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The statewide program, “Building Better Birders and 
Citizen Scientists Workshops,” was created based on two 
pilot programs which occurred over a four-year period: 
“Beginning Birding Cruises” conducted at Rock Creek Park 
with Clinton County Conservation Board (2017-2020); and 
“Beginning Birding Tours” at Nahant Marsh with the 
Nahant Marsh Education Center (2018-2019). The 
objectives of these programs were to engage the public 
with nature, get them involved with local conservation 
organizations and efforts, and to develop an active group 
of citizen scientists. Both programs were very successful, 
and as a result were awarded the “2019 Ding Darling 
Environmental Education Award” and the “Outstanding 
Volunteer Award” by the Iowa Association of Naturalists 
and the Iowa Conservation Education Coalition. 
 

With these two state awards in hand, we decided to apply for a REAP-CEP (Resource Enhancement And Protection-
Conservation Education Program) grant in order to expand our successful experience with the two pilot programs 
across the state. As a result, we developed the “Building Better Birders and Citizen Scientists Workshops” which would 
be hosted by various county conservation boards across Iowa. Our workshops offered several types of programming 
which the counties could choose from including: birding hikes of various durations, bird identification presentations 
(i.e., digital field guides), and “public-friendly” avian research presentations. Furthermore, counties were encouraged 
to add their own programming within workshop sessions. Originally, we had contacted 54 county conservation boards 
to gauge the level of interest in our proposed workshop program and 53 of the counties were interested in hosting 
the workshops. 
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Better Birders con’t.   
 

In June 2019, our grant proposal was approved for funding by the REAP-CEP Committee. The grant would allow us to 
conduct 100 workshop sessions across Iowa from September 2020 through February 2022. We believed the best 
chance for achieving our goals was through repetition. Consequently, we gave preference to counties willing to host 4 
workshop sessions. We also wanted to provide these workshops across the state. Therefore, we divided the state into 
five regions, with approximately 5 counties per region receiving the workshops. Due to personnel changes in some 
counties and Covid-19 restrictions in others, our distribution of counties was slightly altered. The Northeast Region was 
represented by Allamakee, Chickasaw, Clayton, Dubuque, Jackson, and Jones Counties, while the Southeast Region 
included Cedar, Clinton, Iowa, Jefferson, Muscatine, and Van Buren Counties. The Central Region involved Boone, 
Hardin, Marshall, and Warren Counties. The Southwestern Region was represented by Cass, Crawford, Decatur, 

Pottawattamie, and Ringgold Counties, while the 
Northwest Region included Buena Vista, Cerro Gordo, 
Palo Alto, Sioux, and Woodbury Counties. Assuming 
these workshops are a success, we hope to secure 
another REAP-CEP grant in the near future to 
accommodate interested counties which were not 
included in this grant. 
 

During the 2020 Fall season, amidst the raging 
pandemic, we still managed to conduct 16 of the 17 
workshop sessions that were scheduled. Only the 
workshop in Allamakee County had to be 
rescheduled. The 16 workshops which were held this 
fall, occurred in 14 counties between 5 September 
and 20 November. Of these workshop sessions, two 

each were held in Cedar and Jackson Counties, while 12 
other counties (Cerro Gordo, Chickasaw, Clayton, Clinton, Decatur, Dubuque, Jefferson, Muscatine, Palo Alto, Ringgold, 
Sioux, and Warren) each hosted their first workshops. During the fall workshop sessions, we conducted a total of 16 
diurnal bird hikes, 4 owl prowls, 8 bird identification presentations, 4 research presentations, as well as 4 county-based 
programs. During our bird hikes, we identified an amazing 145 cumulative species. Among these, some of the more 
noteworthy birds included: Trumpeter Swan, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Common Nighthawk, Sandhill Crane, Wilson’s 
Snipe, Franklin’s Gull, Common and Forster’s Terns, Osprey, Northern Harrier, Bald Eagle, Red-shouldered and Broad-
winged Hawks, Long-eared and Northern Saw-whet Owls, Pileated Woodpecker, Merlin, Peregrine Falcon, Alder and 
Willow Flycatchers, Blue-headed and Philadelphia Vireos, Purple Martin, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Brown Creeper, 
Winter Wren, Veery, Gray-cheeked and Wood Thrushes, American Pipit, Pine Siskin, Fox and Lincoln’s Sparrows, 
Eastern Meadowlark, Rusty Blackbird, 22 species of warblers, Summer and Scarlet Tanagers, Rose-breasted Grosbeak, 
and Indigo Bunting. Overall, the first 16 workshops were attended by 384 total individuals, which resulted in 521 
cumulative participants throughout all the individual workshop sessions. All data collected during the bird hikes were 
included in a fall seasonal report to the Iowa Ornithologists’ Union. Therefore, all bird hike and owl prowl participants 
contributed to this citizen science effort.  Consequently, these 16 workshops produced 194 citizen scientists! We are off 
to a good start, and looking forward to the remaining 84 workshop sessions. 

