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Our Planet, Our State, and Action to Invest in Both
By: Jackie Armstrong, member of the Mitchell County Citizens Climate Education group

If you think that something should be done to make sure we leave rivers clean and soil rich and
productive for future generations, we have a group for you to meet! Citizens Climate Education, part
of the Citizens Climate Lobby, is a local group of diverse local citizens who share an interest in taking
positive action to protect the earth against the effects of climate change. Members meet monthly to
educate each other and the community about climate change. Currently, there are 10 active chapters
across the state. Monthly meetings discuss many good ideas to mitigate climate change including cover
crops, carbon pricing, better carbon markets to create another revenue stream for farmers, solar and
wind energy, insulated buildings, and more! Members of CCE volunteer to speak to civic groups about
climate change, lobby members of Congress for policies to mitigate climate change, and write letters
and articles for the media.
Overwhelmed with too many commitments? In
as little as three minutes a month you can make a
real impact by joining the monthly calling
campaign. Other members contribute to the cause
by studying and attending conventions to better
understand climate challenges. Some of our CCE
members dislike government mandates and prefer
climate policies that rely on market forces, while
others focus on water resources and policies to
protect rivers. Many members are interested in the
agricultural economy and are learning how to
protect the livelihood of farmers. We come from
diverse political and economic backgrounds, but we
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Iowa Junior Naturalist Program

Do you Participate in the Iowa Junior Naturalist Program?
Michele Olson, Jones County Conservation

Looking for a fun promotional program to inspire and attract area youth and families to your
county?
The Iowa Junior Naturalist Program is a wonderful opportunity for children ages 6-18 to
experience (and share with their families) diverse environmental education events &
programs, outdoor recreation, natural resources, conservation, and historical interpretation.
Offered annually this program encourages children to attend programs offered by local
County Conservation Boards, Iowa Department of Natural Resources (DNR) state park units,
local libraries, Nature Centers, YMCA camps, ISU Extension 4H, or any other programs with a
nature theme. In addition, it encourages participants to work on independent recreational
natural resource activities in the out-of-doors!
When all requirements are completed, and the record form is filled out and turned in to a
participating Nature Center or host site participants receive an official Iowa Junior Naturalist
Patch and certificate of achievement.

Information on the Iowa Junior Naturalist program as well as certificate templates can be found on the Iowa
Association of Naturalist website https://www.iowanaturalists.org/programs/junior-naturalists . Participating sites can
download and then add their logo and contact information to the brochure template and achievement certificate
found on the IAN website.
Partnering sites have many ways of incorporating this program into existing programming including using it as a
standalone program for visiting families, using it with home school groups and programming, intertwining it into day
camps, offering it to youth groups as an additional draw, or using it with afterschool programming groups and
daycares.
Partnering sites can order patches by
downloading and filling out the order form
found on the IAN website. You can choose
which patches to order each year. Prices of
patches are only $1 per patch. A new patch
design will be coming in 2021 – Iowa’s State
Rock, “The Geode”! Watch for this design and
updated order form on the website soon.
Participating counties, with host site locations
specified, will be indicated on a map on the
Iowa Junior Naturalist webpage. Get your
county on the map today! We hope
more counties will partner to offer
this wonderful program!
Counties that currently participate in the program
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Iowa Junior Naturalist Program
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Senior Environmental Learning and Fellowship—SELF
By: Sarah Davelaar- Sioux County Conservation Board
The Sioux County Conservation Board opened the
Prairie Woods Nature Center in Oak Grove State Park, Hawarden, IA in January of 2020. Before the grand opening,
the environmental education staff began looking for opportunities to expand programs for all ages to enjoy our
new facility. One demographic our naturalist team wanted
to include was the retired seniors of the county and the
surrounding area; many of whom had embraced and supported the vision of the Prairie Woods Nature Center.
To start the planning process, we wanted a catchy
name people would remember. Several counties have similar programs like OWLS- Older Wiser Livelier Seniors or
FISH- Friendly Interactive Senior Hour; however, we have
heard these ‘animal’ names can create an unintended misconception of the program topic. So, we decided to go a
different direction and brainstorm something that would
hopefully be less confusing. We started by jotting down
keywords we felt would capture the atmosphere we
hoped to create. Next, we tried combinations of the first
letters of our words to form acronyms. After several different acronyms, we generated SELF- Senior Environmental
Learning and Fellowship. We even created a catchy tagline, “We promise you will enjoy your-SELF!”
Next, we needed a plan. Input about the program
from our volunteers and senior friends indicated that a
reoccurring monthly program would help people integrate
it into their normal routine. After looking on our calendar,
we noticed the first two weeks of the month, on a nonCovid year, is usually devoted to outreach and school programs. The third Thursday rolled off the tongue, but November and December holidays would create yearly
schedule challenges. We finally landed on 9:30-10:30, the
third Tuesday of each month. After our second month of
hosting, we created a second time, 2:00-3:00, due to the
growing attendance and different schedules of our interested seniors. Our morning session is more popular, but
we have a few regulars in the afternoon that come from
farther away or have morning plans and are thankful for
the afternoon time slot.
To help keep each month’s topic fresh it was decided to create a general yearly theme in which all programs of that year would fall into. The plan is to develop a
rotation of five-yearly themes. For our first year, our
theme was Seeing the Unseen, which is the entire theme of
our exhibit space of the Prairie Woods Nature Center. Each
month we focused on one component of an exhibit and
dove deeper into the topic. For example, one of our exhibits talks about the importance of wetlands and features a

