the Hypoxia Task Force.
The group is made up of members from five federal agencies and 12 state agencies. The group is working to reduce
nitrogen and phosphorus levels in the Mississippi River Basin
that contributes to the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico each
summer. The nutrients come from fertilizers used in farming,
on golf courses and suburban lawns, discharge from sewage
treatment plants and erosion of soil that is full of nutrients the
group said.
The report recommends the task force work to accelerate
implementation of nutrient reduction activities and identify
ways to measure progress in reducing pollution.
“Achieving significant water quality improvements in water
bodies as large as the Mississippi River and Gulf of Mexico
takes time, and the increasing impacts of climate change such
as more frequent extreme weather events pose additional challenges,” said Nancy Stoner, acting assistant administrator for

E

water for the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the
group’s co-chairwoman.
“The progress we’ve made across the board during the past
five years provides an excellent foundation and we will work
to accelerate our progress over the next five years,” Stoner
said.
Sates are working to reduce nitrogen and phosphorus levels
with the development of nutrient reduction strategies. Mississippi, Iowa, Wisconsin, Indiana and Ohio have finalized or
released drafts of nutrient reduction strategies. The remaining
seven states expect to have at least draft strategies completed
in the near future.
Northey said that Iowa is a leader in voluntary efforts to
reduce nitrogen and phosphorus levels. For example, he said
that 1,100 farmers are putting “their own money towards new
practices aimed at protecting water quality here… and downstream to the Gulf of Mexico.”
The USDA has provided $341 million for conservation practices, such as nutrient management, conservation crop rotation,
cover crops, and residue and tillage management to improve
water quality. The money has gone to 123 projects and 640
small watersheds.
Science and monitoring continues to improve along the Mississippi River Basin, including establishing a long-term water
quality monitoring network, conducting basin-wide assessments and using models to increase understanding of nutrient
loadings and, coordinating hypoxic zone research. This allows
for more precise targeting of efforts to reduce nutrient pollution and measurement of results from those activities, the
report said.
Despite incremental improvements and significant investments to reduce nutrient pollution, the goal of reducing the
size of the gulf’s dead zone to 5,000 square kilometers (approximately 1,900 square miles) is unlikely to be achieved in
2015. The average size of the dead zone for the last five years
was 14,807 kilometers. (In 2013, although the forecast called
for a large zone, it actually came in at approximately 5,800
square miles). However, the science shows the goal remains
reasonable, the group said.
The EPA says it will provide more scientific and technical
assistance, create economic analyses of conservation practices
and support regulatory activates that reduce nutrient runoff
among other approaches.
The Hypoxia Task Force was established in the fall of 1997
to reduce the size, severity and duration of hypoxia. Members
of the task force include the Army Corps of Engineers, U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Department of the Interior, EPA,
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the
states of Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Louisiana, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, Tennessee and
Wisconsin. Source – Des Moines Register Staff blog.
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State launches new water quality website

