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Spring 2019 

  The UMRCC Newsletter 

 This Newsletter is a publication of the Upper Mississippi River Conservation 

Committee (UMRCC) but does not necessarily represent the official views of the UMRCC.  

Suggestions or comments regarding its content should be directed to the coordinator, 

by e-mail (neal_jackson@fws.gov) or phone (618.579.3129) and visit our website at 

http://www.umrcc.org/ 

Howdy River Rats, 
  
Weather this past summer has been far from normal, so running with the trend of deviating from 
normal is our Spring Newsletter being released in late summer. 
  
The UMRCC 75

th
 Annual Meeting is the focus of this newsletter.  I hope it brings back memories to 

all who attended the meeting.  If you were unable to attend, you will be able to catch up on the 
presentations when our proceedings are available later this year.  The 75

th
 Annual Meeting includ-

ed having the presentations recorded by a stenographer, which was once commonly done at our 
annual meetings.  
  
The 75

th
 annual meeting included a survey to capture a snapshot of our organization’s member-

ship.  The survey showed UMRCC river rats often have a long career of working together on the 
River (>50 % having worked on the River over 15 years) with some whose career began in the ear-
ly 1960’s.  We not only work together but also spend our recreation time on the River together 
(71% have spent personal time on the river with a colleague).  
  
The diversity of our backgrounds contributes to the success of the UMRCC.  However, we also 
share many common experiences:  75% have participated in a UMRCC sampling or education 
event, >50% have been to Itasca or New Orleans, 69% have pollywogged for mussels, 76% admit-
ted to falling into the water and/or swamping waders at work and 62% have forgotten to put a plug 
in a boat. 
  
I want to wrap up by saying thanks to the UMRCC membership for your hard work, dedication and 
commitment to a wonderful resource, the Mississippi River.   

 

        -Jeff Janvrin, WIDNR, Chair 

Chairperson’s Letter 

http://www.umrcc.org/
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75th Anniversary 
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Nomination of Dr. David Kennedy  

2019 UMRCC Conservation Award 
The UMRCC’s current membership includes many professionals who are here due to the dedication, wisdom and foresight of those 
who laid the groundwork for today’s River Partnership.  Decades ago, without the aid of computers, GIS, Skype and “adaptive man-
agement,” they worked to forge a program of River science and habitat restoration amidst an atmosphere of conflict and uncer-
tainty.   

 

No one individual can claim exclusive credit for the idea we now know as the Upper Mississippi River Environmental Management 
Program (EMP).  It took an interagency team of river rats and administrators, and the will of the public, to do that.  The UMRCC has 
acknowledged the contributions of many of these past leaders, but the UMRCC’s honor roll of visionaries is incomplete without 
recognizing someone who played many key roles in turning an idea into the federally authorized, world-renowned reality that it is 
today. 

 

I am hereby submitting a long overdue nomination of Dr. David Kennedy for the 2019 UMRCC Conservation Award.  Dr. Kennedy 
was a major contributor to the establishment of the EMP and its Long Term Resource Management Program (LTRMP) which many 
of our members have participated in, and in fact, may soon reach retirement under. 

 

Dr. Kennedy came to the Upper Mississippi in the late 1970’s from the University of Arizona to serve as Wisconsin’s primary repre-
sentative to the Great River Environmental Action Team (GREAT).  He then also assumed the lead for Wisconsin on the Upper Mis-
sissippi River Basin Commission’s (UMRBC) Environmental Work Team (EWT).  I chaired the EWT for the U.S. Department of the 
Interior and Dr. Kennedy was the primary person I turned to for ideas and leadership as we developed environmental input to the 
UMRBCs Master Plan for the Management of the Upper Mississippi River System (Master Plan).  The EWT developed the frame-
work that eventually became the EMP that was accepted and submitted to Congress by the UMRBC as part of the Master Plan. 

 

After the Master Plan was submitted to Congress, recommendations for establishment of the EMP would have gone nowhere with-
out political support.  Dr. Kennedy immediately began working with the conservation groups of southwestern Wisconsin, 
attempting to rally them to contact their state and federal legislators in support of the proposed EMP.  Little action of this type was 
going on anywhere else in the Basin, but thanks to Dr. Kennedy’s efforts, local conservation interest began to grow and many 
letters were sent to Congress.  Then when Dr. Kennedy learned that Congressman Steve Gunderson was scheduled to appear at a 
function in La Crosse, he and his wife Kathy were there to hand out brochures and answer questions about the proposed EMP.  This 
and the many letters that had been submitted, sparked Congressman Gunderson’s interest, especially after Dr. Kennedy gave him a 
detailed briefing on the proposed environmental program. 

 

Dr. Kennedy stayed in close contact with Congressman Gunderson, answering questions and providing additional briefings as legis-
lation for the Master Plan became reality.  The barge and towing industry had many leaders in Congress supporting their half of the 
Master Plan.  But what was missing was a Congressional “champion” for the environmental side.  Dr. Kennedy convinced Congress-
man Gunderson to take on that role and then served as Gunderson’s official state liaison for that activity.  When necessary, Dr. 
Kennedy was able to generate additional letters of support from his growing list of conservation interests and groups.  In fact, on 
one occasion, according to Congressman Gunderson, a bushel basket full letters of support for the proposed EMP was dumped on 
the desks of Congressional leaders in Washington. 

