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Management changes aim to improve
ecological health of Red Rock Lake
Imagine a torrent of spring floodwaters surging down river. Tree lined
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banks are submerged by churning waters and new deposits of nutrient rich silt,
as small mammals scurry for the high ground. Fish species, from catfish to
carpsuckers explore new territories among the flooded tree trunks. In the
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weeks to come, some of those same fish will provide easy pickings for Bald
Eagles, Kingfishers, northern watersnakes, otters, and raccoons as flood waters RESEARCH CORNER
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recede. Left in the river’s wake are shallow pools and backwaters almost tailor BUSINESS MEETING
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made for breeding frogs and salamanders or migrating waterfowl. A wildlife
paradise you might think, or a complete disaster if your newly planted crops
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happen to be in the river valley.
It was the concerns of
farmers that initiated the
construction of the Red Rock
Dam on the Des Moines

River in Marion County Iowa
in 1960. Originally built as a
flood control reservoir, Red
Rock Lake now provides
numerous recreational
opportunities for boaters,
anglers, waterfowl hunters,
and birders, to name a few.
CONINUED ON PAGE 2
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wildlife biologists, hydrologists, and natural
resource managers. The objective of the Sustainable Rivers Project is to identify environmental flow
requirements for the river and to propose modifications to the U.S. ACE’s flow releases from the
reservoir that would improve water quality and
ecosystem functions for the benefit of fish and
wildlife populations. Nutrient load reduction
Kayakers on Red Rock Lake.
Photo credit: traveliowa.com

downstream in the Des Moines River, decreased

incidents of gas bubble trauma in fish (caused by
For almost 50 years flood prevention has

rapid changes in outflow from the dam), and

been the primary directive for managing lake pool

improvements in waterfowl and shorebird habitat

levels and water outflow from the dam. Recently

on the lake were 3 goals targeted for the initial

however, managers have sought ways to maintain

phase of the project.

flood control in the Des Moines River watershed
while replicating more natural flow regimes
downstream and improving the ecological health of

the lake and surrounding wildlife habitat.
In October 2016 an environmental flow
workshop was held near Red Rock Lake as part of
the Des Moines River Sustainable Rivers Project.
The event, sponsored by The Nature Conservancy
and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, hosted a
variety of experts from universities, government
agencies, and NGO’s, and included fisheries and

Exposed mudflats in late summer after lake draw
down. Photo by: Todd Gosselink
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In 2017 lower than normal pool levels were
held in late summer (somewhat facilitated by the
drought conditions this year) creating larger areas of
mudflats in the backwater areas of the lake to benefit
migrating shorebirds. The lower water levels in
summer also allowed for increased vegetation
growth near the lake shore in some areas and a
subsequent raising of lake pool level in October
flooded that standing vegetation, creating habitat
and an accessible food source for migrating
waterfowl. For many years the lake level was

lowered on December 15 of each year in anticipation
of spring snow melts and rains upstream. This rapid
lowering of the lake level was thought to be detrimental to overwintering amphibians and freshwater
mussels that would be left high and dry. This winter
the plan is to hold a higher pool level in the lake and
release water in spring.
Dr. Stephen Dinsmore, Professor at Iowa State
University, has been conducting avian surveys at Red
Rock Lake for many years. He noted, “The dynamic is
pretty easy if it works right. Typically the pool
remains high through mid-summer, then drops
rapidly and exposes new mudflats. The flooding in
early summer is essential to keep vegetation in
check. Beginning in early July migrant shorebirds

begin to use the mudflats, peaking in August. Most

Waterfowl and shorebird
use increases at Red Rock
Waterfowl and shorebird use of Lake Red Rock
in the late summer and fall of 2017 was the
highest observed in several years. This was due
to favorable habitat conditions, made possible
by a prolonged drought in the second half of
the summer and fall. A steady lake pool beginning at the end of June allowed for excellent
vegetative growth above Red Rock’s normal
lake pool level, which was then flooded with two
feet of water in the fall. With the majority of
the summer for plant growth, abundant seeds
(i.e. waterfowl food) were produced. Several
large patches of Japanese millet reseeded itself
from last year’s aerial seeding, providing even
more food for waterfowl.
Waterfowl numbers during late November
peaked at around 45,000, which is the highest
number of waterfowl observed since 2012,
which was another drought year.
Continued on page 4
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have departed by mid-September, although there is
some use through ice-up. In 2017, with ideal habitat,
the peak in mid-August was ~11,000 shorebirds on a
single day. The most numerous species are Least and
Pectoral Sandpipers, especially the latter which
comprises >50% of the total. An earlier drawdown
means that the vegetation will be too high by late
July, diminishing the value to shorebirds. Conversely,
a later drawdown would not intercept the peak
migration period.”
While flood control remains an important
priority for managers at Red Rock Lake, finding a
balance that will benefit both human and wildlife
needs will create a more sustainable river system for
future generations.