W

e may be all wet, but we have a hunch most of
you never thought of creating a bioretention
cell at your home, or maybe planting native
turf, or even harvesting rainwater.
But you might want to at least explore the possibilities.
They’re included clean-water practices on Iowa’s new waterquality website – www.cleanwateriowa.org.
Launched late last year by Gov. Terry Branstad’s administration, the website covers the gamut of water-quality issues
from Iowa farms to municipalities to industries to our homes.
Many farmers are already good stewards of the land, with
some 90 percent of the state’s estimated 90,000 farmers
engaged in one form or another of nitrate-reduction strategy.
“Now, the Governor said, we want to encourage the other 10
percent also to participate.”
That goes for all of us and now we have a guide. Branstad,
in helping announce the website’s launching, said it will help
rural and urban landowners with conservation resources and
best practices, and will assist in the effort to ”reduce nitrate
and phosphate runoff into our rivers, lakes and streams.”
The Governor has taken some heat from environmentalists
on the clean-water issue. They claim he has turned a blind
eye to pollution and excluded them from water-quality discussions while at the same time seeking input from agribusiness interests.
In fact, the federal government did find Iowa’s efforts to
enforce the U.S. Clean Water Act lacking and the state, as a
result, struck a deal with the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency to inspect more livestock operations through the hiring of additional inspectors and the better enforce penalties in
the case of manure spills.
In the meantime, the state has stressed voluntary nitrate
reduction efforts such as are promoted on the new website,
projects like the already mentioned bioretention cell. We’d
not heard of some of them until we explored the new website, and they do make a lot sense. A bioretention cell, for
example, is a bowl-lie garden that captures and temporarily
holds rain runoff, allowing the filtering of pollutants as water
percolates downward. Sediment, heavy metals, hydrocarbons
and other pollutants in the runoff are taken out before reaching streams.
There are many other ideas and much more to learn about
clean water for Iowa. Iowa Secretary of Agriculture Bill
Northey said it’s important to note that not all farms need the
same level of intervention to combat nutrient runoff. That’s
not doubt true for homeowners and businesses as well, depending on their location.
But whatever your location, the new website has information about how to keep our water cleaner. We hope Iowans
will explore some of the ideas, some tried and true, others
innovative, some simple, others more complicated.
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This is one website all Iowa can drink to, and we’re glad
the state has made it available. It’s a bargain for the $24,000
price tag because you just can’t put a price on clean water.
Source – Editorial from Mason City Globe Gazette. Below is
one of the success stories found on the “farm” section of the
website.

Palo Alto Drainage District #15 North

I

n 2009 the Iowa Department of Agriculture invited all
of Iowa’s 3000+ drainage districts to be part of a pilot
program to demonstrate a market-driven approach that
would improve both crop performance and achieve significant environmental benefits through combining updates
to tile drainage infrastructure with targeted water quality wetland restorations. This integrated approach was designed to
reduce surface runoff that can lead to phosphorous and other
ag chemical runoff as well as address the higher nitrate levels
associated with tile drainage.
While the improved drainage infrastructure provides many
environmental benefits, there can be an increase in nitrate
transport. However, by incorporating strategically targeted
and sized wetlands below drainage district outlets, nitrate
levels can be reduced by 40-70%. This complete system
allows for improved crop production along with positive
environmental benefits.
Multiple drainage districts responded to the solicitation
for pilot projects, and ultimately a total of five projects from
Clay, Palo Alto and Pocahontas Counties proceeded as pilots.
All of these pilot projects faced challenges to their implementation, but none more so than Palo Alto Drainage District
#15 North since it was responsible to build a mitigation
wetland that would serve the needs of all five pilots. This
project served as the lynch pin for all of the pilots by providing the means to demonstrate that water quality wetlands can
provide mitigation, thereby making this market driven approach feasible for adoption across the rest of Iowa’s drainage districts that are nearing the end of their design life and
will need to be modernized over the next few decades.
Over the past 5 years, the Palo Alto Board of Supervisors
and landowners of Drainage District #15 North persevered to
complete their project, which was finished in mid-2013. This
project, along with the other pilot projects, will now provide
for opportunities to validate the expected environmental and
agronomic benefits of the combined systems approach and
will provide invaluable information for future drainage districts to help them to also incorporate environmental benefits
into their modernization efforts over time.
Q. What water quality practices were used?
A. Drainage improvements and a strategically targeted

and sized wetland, of 29 acres, were placed in the 2,034-acre
watershed. The wetland nitrate removal over a lifetime is
3,228 tons.
Q. Why were these practices voluntarily adopted?
A. This project is unique in that it improves drainage and
provides water quality improvement. The drainage district
outlets and wetland together can reduce nitrate levels by
40-70%. This complete system allows for improved crop
production along with positive environmental benefits.
Q. What, if any, assistance (financial as well as technical) was received to employ these practices?
A. The Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship invited all of Iowa’s 3000+ drainage districts to be a part
of a pilot program in 2009. The Palo Alto Drainage District
#15 received cost share of 50% from the department for this
5-year project. The total cost of the drainage improvements
and the wetland was $4.5 million.

