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Summer 2017 

  The UMRCC Newsletter 

 This Newsletter is a publication of the Upper Mississippi River Conservation Com-
mittee (UMRCC) but does not necessarily represent the official views of the UMRCC.  Sugges-
tions or comments regarding its content should be directed to the Chairperson, 9053 route 148, 
Marion, IL, 62959. Please contact the Coordinator by e-mail (neal_jackson@fws.gov) or phone 
(618.579.3129) and visit our website at http://www.umrcc.org/ 

I have always been a bit of a weather geek.  In my early teen years, I had a map of the US and would plot high and low 

pressure systems, and track warm and cold fronts with red and blue yarn as they traversed the country.  Of course 

this was before the internet and the Weather Channel.  Had the study of fisheries not taken over my life, I likely 

would have gone to college for meteorology.  I still check the Drought Monitor every Thursday, and have a spread-

sheet where each state is tracked in one of seven categories from “None” to “Horrid”.  FYI, I currently have 20 states 

in “None” and zero in “Horrid”, but North Dakota and Montana are in my “Extreme” category.  I know, still pretty 

geeky. 

I also follow the blog of the ultimate weather geek, Paul Douglas.  He was a TV meteorologist here in the Twin Cities 

for many years, and now operates a couple of businesses from here.  He wrote yesterday: 

“There's an angle to the Hurricane Harvey story that has been under-reported. The only way you can get 50 inches of 

rain crippling a major U.S. city is if a storm stalls for an extended period of time. Most hurricanes move at 15-30 mph, 

all hell breaks loose for 12-18 hours, and then skies clear and it dries up. Not with Harvey, which will wobble over the 

same waterlogged counties for nearly a WEEK. 

I've said it before, I'll say it again: when weather patterns stall, bad things happen. A blocking pattern forced "Sandy" 

into New Jersey in October, 2012. Weather holding patterns are blamed for California drought, Russian fires and 

deadly European heat. And 30" of snow here! (Halloween Super-storm of 1991). A symptom of climate change? More 

research is required, but there may be a link. 

We River Rats know all too well the River we work on is inextricably tied to the weather.  And the hydrograph in re-

cent years has become nearly dysfunctional.  Earlier, often smaller, spring pulses, and then more common random 

high water in the summer and fall.  In the last 5 years, our MN DNR Lake City folks have been able to complete their 

summer seining on Lake Pepin only twice, because water was too high the other years.  Of course, this limits the data 

we have to monitor and manage this precious resource and has unknown consequences on the habitat and fish, mus-

sel, and wildlife populations.  As scientists we are used to dealing with uncertainty, but c’mon, do our jobs need to be 

even more difficult? 

We all applaud each other for the good work done on behalf of the resource, and it is well deserved.  Keep on col-

lecting that data, but remember that getting caught in a thunderstorm, ice storm, or flash flood is not worth it.  Take 

care of yourselves and those you care about first, and the data will still be there. 

Brad Parsons 

Chairperson’s Letter 

http://www.umrcc.org/
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UMR News 

Biologists at a MNDNR lab in Lake City recently 
solved a mystery that has eluded scientists around 
the country for the past 20 years. 

Researchers at the Center for Aquatic Mollusk Pro-
grams (CAMP) have been trying to determine tech-
niques for propagating 
the Spectaclecase and 
other “freshwater clams” 
in captivity to help their 
populations recover. 
Pushed to the brink of 
extinction by habitat deg-
radation and dams, the 
federal and state endan-
gered Spectaclecase mus-
sel is one of a dozen spe-
cies being studied there. 

During their early devel-
opment, Spectaclecase 
larvae, like most other 
native mussel species, 
latch onto the gills of a 
host fish, where they 
grow into baby mussels, 
then drop off after three 
or four weeks. Not any fish will do, though. The im-
mune systems of most fish species attack the larvae 
and cause them to die before developing. 

For two decades malacologists (people who study 
mussels and other mollusks) have been trying to find 

the right host fish for the Spectaclecase. Biologists at 
DNR’s Lake City CAMP recently found that larvae sur-
vive and become juvenile mussels when they attach 
to goldeyes and mooneyes, both native river fishes. 
To date, more than 100,000 juvenile Spectaclecase 
have been collected in the lab, a critical 

milestone in ongoing 
efforts to restore the spe-
cies in Minnesota’s rivers 
and streams. 