section where people can identify macroinvertebrates, we
took it one step further. We went to a couple of local
ponds managed by the Sioux County Conservation Board
and brought in water samples. After a short presentation
of how macroinvertebrates can be an indicator species, we
allowed our participants to use straws to pick through their
sample and discover what was hiding beneath. “I will never
look at a dragonfly the same again” was a comment made
after discovering what the larva of a dragonfly looked like.
This year’s theme is By Design. Each month we take the
time to explore how the specific design of our chosen
monthly topic is essential to its owner. For example, during
our February program, the topic was Feet, we used biofacts, taxidermies, furs and pictures to look a different kind
of feet. One specific example we discussed is how bird’s
web feet are not only good for swimming, slowing down,
taking off but also how they help to regulate the bird’s
body temperature. Other monthly topics for this theme
include Beaks, Animal Coverings, Skeleton & Teeth, Seeds,
Ears, Wings & Feathers, Eggs, Animal Homes and Eyes.
January is used as an introduction to the year’s program
topic. This year we are going to end with a Jeopardythemed game featuring categories from the year’s sessions. So far people are excited and are enjoying this year’s
theme.
The last letter of our SELF acronym stands for fellowship. We wanted to create an atmosphere that makes
our guests feel at home and comfortable asking questions
and having discussions. While most of this is facilitated by
the attendees themselves, we try to enhance it in two
ways, coffee
and treats.
When our
guests walk
into the room,
they find an
open seat/
table. (Quick
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SELF—cont.
note on the chairs, we specifically ordered chairs that have
slide bottoms and armrests for this room to make it easier
for our SELF participants and nursing home groups to get
up and out of the chairs.) Once they are seated, a volunteer comes to hand them a Prairie Woods Nature Center
coffee mug. The mug is placed Down for Decaf coffee, or
up for regular. A naturalist or second volunteer comes
around with the coffee and offers sugar or powder creamer. Once all the coffee has been served we jump into the
program. At the end of the presentation, our volunteers
are ready with the treats. Our treats come from other
amazing volunteers who love to bake! I simply ask them to
make either two dozen cookies or one 9 x 13 pan of something. We have multiple bakers lined up depending on the
attendance we are expecting. We have also talked to some
of our local Home Economic High School teachers to get
their classes involved in baking, but since COVID hit we are
keeping our bakers limited. Once the treats have been
served, our SELF participants get their coffees topped off
and sit around their tables discussing the program, wildlife
encounters or stories from the past. This fellowship time

also allows us to walk around answering any questions and
building relationships with our regular SELF participants.
Since January 2020, Sioux County has hosted 16 of
our possible 24 SELF programs and we’ve seen over 300
guests and volunteers participate! We enjoy individuals
coming up to us to tell us a story of when they shared SELF
program information with a group of friends/family or
they ask about the next SELF topic. Overall, we think the
most telling testament to the success of the program is
seeing the domino effect taking place. The friends who
regular participants brought last year are now regulars
themselves and are bringing new friends. We advertise the
program in the newspaper, our newsletter, website, Facebook page, radio and even local TV channels but when
asked, 64% of participants marked that they heard about
the program through friends or family members. Despite
what many people think about their age, this generation
has a thirst for knowledge, especially when it’s about the
world they grew up in. If any county has ever wanted to
try a Senior program, I would highly recommend it! I can
guarantee you will enjoy your-SELF!

Naturalist Spotlight
Cassandra Alfstad- Naturalist Spotlight
About Me
I grew up in Indianola, Iowa (Warren County) and have always had a love for
nature and wildlife. No one else in my family likes outdoors activities, so I
always got so excited when I found someone who would take me fishing, or
when our naturalist (Joel at the time) would have our class out for a field trip
to the nature center. That passion never left me as I got older, and I graduated from Northwest Missouri State University in 2019 with a bachelor’s degree in General Biology with an emphasis in Zoology and Wildlife Ecology &
Conservation. I worked as a seasonal naturalist for 2 years at Lake Ahquabi
State Park, and that confirmed being a naturalist is what I wanted to do.
April 01, 2020 was my first day as the full-time naturalist for Montgomery County Conservation. When I got the phone
call offering me the position, I was shaking and on the verge of tears, on my parents’ back porch. I have loved getting to
know Deb Karwal and all of the lives she has impacted over the years. The kids all call me Critter Cass, so that’s what I
go by. It has been amazing, even in these odd times, to achieve a long-time dream of mine. Going in, I wasn’t aware of
how close we all are as naturalists. I love being able to throw out a question and not feel judged, but rather supported.
Thank you so much, IAN.
A few fun facts about me:
•
•
•
•