Drainage and Road Law
books now available
Last year, IDDA had several requests to determine if it
were feasible to publish an updated version of “Road and
Drainage Laws of Iowa” book. The last book was published
many years ago and the printer that did that book had no
plans to update it or publish a new book.
The IDDA board approved the project in concept and
directed Executive Director John Torbert to determine the
feasibility and pricing for publishing a new book. A publisher was found who was willing to undertake the project at
pricing that was acceptable to the IDDA board. It was then
decided to sell advertising to help offset the cost of publication.
Everything came together in December when the book was
finally published. County members of IDDA will receive
up to ten-books/member county at no charge. Corporate/
business members can receive one free book - having only
to pay for shipping charges. Books will also sold to others
interested in purchasing them.
To avoid shipping charges, IDDA executive director is
hand delivering the county books in conjunction with his
county visits.
Harlan Hansen, IDDA President, said that, “IDDA is very
pleased that we were able to complete this project and make
this book available. We think it is a great member service
and is one more way of demonstrating the value of IDDA
membership.”
If you are interested in ordering a book or books, contact
the IDDA office – 515/707-7451 or jtorbertidda@gmail.com.

Executive Director notes
As we closed out 2013, I was busy “flying the flag” for
drainage. In November, I spoke at the Tri-state drainage forum and Sioux Falls, South Dakota on “The future of Drainage.” Then, in December, I was part of a panel that appeared
at the Iowa Farm Bureau annual meeting. I spoke about the
unique aspects of Iowa drainage law that turns management
of drainage districts over to county supervisors.
In early December, we also held our IDDA annual meeting.
According to the evaluations received after the meeting, it
was a huge success. One participant notes on the evaluation
that “it was the best IDDA meeting he had ever attended.”
But, the meeting was still not perfect of course and we strive
every year to make the meeting better.
We are in the thick of the legislative session right now and
IDDA is involved in a number of pieces of proposed legislation that are working their way through the process.
Also, as announced at our annual meeting, IDDA will be
implementing a dues increase for our next fiscal year, which
begins July 1st. This is the first dues increase in eight years.
We have been able to avoid dues increases in the past due to
revenue from other sources – mainly the CREP field specialist program we administer for the state. While that has been
very helpful to our bottom line, it has not kept pace with our
revenue needs. The board felt a dues increase was warranted at this time due to the increased services we have been
providing to our members. Examples of that are the recently
published “Road and Drainage Laws of Iowa” books and the
hiring of legal counsel to help guide the board and respond to
member’s issues. IDDA’s county member dues are now assessed at 2 cents per acre of drained land. Effective July 1st,
that will increase to 2.5 cents/acre.

Legislative Update
It is not even the ides of March yet and the legislature has
already agreed to budget targets for the next fiscal year. Since
it is usually money issues that slows adjournment down, it
appears at this point that the legislature could be headed for an
early adjournment. Here are the bills that IDDA is involved in
and this point in the session:
SF 2191–Increases the “ceiling” amount of drainage
warrants from $1,000 to $5,000
SF 2273–Expands the definition of who is eligible to be
elected as a drainage district trustee for districts that elect
their own trustees instead of being managed by the Board of
Supervisors
HF 2273–This is a county treasurer “clean-up” bill. Among
other things, it makes minor changes relating to assessment
records and to cash payment of drainage assessments.
HF 2344–This bill spells out how drainage districts can be
merged. It also modifies the code sections relating to bidding
on drainage projects and has a provision relating to the liability
exposure of elected district trustees
HF 2314–This bill relates to how drainage assessments
are calculated and offers an alternative method for district
assessments.
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