DNR research biologist 
Bernard Sietman led the 
effort to find a host for 
the Spectaclecase mussel, 
with support from an in-
terdisciplinary crew that 
included  Maddie Pletta, 
Mike Davis, Zeb Secrist, 
Tricia Wagner, Shelby 
Marr and Kelsey Krupp all 
of EWR; Fisheries staff 
Jamison Wendell, Dan 
Spence, Nick Schlesser, 
Joel Stiras, Dennis Topp, 
John Waters and Kevin 
Stauffer; DNR interns 

Morgan Freeburg, Emory Hagemeyer  and Anna 
Scheunemann; as well as staff and students from the 
University of Minnesota. 

Shown magnified here, the baby mussels are actually 
about 0.25 millimeters in size. 

USACOE 

A eureka moment at DNR Lake City mussel lab 
by Harland Hiemstra, central region information officer  
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 UMR News 

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MN 

DNR) staff coordinated a Lake Sturgeon tagging 

event on June 23, 2017.  For the first time since a 

catch and release Lake Sturgeon season was imple-

mented statewide in Minnesota, MN DNR staff from 

the Lake City Area Fisheries Office coordinated an 

event using anglers from the public to help capture 

sturgeon for tagging.  Anglers in approximately 25 

boats took part in the event held on the evening of 

June 23, 2017 in the tailwaters of Lock and Dam 3 

near Red Wing, MN.  Twenty-six Lake Sturgeon were 

landed by anglers and collected by fisheries staff for 

data collection and tagging.  All of the sturgeon were 

between 17.5” and 31.5” long.  Three individuals 

were implanted with VEMCO acoustic telemetry tags 

being used by MN DNR researchers in an ongoing 

study of Lake Sturgeon and Paddlefish being con-

ducted on Lake Pepin/Pool 4.  Aging structures were 

collected from sampled sturgeon. An additional tag-

ging event is planned for late August when the DNR 

hopes to capture some larger individuals. 

A VEMCO acoustic tag is surgically implanted in a 

Lake Sturgeon as part of a Paddlefish and Lake 

Sturgeon movement study on Pool 4 involving 25 

individuals of each species over an estimated trans-

mitter battery life of 10 years. 

Anglers targeting Lake Sturgeon below Lock and 

Dam 3 on June 23, 2017 as part of an effort to help 

the MN DNR increase numbers of tagged individu-

als in the Mississippi River. 

Anglers Aid in Lake Sturgeon Tagging Efforts 
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UMESC scientists help USFWS with eDNA-based 
Asian Carp surveillance monitoring 

Observing Asian carps in aquatic ecosystems can be difficult when the species are rare (such as at their in-
vasion front). One approach used by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Midwest Fisheries Center's 
Whitney Genetics Lab to detect the presence of carp in aquatic ecosystems is searching for carp DNA 
("environmental DNA" or eDNA) in water. Developing the surveillance monitoring program requires both 
new molecular tools and statistical approaches. Through ongoing collaborative efforts, the U.S. Geological 
Survey (USGS) Upper Midwest Environmental Sciences Center assists the USFWS with their surveillance 
monitoring program.   

During previous years and continuing to the present, USGS researchers have worked with USFWS biolo-
gists to modify laboratory eDNA detection methods for improving sensitivity, lowering costs, and minimiz-
ing assay time. The USGS and USFWS are expanding their collaboration to also understand how to design 
the sampling for the USFWS Asian carp surveillance monitoring large floodplain rivers. Traditional statisti-
cal methods do not consider imperfect sampling detection or molecular detection probabilities, both of 
which are important considerations for eDNA-based studies. In addition to providing guidance for sample 
design, USGS researchers in Wisconsin and Florida are developing new statistical models and packages for 
analyzing eDNA-based samples. 

Points of Contact: 

Richard Erickson, USGS rerickson@usgs.gov; 

Emy Monroe, USFWS emy_monroe@fws.gov 
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UMR News 

Bird survey, forest inventory may shape habitat manage-

ment actions in areas of Pool 10  By Ted Pennekamp   

USFWS 

Area bird researcher Jon 

“Hawkman” Stravers and U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife biologist Billy Reiter-

Marolf have recently completed a 

bird survey and a forest inventory 

in Sny Magill and Bagley Bottoms 

in order to document bird diversity, 

abundance and occupancy.  

The National Audubon Society, 

the Fish and Wildlife Service, the 

Upper Mississippi River National 

Wildlife and Fish Refuge, and the 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers are 

partners in the survey and inventory 

which began on May 20 and ended 

on July 7. 