My favorite Iowa mammal is the Opossum (Deb and I quickly bonded over that).
I have a dermestid beetle box.
I love to shoot bow and kayak.
I have a dog named Conway Twitty (he packs while we hike).
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Chelsea’s Wild Bites:
Chelsea Ewen Rowcliffe, Mitchell County

The Morel Hunter’s Consolation Prize
We’ve all been there: the perfect weather, the perfect moisture,
the perfect tree all aligning to produce that coveted spring treasure
- morel mushrooms! You can already hear them frying in the cast
iron…except, there is not a morel to be found! Tree after tree and
there is nothing! Fear not, as there is often another prize inhabiting
our trusty dead/dying Elm trees: the Pheasant Back mushroom!
Many people overlook this common edible fungus as they deem it inferior to the gold standard of morels. I,
however, welcome this tasty treat in my mushroom basket and argue that it’s substandard rating may be
more related to them lacking the mystery and of the ”thrill of the hunt” that morels provide.
Pheasant Back mushrooms (Cerioporus squamosus) are a common spring (and occasionally fall) fungus and
one of the easily identifiable edible species found in our Iowa woodlands. The key characteristics include
1.) Growing on dead hardwood. I commonly find them on elms where morels should be.
2.) They grow “shelf-like” with a stout stem typically more toward the
tree.The stem often is black near the base.
3.) The underside is marked with fine pores, very tight when young and
opening in a slight angular shape when mature.
4.) The top of the mushroom is cream to tan in color with fine, featherlike scales, giving them the appearance of a hen pheasant and hence the
name “Pheasant Back”.
5.) The scent of this mushroom is very similar to green watermelon rind or cucumbers.
How to enjoy Pheasant Backs? The tender specimens make for great fresh eating, but don’t
discount the slightly older and tougher finds either! A good test for fresh eating is taking a
sharp knife and cutting in toward the center of the mushroom until you just feel a very slight resistance. If
your knife slices easily through the whole thing, it’s tender enough for fresh eating. If you meet resistance, it
is too tough and best reserved for other uses. I do this knife test around the whole perimeter, then cut off
the “fringe” for fresh eating. Size of the mushroom itself is NOT a good indication of tenderness, but PORE
SIZE is! The smaller the pores, the more tender the mushroom. Tender bits fry up quite nice in some olive oil
or butter, seasoned to preference, and can be used pretty much any way you would eat any other
mushroom species. With the slightly tougher bits, I typically use them for seasoning and stock. They make
the BEST, rich, mushroom-y broth. Slice up the tougher bits into about ¼ inch pieces and dehydrate until
thoroughly dried (check your dehydrator for temps and times). Then I just store in a glass jar until I’m ready
to make stock. No amount of cooking will ever soften these tougher bits, so just pour boiling water over
your dehydrated mushrooms and allow to steep for about ½ hour. Strain out your
mushroom pieces and dehydrate to use again if desired, or toss into your
compost bin. This broth is a great base for homemade ramen, soup, or gravies.
You can also grind up the dehydrated bits of mushroom into a powder to add
some extra mushroom-y goodness to homemade pasta
dough, breads, or biscuits. As always, forage from safe
areas, check local regulations, be ethical in your
harvests, and NEVER eat anything unless you are 100%
positive on the identification. Also, it is recommended
to always properly cook wild-harvested mushrooms.
Happy Hunting!
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Like us on Facebook!
Visit us at www.iowanaturalists.org

Save the Dates!
Upcoming Workshops:
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 March 9-11, 2022
Summer 2022 IAN Workshop Clinton County

2021 IAN Executive Committee
President
Chelsea Ewen-Rowcliffe
Mitchell County Naturalist
18793 Hwy. 9 Osage
Osage, IA 50461
641-732-5204
chelsea@osage.net

Secretary
Rene Stroud
Pottawattamie Co. Naturalist
227 S. 6th St., Suite 204
Council Bluffs, IA 51501
712-242-1197
Rene.stroud@pottcounty-ia.gov

Workshop Coordinator
Brianne Blom
Clay County Naturalist
420 10th Ave SE
Spencer, IA 51301
712-262-2187
bblom@co.clay.ia.us

Vice President
Heidi Reams
Floyd County Naturalist
P.O Box 495
Rockford, IA 50468
641-756-3490
hreams@floydcoia.org

Treasurer
Emily Ostrander
Lyon County Naturalist
1651 180th St.
Inwood, IA 51240
712-753-2033
lccbnaturalist@lyoncountyia.com

Naturalists
Planting the seed of environmental stewardship by communicating the meanings and
relationships in natural, cultural, and historical resources.
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