Scarlet Tanger, Photo credit: Larry Reis 

Nahant Marsh, photo credit Julie Malake 
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New Learning Opportunity 

Educators: Discover why life cycles of “stuff” matter in Iowa 

In the June 8-July 13 100% online AEA course, The Secret Lives of “Stuff,” you will explore powerful classroom-ready 

lessons, activities, videos and readings. You'll also engage with other educators in idea-sharing. In Module 1, consider 

what’s important to you. Then, examine waste and the life cycles of "stuff," such as t-shirts and water bottles. From 

there, analyze ways you and your students can conserve resources and live more sustainably. 

After exploring these topics and associated resources, you'll create online or face-to-face plans. Designed for use in 

your classroom, your plans will meet subject-area standards. Join us!  Funded in part by the Resource Enhancement 

and Protection Conservation Education Program (REAP CEP). 

Naturalists: Get one of your teachers to enroll and you take the course for free! It's a great way to establish better 

relationships with teachers. Plus, you'll learn about new-to-Iowa conservation issues. Go to https://bit.ly/3glYSU4 for 

registration details. Questions? Contact Susan Salterberg, the instructor, at ssalterberg@gmail.com.  

IAN Workshop News: 

Spring Virtual Workshop March 17-19, 2021 

 Regional fieldtrips on Wednesday  

 Thursday and Friday full days of awesome 
presenters  

More details and registration coming soon!  

Save the Dates! 

Upcoming Workshops: 

NAI Heartland Region, March 26 - Virtual Meet up 
"Interpretive Practice During a Pandemic" 

2021 Midwest Environmental Education Conference, July 26-29 -
Luther College in Decorah, Iowa 

Fall 2021 IAN Workshop Woodbury County November 3-5, 2021 

Spring 2022 IAN Workshop Jackson County  

Summer 2022 IAN Workshop Clinton County 

Have you heard? There is a recent initiative called “1000 Hours Outside” which encourages 

families, especially children to spend more time outdoors. As naturalists, we see first hand how 

time spent outdoors is so important for a child’s development. Whether it’s going for a hike, 

creek stomping, fishing, gardening, or golfing, the more time spent outside, the better. The 

program hosts a wide variety of tracker sheets that can be downloaded for free. There are a lot 

of designs to choose from.  

“And at the end of the day, your feet should be dirty, 
your hair messy and your eyes sparkling.” 

—Shanti 

https://bit.ly/3glYSU4
mailto:ssalterberg@gmail.com
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Name that Wild Thing 

Submit guesses to Michelle Berns at 

mberns@co.muscatine.ia.us 

 

Please use “Name that Wild Thing” as the 

subject line. The sender of the first correct 

answer will win bragging rights in the next 

issue of The Web! 

 

Last newsletter’s winner:   

Beth Waage, Story County with the 

Lesser Purple Fringed Orchid  

 

Nature Craft: Grass Heads 
Emily Ostrander, Lyon County  

momtastic.com Supplies: 
 
 2 cups sphagnum moss 

 1 tsp grass seed 

 Knee-high stockings 

 Rubber bands, google eyes, and other scraps to decorate with 

  
This simple craft is great for preschool age children, but also fun for 
school-age students. First, take a teaspoon full of grass seed into the 

stockings and then add 4 cups of 
sphagnum moss. You will have to 
work it down with your hands and 
can even spread the seed head 
out a little.  If you would like nose 
or ears just pinch and tie with a 
rubber band.  You can  keep it on 
a plate with water or set it in a 
cup (Dixie cup or recycled yogurt container) half full of water and spray water 
on top of seed head daily.  Place in a sunny spot. This craft can be used in con-
junction with the story, What if I had Animal Hair By Sandra Markle, but would 
also make a great Earth Day or summer camp craft.  