Stravers said that all breeding 

birds encountered during his survey 

will be counted, but he is particu-

larly interested in the cerulean war-

bler, which has been declining 

across North America in recent 

decades. 

“We’ve been losing habitat for 

ceruleans in a lot of places around 

the country,” said Stravers. “We’ve 

also been losing wintering habitat 

in Peru and Venezuela, in part be-

cause coffee plantations have 

changed and coffee is now grown 

in more cleared areas.” Stravers 

said that ceruleans are among the 

rarest birds in the United States. 

Stravers said he went out almost 

every day during the survey period 

to record all of the birds he saw and 

heard in a 10-minute period at nu-

merous locations. Audio recordings 

were also made. The number of 

birds and what species they were, 

within a 100-meter radius at each 

location, were documented on a 

map. 

Approximately 100 territories for 

cerulean warblers were recorded as 

GPS points in Sny Magill, said 

Stravers, who noted that the cerule-

an population in Bagley Bottoms 

was more sparse. Several years ago, 

about 200 territories were docu-

mented in the Yellow River Forest, 

a number not believed at the time 

by many biologists. The research 

proved true, however, and in 2014, 

it was instrumental in having the 

Effigy Mounds-Yellow River For-

est Bird Conservation Area desig-

nated as Iowa’s first Globally Im-

portant Bird Area. The unit covers 

more than 14,000 acres of public 

land which includes Effigy Mounds 

National Monument, Yellow River 

State Forest, Pikes Peak State Park 

and the Bloody Run and Sny 

Magill-North Cedar state wildlife 

management areas.  

“The cerulean warbler is identi-

fied as a priority resource of con-

cern in the Refuge’s Habitat Man-

agement Plan,” said Reiter-Marolf. 

“Jon has studied cerulean warblers 

for several years and red-

shouldered hawks in this area since 

the 70s and we are fortunate that 

the Sny Magill area is a cerulean 

warbler hot spot, as is the Yellow 

River State Forest, and Effigy 

Mounds National Monument.” 

Reiter-Marolf said that what the 

refuge would like to find out is 

what types of habitat characteristics 

are the cerulean warblers selecting 

to establish territories and com-

mence nesting.  

“That is why we are also conduct-

ing a forest inventory in these areas 

too,” he said. “The forest inventory 

takes measurements on overstory 

and understory height, species di-

versity, and tree size, as well as for-

est structure, and forest health. We 

hope this research will give us a 

better understanding of cerulean 

warbler habitat preference, which 

would better inform our future habi-

(Continued on page 10) 

Photo by Kat Busse 
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USFWS 

The Midwest Region of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Ser-
vice is implementing a conservation initiative to re-
duce lead exposure in bald eagles related to deer 
hunting. A three-year (2016-2018) phased outreach 
program is scheduled at 54 national wildlife refuges 
and wetland management districts located within 
nine states to encourage deer hunters to voluntarily 
use lead free am-
munition.  Outreach 
efforts are focused 
on collaboration 
with hunters, 
hunting organiza-
tions, conservation 
partners, state con-
servation agencies, 
and ammunition 
retailers. 

Fourteen national 
wildlife refuges 
(NWR) will be 
providing lead free ammunition outreach to deer 
hunters in 2017 and include seven that are located 
within the Upper Mississippi River corridor: Clarence 
Cannon NWR; Driftless Area NWR, Great River NWR; 
Port Louisa NWR; Trempealeau NWR; Two Rivers 
NWR, and; Upper Mississippi River NW&FR. These 
hunter outreach programs will continue into the fu-
ture.    

This outreach initiative was prompted by numerous 

scientific studies that have shown spent hunting am-

munition provides a lead exposure pathway in birds. 

A recent study that was focused on the Upper Missis-

sippi River corridor examined 58 dead bald eagles. 

This study identified that 60% of eagles had detecta-

ble concentrations of lead and 38% had clinical lead 

poisoning (Warner et al, 2014). Lead ammunition 

used in deer hunting was identified as an exposure 

pathway.  Radiographs of deer gut piles collected 

from hunters on the Upper Mississippi River National 

Wildlife and Fish Refuge showed that tiny lead frag-

ments were embedded in the gut piles. Cameras doc-

umented multiple bald eagles would feed on a single 

gut pile. Laboratory tests have shown that a lead frag-

ment weighing a 

little more than one 

grain, about the 

size of a piece of 

rice, is lethal to a 

bald eagle, if ingest-

ed. For comparison, 

a standard one 

ounce lead shotgun 

slug contains 437 

grains of lead.    