Hanah Hefner is an undergraduate student at
Iowa State University, majoring in Journalism
and Biology.

Waterfowl and shorebird
use increases at Red Rock
Without the ability of a fall pool raise, the waterfowl food would not be accessible at Red
Rock. In addition to excellent waterfowl numbers, shorebird numbers were also very high this
past year. In working with the USACE, the DNR
requested a 3” drop during the month of August
to expose more habitat for shorebird use (e.g.
mudflats/delta). This resulted in a peak of
shorebirds in mid-August at over 11,000 birds!
Over the entire shorebird migration period in
late summer, an estimated 50,000+ shorebirds
used Red Rock Lake.
Todd Gosselink is a Wildlife Management Biologist
with the Iowa DNR

Least Sandpiper
Photo Credit: Natl Audubon Society

Page 4

Wildlife Sightings

Newsletter of the Iowa Chapter of The Wildlife Society

Volume (2017), Issue 2

Winter 2017

Iowa TWS Fall Workshop Recap
On September 16, 2017 wildlife professionals and
students from across Iowa gathered at Port Louisa
National Wildlife Refuge in south east Iowa for the annual
Iowa TWS Fall Workshop. “Herps” (herpetofauna) were
the topic of discussion throughout the day, as attendees
explored river bottom habitats and got some hands-on
experience with Iowa’s reptile and amphibians.
Paul Frese of the Iowa DNR started things off with a
reptile and amphibian ID workshop at the USF&WS visitors
center at Port Louisa NWR. Don Becker with the
"iowaherps.com" herpmapping project presented

Paul Frese demonstrates frog catching techniques
Photo: Pete Eyheralde

information about the prairie and oak savanna restoration
work he's done to improve habitat for ornate box turtles

tion about this citizen science effort to photo document

on County Conservation owned land in Linn County. Don

planet-wide occurrences of reptile and amphibian species.

is also a project administrator for the online database
HerpMapper (www.herpmapper.org) and led a presenta-

After lunch Jessica Bolser, Wildlife Biologist with the
USF&WS led a tour of the wildlife refuge to highlight their
management
practices for reptiles
and amphibians.
Several species were

caught and released
by the group,
including Fowler’s
toads (found only in
the south east part of
Iowa), American
toads, southern
Jessica Bolser leads a tour of the Port Louisa NWR
Photo: Pete Eyheralde

leopard frogs, and
painted turtles.

Fowler’s Toad
Photo: Pete Eyheralde
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Genetic Research Confirms 3
Eastern Spotted Skunk Subspecies
A recent genetic analysis of Spilogale putorius was
conducted by Dr. Robert Dowler’s Lab at Angelo State
University in Texas. Research by Master’s student
Alexandra Shaffer assessed gene flow and genetic
diversity of eastern spotted skunk populations within
Texas, explored the potential for hybridization
between western and eastern spotted skunks in
Texas, and tested the validity of the subspecies
designations for eastern spotted skunks across their
range. Like many historic subspecies designations,
those of the Appalachian, Florida, and plains spotted
skunks were based on phenotypic variations.
However, the original subspecies groupings were
validated by this new research, with the plains
spotted skunk (found in Iowa) the most genetically

Plains spotted skunk
(S. p. interrupta)

Research
Corner

distinct and the Appalachian and Florida subspecies
more closely related.
Remember that road-killed spotted skunk that was
found in Sac County Iowa in 2016? While the skin
was preserved by the Sac County Conservation Board,
The carcass was brought by Iowa DNR Furbearer
Biologist Vince Evelsizer to Dr. Dawn Redding at
Luther College. Dr. Redding sent DNA samples of the
Iowa skunk to Angelo State University to be included
in this study. In both the microsatellite and cytochrome b genetic analyses, the Iowa specimen
grouped tightly with spotted skunks from Kansas,
Nebraska, and South Dakota .