mailto:mberns@co.muscatine.ia.us
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Grapevine News 

Johnson County Conservation Board has added a third education specialist, Marci Trana.  Marci will be 

joining Kristen Morrow and Frances Owen who are the current education specialists with the Conservation 

Department.  Marci has a Master of Science Degree in Wildlife and Marine Biology and Ecology from the 

University of Manitoba and a BS from the University of Wyoming in Zoology and Physiology. The 

Conservation Department is excited to grow the education program and for the opportunities ahead. 

A good thing in my life- I recently adopted a new dog. I named him Conway Twitty and he has adjusted 
great to his new name and new “fur” ever home! He is a standard poodle and he is the best. ~Cassandra 
Alfstad, Naturalist, Montgomery County Conservation 
 
Kari Sandage is a new naturalist with Woodbury County Conservation Board. 
 
Annette Wittrock (formerly Wapello) moved north and is now the new Naturalist for Butler County 
Conservation Board 

Faith Henrichs is the new naturalist in Wapello County. 

Naturalist Spotlight  

Hello everyone, my name is Danika Cox and I am the 
Assistant Naturalist for Henry County Conservation. As a kid 
I spent most of my time outside roaming around the town 
of Spencer and my summer days were often spent camping 
in Okoboji. Those camping trips really spawned my interest 
in nature which grew even more when my dad would take 
me fishing. As a high schooler, you wouldn’t find me at a 
house party, I was usually on the lake with a line in the 
water. I realized I wanted to make my hobby a career and 
was the first in my family to go to college. I graduated from 
South Dakota State University with a B.S. in Wildlife and 
Fisheries.  

Along the way I interned at Gull Point State Park as an 
AmeriCorps Interpreter where I fell in love with teaching 

environmental education and realized what I wanted to do with my degree. While I waited for the opportunity for my 
dream job to come around, I worked at Clay County Conservation as a seasonal worker learning valuable life lessons, I 
had never had the opportunity to learn before.  

All the while I married my high school sweetheart, moved across the state, and now here I am doing what I love. 
When I am not working, I love reading a good book, playing games, watching a movie, fishing, camping, and just being 
an overall nerd!  

Danika with a brown-belted bumblebee.  

Nahant Marsh, photo credit Julie Malake 
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IAN/ICEC Award Winners! 

Bohumil Shimek Environmental Educator Award- Bev Wagner of Dubuque Metropoli-

tan Area Solid Waste Agency has been working hard as the Waste Agency’s Education 

Coordinator since 2004. Bev works hard to connect students and the public to the role 

of a landfill and practices that the Dubuque Metropolitan Area Solid Waste Agency 

employs so that the landfill is clean and renewable. Bev is known for her landfill tours 

where she showcases the landfills purpose, process, and management.  Some things 

to highlight are the ponds located at the landfill that have a high enough water quality to sustain a population of fish 

and the landfill’s methane gas collection system. Once COVID-19 made in person educational tours unsafe Bev worked 

with area schools to include a virtual landfill tour into their curriculum. Bev also has worked hard engaging with area 

schools by creating “green teams” and starting recycling and composting programs with local schools.  Thank you Bev 

for your dedication! 

Chris Holt Youth Environmental Education Award- Polk County 

Conservation’s Youth Corps has been connecting young people with the 

natural world since 2017. Nominated by Jenna Coulter Polk County 

Conservation’s Youth Corps truly deserves recognition for providing 

teenagers ages 15-18 with an immersive and team-based experience. This 

Youth Corps focuses on service learning projects from Monday through 

Thursday and dedicate Fridays to environmental education and 

recreation. Fall crews have a similar breakdown split between afterschool 

sessions and Saturdays. Polk County Conservation connects diverse youth 

with outdoor learning and recreation experiences and helps them become 

valued environmental stewards. The projects that the youth participate in 

are tremendously valuable to Polk County natural areas as well as to the youth themselves. Way to go Youth Corps! 