A multi-year evalua-
tion is being conducted by a University of Missouri 
doctoral student to determine the success of the Mid-
west Region’s outreach effort. The start-up 2017 eval-
uation will focus on how effective the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service staff and strategies were for imple-
menting the program. Pending OMB approval, the 
2018 evaluation will investigate if hunters voluntarily 
made the switch to lead free ammunition.    

For additional information, please contact Ed Britton 
(815-273-2732 x111or ed_britton@fws.gov) at Upper 
Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge, 
7071 Riverview Road, Thomson IL 61285.  

Warner SE, Britton EE, Becker DN, Coffey MJ (2014). 

Bald eagle lead exposure in the upper Midwest. Jour-

nal of Fish & Wildlife Management 5:208-216.  

 

USFWS Implements Outreach to Reduce Lead Exposure in Bald Eagles 
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UMRCC Timber Inventory—Pool 21 Pecan Grove—September 19-20 

UMRCC Fish and Wildlife Tech Section Fall Meeting—October 3-5, Lake Pepin, MN 

Upper Mississippi River Conference—October 11-12, Moline, IL 

UMRBA Water Quality Executive Committee Meeting- November 6 - St. Paul, MN 

UMRBA Quarterly Meeting - November 7 - St. Paul, MN 

UMRR Coordinating Committee Quarterly Meeting -  November 8 - St. Paul, MN 

The Wildlife Society Annual Meeting - September 23-27 - Albuqurque, NM 

UMR Upcoming Events 

I was able to attend the St. Louis USACE RRAT Co-

ordination Site Visit in pools 23,24, and 25 last 

week.  It was a fruitful week on the river making 

contacts for ongoing projects,.  As we moved 

downstream across portions of two USACE dis-

tricts, the constant thread on the river was signs of 

the work you all do.  The habitat projects, fisheries 

monitoring, timber improvements, and invasives 

work all represent the hard work you do to ad-

dress the challenges of a changing river.  My prep-

aration for that trip provided updates for a few of 

our projects farther north that deserve attention.  The UMRCC annual aquatic vegetation sampling was a 

huge success last month.  Forty volunteers from many agencies including MNDNR, WIDNR, USFWS, USACE, 

UMRCC retirees, and others collected data from 248 locations. In a single day.  Since 2005, the Vegetation 

Committee of the UMRCC Wildlife Technical Section has attempted to conduct sampling of aquatic vegeta-

tion in one or two pools of the Upper Mississippi River annually.  A recent project by the UMRCC, USFWS, 

USGS, MNDNR, WIDNR, and IADNR has produced an open access database of the vegetation data collected 

since 2005 to make this data available to managers in the UMR.  The database will be in final testing this fall 

and we will announce the website when it is complete.  I want to thank everyone who contributed to this 

newsletter.  These stories are a testament to the diversity in talent that is represented by our members.   

Coordinator’s Comments 

http://www.umrba.org/meetings.htm
http://www.umrba.org/meetings.htm
http://www.riveraction.org/umrc/node/86
http://wildlife.org/tws-24th-annual-conference/
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USFWS 

tat management actions.” 

Anyone who has been out on the Mississippi River in Pool 10 can attest that silver maples are thick in most locations. 

Stravers noted that when the lock and dam system was put into place, it filled in the backwaters, and thus, silver maples 

have had an advantage for several decades in these watery environments. 

Stravers said that the branches and leaves of silver maples are “thick” and that cerulean warblers prefer big trees such 

as black walnuts and oaks which have more open spaces between their branches.  

“Ceruleans need thick, horizontal branches to put their nests on,” he said.  

While on a survey in the Sny Magill area recently, Stravers pointed out that there are slightly different elevations of 

land. The silver maples tend to grow more closely to the water’s edge. There is then about a four-foot rise in the land, 

and the oaks and black walnuts grow on this higher ground a bit further back. 

Stravers said that the bird survey points in the recently completed research are much more spread out than the forest 

inventory points. Stravers surveyed for birds every 300 meters. The forest inventory was done every 330 feet. 

“Once, we can summarize and analyze the forest inventory data, then we can better understand the health, structure, 

and composition of different forest stands throughout the refuge,” said Reiter-Marolf. “We’ll be able to see where areas 

of low diversity or stressed or declining trees occur, as well as where areas of high diversity or good healthy trees occur. 