Appalachian
spotted skunk
(S. p. putorius )

CONINUED ON PAGE 7

Florida spotted skunk
(S. p. ambarvalis)
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Spotted Skunk Genetic Research

Research
Corner

The plains subspecies of the eastern spotted skunk
has become rare throughout its range, with the
largest strongholds remaining in eastern South
Dakota and central Texas. Already listed as a state
endangered species in Iowa, it is currently under
review for listing as a federally endangered species.

Pete Eyheralde is an Assistant Professor of
Biology at William Penn University.

Range map of eastern spotted skunk subspecies:
pains (Minnesota to Texas), Appalachian
(Pennsylvania to Louisiana), and Florida (southern
Florida). Graphic Credit: Alex Shaffer
Iowa spotted skunk specimen, April 2016.
Photo: Pete Hildreth

Microsatellite structure plot for plains subspecies of eastern spotted skunks
Graphic Credit: Alex Shaffer
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Minutes of the Iowa TWS Business Meeting
September 16, 2017
Iowa TWS Business Meeting Minutes
September 16, 2017
Port Louisa National Wildlife Refuge
Meeting Attendance - 43
Start Time - 1:02 pm
End Time – 1:12 pm
Call to Order - 1:02pm – Pete Eyheralde, President
Minutes: Dusten Paulus asked if everyone had a
chance to read the last business meeting minutes,
published in the spring newsletter. (Greg A.
Schmitt motioned to approve the minutes, 2nd by
Steph Shepard.)

Conservation Review – Paul Frese was present but
did not have anything to report for the committee.
Education and Information – Pete E. mentioned he
was getting information for the Winter Newsletter
and looking for good stuff to add.
Membership – Dusten Paulus had nothing to report but put a call out to everyone present to consider joining Iowa TWS and letting folks know
about the Iowa Chapter.

Resolutions and Public Statements –No one to report
Nominations and Elections – No one to report

Treasurer’s Report: Dusten Paulus proceeded
with the treasures report, just a balance update
($8,517.38) and that the chapter was forwarding
on the Midwest furbearer workshop monies to
North Dakota, the next to receive the monies in
the rotation of states. (A motion was made by Paul
Frese to approve the treasurer’s report, 2nd by Amy
Crouch.)
Committee Reports:
Audit Committee – No one to report.
Awards Committee – Stephanie Shepard reported
and reminded everyone that Nov. 1st was the deadline for submitting awards. Moreover a call for
awards nominations would be forthcoming for the
winter meeting.

Old Business: New Website/Member Management Tool -Tyler Harms reminded folks that we are
still looking into the new member management
tool.
New Business: Iowa Herp Mapper was discussed,
and presented at the meeting. Just an FYI.
Announcements—Jim Coffey discussed some armadillos that were discovered in the state
(roadkill).
Adjourn: A motion was made by Jeff Glaw, 2 nd by
Tom Billerbeck- Meeting adjourned at 1:12 P.M.
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Upcoming Events



Iowa Association of County Conservation Board
Employees (IACCBE) Winterfest, 23 -25 January
2018. Five Sullivan Brothers Convention Center,
Waterloo, Iowa. For registration and more
information, www.mycountyparks.com/Info/
WINTERFEST.aspx.



Iowa Prairie Network Winter Seminar, 27 January 2018. Ames High School Ames, Iowa. Details
at www.iowaprairienetwork.org



Midwest Fish & Wildlife Conference, 28-31
January 2018 “Strengthening Natural Resources
Through Collaboration.” Milwaukee, WI For
registration visit www.midwestfw.org



National Pheasant Fest and Quail Classic, 16–
18 February 2018, Sioux Falls, SD For more
information, visit www.pheasantsforever.org/
Pheasant-Fest.aspx

2018 Iowa Chapter The Wildlife
Society Committee Chairs
Audit: Travis Russell
Awards: Stephanie Shepard
Conservation Review: Matt Dollison
Education and Information: Pete Eyheralde
Membership: Dusten Paulus
Resolutions and Public Statements: Brain Sauer
Program: Pete Hildreth
Nominations and Elections: Greg A. Schmitt

Iowa Chapter of
The Wildlife Society
Winter Meeting
7-8 February 2018
Quality Inn, Ames, Iowa

Pete Eyheralde
Newsletter Editor
(eyheraldep@wmpenn.edu)

2018 Iowa Chapter The Wildlife
Society Executive Committee
President: Pete Hildreth
Past President: Pete Eyheralde
Secretary-Treasurer: Dusten Paulus
Member at Large: Marlene Ehresman
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