“Ding” Darling Environmental Education Award- With in-person educational programs became difficult to do in person 

Shawnell Richter, Lydia Goehring, Christina Roelofs , Megan Wisecup, and Rachel Aliss hit the ground running with a 

three part virtual Zoom series on Outdoor Cooking. The first class was all about simple campfire recipes that did not 

require any special equipment. The second was on pie irons/sandwich makers. The third class was Dutch ovens. This 

video series were well attended with 100 people per session totaling with 300 people. The majority of attendees were 

from Iowa but there were also people viewing from Nebraska, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, and Louisiana. With two 

tablets and a whole lot of knowledge Shawnell Richter, 

Lydia Goehring, Christina Roelofs , Megan Wisecup, and 

Rachel Aliss provided a wonderful and valuable educa-

tional series that can still be viewed. Here are the links to 

the recordings: 

Basic Campfire Recipes: https://youtu.be/U7mfE6oMUmc 
Pie Irons/Sandwich Makers: https://youtu.be/mDrYyFM0BI4 
Dutch Oven Cooking: https://youtu.be/y3xEfnkfr3U  
 

Excellent work Shawnell, Lydia, and Christina! 

https://youtu.be/U7mfE6oMUmc
https://youtu.be/mDrYyFM0BI4
https://youtu.be/y3xEfnkfr3U
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IAN/ICEC Award Winners! 

Outstanding Environmental Education Program (two or less Naturalists) 

The 2020 winner of the Outstanding Environmental Education Program with two or 

less Naturalists goes to Heidi Reams from Floyd County Conservation.  This past 

year was anything but normal, but Heidi battled through the challenges and was 

able to present Floyd County residents with plenty of information.  Once COVID-19 

hit, Heidi went “live” on Facebook every day at 2:00 pm from the Fossil and Prairie 

Center.  Once the schools of Floyd County decided to go virtual, she made videos of 

the programs she would have presented in person.  To make these videos more 

accessible, she even created a YouTube Channel for Floyd County Conservation.  In 

the summer, Heidi even did “Somewhere in Floyd County” series where she visited 

all 33 areas managed by Floyd County Conservation. Besides videos Heidi, and the other Floyd County Conservation Staff 

(four members), created kits for bird houses or feeders for five dollars each.  These kits were a huge success with over 300 

kits being sold!  I’m sure the birds of Floyd County are quite happy now!  Since the make and take kits did so well, during 

the summer of 2020 Heidi created “Park Packs” with brochures, fossil identification sheet, map of the park, scavenger 

hunts, and other brochures.  At peak usage, they went through 100 packs a week. 

As school resumed, Heidi received funding through a Theisen’s Grant, the Floyd County Izaak Walton League, and from the 

Fossil and Prairie Conservation Foundation.  With that money, she created “classroom kits,” which were plastic containers 

for each of the students.  Different program topics had different items placed inside each of the kits ranging from rocks to 

replica eggs.  Each item was sanitized between uses.  Heidi used these kits while doing ZOOM programs so the kids could 

still get that “hands-on” portion of a program. Thank you Heidi for you dedication to environmental education! 

Outstanding Environmental Education Program (three or more 

Naturalists) 

The 2020 winner of the Outstanding Environmental Education Program 

with three or more Naturalists is Scott County Conservation.  With a 

Naturalist/Director (Dave Murcia), two Naturalists (Mike Granger and 

Becky Baugh), Assistant Seasonal Naturalist (Paige Owings), and Iowa 

4H AmeriCorps Environmental Educator Member (Faith Henrichs), 

Scott County Conservation was able to present quite a few programs, 

even during COVID-19.  They were able to create 63 educational videos 

and approximately 297 programs for 5383 people.  All levels of public 

and school were represented in those numbers, including college and 

homeschoolers!  Those 297 programs encompassed a wide variety of 

topics, from forest bathing to natural health and home products, to a 

program for International Mud Day.  Several new partnerships were formed including The Center of Outdoor Ethics and 

Leave No Trace, Quad Cities Women’s Outdoor Club, Hagen Homeschoolers, and the Rails-to-Trails Conservancy 

partnership.  All of these things during a multi-million dollar renovation of a new education facility with only one 

Resident Caretaker to maintain all 225 acres and facilities!  WOW! Thank you Scott County Conservation for your 

continued dedication to environmental education.   
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IAN/ICEC Award Winners! 