We can also compare different areas by the structure of the stands. Are there any young trees in the understory and mid-

story, or is the area all one age class of trees, with little recruitment of young trees for the next generation of forest? This 

can help direct future habitat management, such as under-planting of new trees, or thinning of less desirable trees to ben-

efit more desirable trees, etc.” 

Then, said Reiter-Marolf, by comparing the forest inventory data to the bird survey data, they can get a better idea 

about the habitat that is preferred by nesting cerulean warblers, for example.  

“We could then take management actions elsewhere on the refuge to try and mimic the habitat characteristics that ce-

ruleans prefer in order to help them expand into new breeding territories and potentially increase their reproductive out-

put on the refuge,” said Reiter-Marolf. 

Stravers, who is well known for his many years of raptor research, said that the presence of ceruleans is a good indica-

tor that species such as peregrine falcons and red-shouldered hawks, as well as various neo-tropical migrants, are also 

abundant in the area. 

Ceruleans, a threatened bird, are here in May, June and part of July, said Stravers. They begin courtship and breeding 

in May with the males singing to claim territory. 

In 2006, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimated the total population of ceruleans at 400,000 and declining at 3 

percent per year. Biologists have estimated that the population has declined by 70 percent over the past 40 years. 

 

(Continued from page 7) 

Support is needed to accomplish timber inventory data collection on the 19th and 20th of September in Pool 21, at 

Pecan Grove located near Quincy, Illinois. This initiative will collect data over approximately 300 acres of timber. Data 

collection will be conducted using the Upper Mississippi River Regional Forestry PDT standard protocol and stored on 

the USACE Forest Management Geodatabase for analysis. Summarized data will then be used to coordinate future 

management and environmental initiatives and policy. Day one will start at 1100 to discuss teams, equipment, and 

protocol and then begin timber inventory data collection. Day two will consist of collecting data and then departures. 

        20-30 people are needed to complete this initiative. Volunteers will be assigned groups and given designated plot 

locations for data collection (target is twelve plots per group). Each group requires one forester and 1-2 other person-

nel. Limiting factors for the number of groups are the availability of foresters and GPS units that can pre-load the tim-

ber inventory data dictionary. Data collection will require timber cruising equipment (GPS, DBH tape, prism, angle 

gauge, compass, clinometer, Biltmore sticks, etc.). Utility vehicles and boats will also be needed.  Free lodging has 

been made available to stay at the Kibbe Field Station in Warsaw, IL for the group.  If you are able to assist and/or pro-

vide any gear/vehicles for this event please contact: Benjamin Vandermyde: USACE - Rock Island District,  Mississippi 

River Project, 309-749-7420, Ben.J.Vandermyde@USACE.Army.mil  

Volunteers Needed 

mailto:Ben.J.Vandermyde@USACE.Army.mil
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UMRCC Chairperson 

 Brad Parsons - Minnesota Delegate - Minnesota DNR - St. Paul, MN 

UMRCC Vice-Chairperson 

Rob Maher - Illinois Delegate - Illinois DNR - Alton, IL 

UMRCC Board Members 

Randy Schulz - Iowa Delegate - Iowa DNR - Brighton, IA 

Jeff Janvrin - Wisconsin Delegate - Wisconsin DNR - La Crosse, WI 

Matt Vitello - Missouri Delegate - Missouri DC - Jefferson City, MO  

Adam Thiese - Secretary & Treasurer - Iowa DNR - Fairport, IA 

Nick Schlesser - Fish Section Chairperson - Minnesota DNR - Lake City, MN 

Jeff Horn - Wildlife Section Chairperson -  Illinois DNR - Savanna, IL 

Molly Sobotka - Water Quality Section Chairperson - Missouri DC - Jackson, MO 

Joel Heyn - Law Enforcement Chairperson - Minneosta DNR - Elgin, MN 

David Heath - Mussel Section Chairperson - Wisconsin DNR - LaCrosse, WI 

Brenda Kelley & Ruth Nissen - OREIT Section Co-Chairs - Wisconsin DNR - La Crosse, WI 

Sabrina Chandler - Refuge Observer - USFWS - Winona, MN 

Neal Jackson - Coordinator - USFWS - Carterville, IL 

The Upper Mississippi River Conservation Committee (UMRCC) was established in 1943 with the goal to: “Promote the          

preservation and wise utilization of the natural and recreational resources of the Upper Mississippi River and to formulate policies, 

plans, and programs for conducting cooperative studies”. 