Print Media Award 

The 2020 Print Media Award goes to Kristen Bieret from Sac County 

Conservation.  Kristen saw an opportunity to create some Iowa based 

infographics. She created a series of activities, crafts, and suggested 

readings all in a little to go bag, free of charge to people. What 

started as 20 kits soon grew to encompass eight libraries and now 

disseminates over 130 kits a month! By December 2020, she handed 

out over 400 of these to go bags! These materials are also available 

for download on the Sac County Conservation Wix Website.  A quote 

from Library Director Brenda Naberhaus, “In these trying times, we 

so greatly appreciate all the outside help we are getting, especially 

from our Naturalist, Kristen! She has been making some grab and go 

bags for us to send home with our young patrons and they are 

‘LOVING IT!’ Moms and dads have been liking this option, too, because they can do the activities with the children 

when they have time.” Thank you Kristen for creating some Iowa based infographics!  Great way for people to 

connect to the world right outside their doors.   

Outstanding Non-print Media Award- When the pandemic began and schools closed 

Michelle Wilson (Iowa DNR,) Anne Riordan (Iowa DNR) and Christina Roelofs created the 

Environmental Education Google Drive so that the students that they work with as well as 

the public would still have access to environmental education resources. The Google drive 

is separated into two parts. One part focuses on activities and scavenger hunts. The other 

part is called virtual field trips. This part of the drive has videos, photographs, games, 

activities/worksheets, and reference materials. Access to this Google drive has been given 

to twenty-four school districts, the Iowa Department of Education, multiple State Park’s 

friends groups, different Facebook pages, as well as different homeschool and individual 

families. 

Sylvan Runkel Award 

The 2020 Sylvan Runkel Environmental Education Award goes to Holmes 

Helps.  Holmes Helps is a collaboration between Holmes Junior High in 

the Cedar Falls School District and Green Iowa AmeriCorps. The project 

started with Maya Mallavarapu, a former student, that did a service 

project for the school after noticing the wastefulness of school lunches. 

Maya’s father, Dr. Ravi Mallavarapu, donated money to help implement a 

program to curb the waste for the future. Thus, Holmes Helps was born. 

There were some learning curves and bumps, but the program 

persevered. They now have a bin for composting, plastic recycling, and 

landfill. In just 14 weeks they diverted over 3000 pounds of food waste 

from the landfill! Jennifer Trent from the Iowa Waste Reduction Center said Holmes Junior High was the second 

school in Iowa that was composting and recycling school lunches. Here’s to hoping that other schools will start 

composting and recycling their school lunches as well.  Thanks Holmes Helps for being such trailblazers!           
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IAN/ICEC Award Winners! 

Outstanding Volunteer Award 

The 2020 Outstanding Volunteer Award goes to Olivia Brown. Olivia has been a 

volunteer for Louisa County Conservation since 2018. Before the pandemic, Olivia 

would do a wide array of tasks from supervising the county fair booth, cleaning 

animal cages, to being an actor in their Halloween hikes. As Bobbi Donovan said, 

“there aren’t many people willing to stand in the cold, rainy weather pretending 

to be carnivore poop just to help an organization.” Well Olivia did that and made 

the experience for others a pleasant one as well. One thing Olivia really enjoys is 

taking care of the 10 animals at Louisa County Conservation. Olivia even walks the 

turtles outside for enrichment!  Even though Olivia loves taking care of the 

animals, she pushes herself outside of her comfort zone to help with projects as 

well. Olivia has autism, but she never lets that stop her from trying new tasks and 

has grown in confidence during her time with Louisa County Conservation. Thank 

you Olivia for all your hard work and dedication to Louisa County Conservation.   

“Keep close to nature’s heart...and break clear away once in a while, and 
climb a mountain or spend a week in the woods. Wash your spirit clean.”  

- John Muir  
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My ExCom Experience 
Michelle Berns, Muscatine County 

Wow, what a fun four years it has been! After several years of being in the 
organization, I wanted to give back some of my time. So I decided to run. I 
was the secretary my first three years and this year (2020) of all years, I was 
president. I learned so much during my four years on ExCom and gained 
new skills. Here is my checklist of what makes serving on ExCom so great. 

 Friends for life- need I say more than this?  I have had the opportunity 
to work with many GREAT people on ExCom over my four years. I have 
developed friendships with them and have learned their “stories.” And I 
love to hear about people's stories!  Where they came from and how they 
came to be who they are today make the best stories. Carpooling to 
meetings and seeing each other four times a year helps with that, and the 
emails, texts, phone calls. You do really learn a lot about your fellow ExCom 
members. 

 Getting to really understand the inner workings of an organization you 
love! I have been a part of the Iowa Association of Naturalists for about 16 
years now. I always thought I knew how things worked, but until you serve 
on ExCom you just know the outskirts. I feel like now I am really a part of 

the organization because I know what it is like on the other side. I can now see the big picture. I also have a 
newfound respect for anyone who serves on an Executive Board, it isn’t always as easy as it looks.  

 Inside scoop- yes, workshops even! As a naturalist before, I could hardly wait until the schedule for the next 
workshop came out. Now, I get to see them before anyone else. (P.S. You can also join the workshop 
committee to see this information firsthand.) Committees- you certainly cannot be on all of the committees 
that IAN offers, but on ExCom, you get to learn a little bit about each one and keep up with the happenings!   

 Yo, I got mad skills…No, really everyone, I learned a ton! Not only how to effectively take notes, but also make 
annual reports, create agendas, work on strategic planning, run a meeting effectively, and work up budgets. I 
don’t do a lot of any of this in my normal day-to-day naturalist job, so it was great practice and 
experience! And I may have gotten a little less shy in the experience as well.  

 Travelling to faraway places- so maybe it is only a few counties over, or across the state, but going to different 
places for meetings has been great for me to see other places. Looking at other nature centers gives me ideas 
for ours! Also, Iowa really is beautiful if you look past all of the corn and soybeans.   

 No workshop registration fees if you serve on ExCom. Yes, you heard that right, just your regular yearly 
member fees. Just consider your service to IAN on ExCom as your payment for workshop fees.   

Terms are two years and you can be elected to serve another term.  Your positions may vary unless you are the 
treasurer or the workshop coordinator. If you are interested in serving or have any questions, send me an email!  

Interested in joining a committee? If, so reach out to the chairs 

listed below.  

Fundraising: Mary Bulger , mbulger@co.iowa.ia.us 

IAN Scholarship: Jessica Steines, jsteines@clintoncounty-ia.gov 

IAN/ICEC Awards: Sarah Subbert, naturalist@cedarcounty.org 

Joe Halber Scholarship: Lora Kanning, lkanning@casscoia.us 

Junior Naturalists : Michelle Olson, jonescountynatural-

ist@yahoo.com 

Memberships: Victoria DeVos, vdevos@co.plymouth.ia.us 

Mentoring: Lilly Jensen, education@winneshiekwild.com    

Professional Development : Katie Struss, natural-

ist@bvcountyparks.com  

Traveling Exhibits : Jennifer Meyer, jen@jacksonccb.com 

Website: Cari Nicely, cnicely@henrycountyconservation.com 

Social Media: Heidi Reams, hreams@floydcoia.org 

Wilderness Trips: Emily Herring, eherring@marshallcountyia.gov 

Workshops: Bree Blom, bblom@co.clay.ia.us 

mailto:mbulger@co.iowa.ia.us
mailto:jsteines@clintoncounty-ia.gov
mailto:naturalist@cedarcounty.org
mailto:lkanning@casscoia.us
mailto:jonescountynaturalist@yahoo.com
mailto:jonescountynaturalist@yahoo.com
mailto:vdevos@co.plymouth.ia.us
mailto:education@winneshiekwild.com
mailto:naturalist@bvcountyparks.com
mailto:naturalist@bvcountyparks.com
mailto:jen@jacksonccb.com
mailto:hreams@floydcoia.org
mailto:eherring@marshallcountyia.gov
mailto:bblom@co.clay.ia.us
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While winter wouldn’t be most people’s first choice for an abundant foraging 
season, there are some really tasty and timely wild edibles waiting to be 
harvested on your next winter walk, ski, snowshoe, or sledding adventure. 
First up – Conifers! Although mostly non-native, our Iowa conifer species are 
easily identifiable (remember - pines are “paired”, spruces are square, and 
firs are flat). Always, be mindful in your foraging – be absolutely positive on 
your identification, harvest sustainably, ask permission for private property, 
and be wary of any direct or nearby pesticide or chemical use. 
Common Iowa edible species include most pines, spruce, cedar, and firs, but I’m particularly focusing on White Pine (soft, 5 
needle bundles) since it is the most nutritious. WARNING: be sure to steer clear of the highly toxic Yew, as well as 
Ponderosa and Norfolk pine. Pregnant and nursing women should avoid consuming ALL evergreen species.  
So why eat an Evergreen? They are full of nutrients, like Vitamins A and C (4X higher than citrus fruits), high in antioxidants, 
helpful immune boosters, and they support respiratory health. Sounds especially vital for this winter cold and flu season, 
right? They are also full of that lovely piney/citrusy flavor, so a little goes a long way. Depending on the species and if you’re 
using young or older needles the flavor can be slightly sweet, or more towards the bitter side. Common historical uses for 
conifers include Spruce beer, teas, and conifer infused alcohols, but today we are making cookies! 
 
Conifer Cookies 

Any shortbread recipe will work, but this one is pretty simple and also turns out great 
with vegan cream and butter alternatives.  
 
For the icing: 
3-4 TBS White Pine, spruce, or fir needles (double if you want to add it to the cookies) 
¼ c cream 
1 c. or more icing sugar 
 
Shortbread: 
½ cup cornstarch 
½ cup powdered sugar 
1 cup sifted AP flour 
¾ cup butter 
Strip needles from the branch and place in a spice grinder or mortar and pestle. Grind as 

fine as you can. There might be little bits of fiber, but it won’t affect the final product. If you are wanting to add some 
needles to your cookies, remove ½ of your ground needles and set aside. If not, add your icing sugar, a little at a time and 
grind together. Place sugar/needle mixture in a bowl and slowly add in some of the cream until you get the consistency of 
icing/glaze you like. Cover and allow to infuse while you make the cookies. 
 
For the cookies:  
Sift cornstarch, flour, powdered sugar together. If adding ground needles to the cookies, add after sifting dry ingredients. 
Using either your fingers, two forks, a pastry blade, or a food processor, mix in the butter until a soft dough is formed. 
Shape into 1” balls and place on an ungreased cookie sheet and flatten slightly with a floured fork. Or roll out into a thick 
slab and cut into shapes. Bake at 300 degrees F for 15-20 min, or until the edges just start to lightly brown. Let cool 
completely before removing from cookie sheet. Glaze cookies with conifer glaze. Enjoy with some refreshing and healthful 
pine needle tea. 
 
Pine Needle Tea 
Bring 3 cups of water to a boil. Remove from heat and put ½ cup white pine needles in to steep for 20 minutes, or until the 
needles sink to the bottom. Strain and enjoy hot.   
 
Tips: Older needles contain more Vitamin C than young needles, but they will result in a more bitter flavor.  If you want a 
sweeter flavor, go for the needles brighter in color.  Never boil the needles as Vitamin C is heat sensitive. 

Chelsea’s Wild Bites: Conifers 
Chelsea Ewen Rowcliffe, Mitchell County  
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Like us on Facebook! 

Naturalists  

Planting the seed of environmental stewardship by communicating the 

meanings and relationships in natural, cultural, and historical resources.  

2020 IAN Executive Committee 

Vice President 
Amy Loving 

Dir. of Education, Nahant Marsh 
4220 Wapello Ave.  

Davenport, IA 52802 
563-336-3373 

aloving@eicc.edu  

Treasurer 
Emily Ostrander 

Lyon County Naturalist 
300 S. 4th St. Suite 200 
Rock Rapids, IA  51246 

712-472-2217  
lccbnaturalist@lyoncounty.com 

Workshop Coordinator 
Brianne Blom 

Clay County Naturalist 
420 10th Ave SE 

Spencer, IA 51301 
712-262-2187 

bblom@co.clay.ia.us 

Secretary 
Chelsea Ewen-Rowcliffe  

Mitchell County Naturalist 
18793 Hwy. 9 Osage 

Osage, IA 50461 
641-732-5204 

chelsea@osage.net 

President 
Michelle Berns 

Muscatine County Naturalist 
3300 Cedar St, PO Box 109 

Muscatine, IA 52761 
563-264-5922 

mberns@co.muscatine.ia.us 

Visit us at www.iowanaturalists.org 

mailto:karenjohlas-szalkowski@warrenccb.org
http://www.iowanaturalists.org