 

When EMP legislation was close to becoming a bill passed by Congress, Dr. Kennedy came to me to rally support in the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service (FWS) because he knew such support was lacking at other FWS levels.  He knew that for the EMP to be a suc-
cess, the FWS needed to demonstrate a commitment.  Because of his alert, I was able to convince the uninformed FWS directorate 
that we needed to take this program seriously, and as a result was able to generate an FWS EMP action plan.  Dr. Kennedy also 
convinced me that I needed to be prepared to lead the LTRMP when it became reality because no one else in the FWS knew any-
thing about it and would therefore likely not be committed to making it a success. 

 

When funding finally came Dr. Kennedy continued to be the program’s primary advocate at the state level.  He kept the pulse of 
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Dave Kennedy receives the 2019 UMRCC Conservation Award from chair, Rob Maher. 

Jerry Rasmussen, Dr. David Kennedy and his wife, Kathy, enjoy the UMRCC 75th Anniversary banquet. 
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what was going on in Congress, in the Corps of Engineers (Corps) and in the FWS as there was little support coming from either 
agency other than at my level as the LTRMP Assistant Program Manager.  As such, the LTRMP got off to a very rocky start and Dr. 
Kennedy remained close to Congressman Gunderson in order to keep it on track and keep the funding coming.  This led to Con-
gressman Gunderson asking Dr. Kennedy to come on as his District Director when that position came open.  Dr. Kennedy reluctant-
ly took the position, knowing that leaving Wisconsin would be a major career change.  I believe he took the position because of his 
love for the river and his determination to ensure that the EMP would become established as a permanent fixture in the UMR 
landscape. 

 

Dr. Kennedy’s River legacy can, in part, be found in the file cabinets and bookshelves lining the walls of the Wisconsin DNR La 
Crosse office, and perhaps in other agency offices up and down the River.  They document the history of what led to the EMP and 
the benefits it provides to all agencies and publics within the UMR partnership today.  The documents also chronical Dr. Kennedy’s 
many contributions to the things that are often taken for granted today.  These include development of the Channel Maintenance 
plans that resulted from GREAT, the efforts of working with politicians to enact Wisconsin laws that have stood the test of time, 
and the jobs and recreation that are supported due to the continued success of the EMP. 

 

Dr. Kennedy fought harder than anyone I know to make sure that the EMP became a success, ensuring through his efforts on Con-
gressman Steve Gunderson’s staff that adequate funding continued in the early years of implementation when few believed it 
would succeed.  He stayed on Congressman Gunderson’s staff until the EMP was up and running and until Gunderson retired from 
Congress.  Since that time the EMP has gone through a few name changes, but has continued on, and many of our UMRCC mem-
bers have made careers out of it.  In large part, they can thank Dr. David Kennedy for giving them the opportunity, and yet Dave 
never received a single thing from the EMP for any of his work.    

 

When Steve Gunderson retired from Congress, Dr. Kennedy needed work so he turned to the FWS/USGS for employment.  He 
wanted to return to river related employment, but for whatever reason was denied that opportunity, and he served as quality as-
surance/quality control supervisor at the Fish Lab in La Crosse until his retirement. 

 

As I look at all who have won the UMRCC Conservation Award over the years (and many of us have known them all), no one is 
more deserving of this award than Dr. David Kennedy.  It is my opinion that he made a greater sacrifice and contributed more to 
the River than anyone I have known in the 42 years that I have been associated with the UMR.  Dave exemplifies all of the qualities 
for which the UMRCC Conservation Award was established and deserves to be recognized by the UMRCC for his lasting contribu-
tions and his continuing commitment to the River. 

 

       Respectfully Submitted, 

       Jerry L. Rasmussen 

       UMRCC Coordinator 1976-87 

  

 

Left:  Congratulations to Sharonne Baylor, USFWS on her 

nomination for the UMRCC Conservation Award.  Sharonne 

has contributed her expertise to over 15 HREP projects 

during her career.  In that time she has gained the respect 

of partners throughout the UMR for her ability to work 

with the USACE design and contsruction management 

team, project partners, the public, and contractors and 

subcontractors. The UMR and refuges are fortunate to 

have her! 
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5 year River Rat Award Recipients:  From Left:  Adam Thiese (IADNR), Randy Schultz (IADNR), Molly Sobotka (MODOC), Nicole 

Manasco (USACE) 

15 year River Rat Award Recipients:  From Left:  Jim Fischer (WIDNR), Mike Flaspohler (MODOC) 
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Doug Blodgett, TNC, receives the Voice of the River award from Jeff Janvrin, WIDNR. 

“The Voice of the River” 
The print titled “Mississippi River Flatboatmen” by Gary Lucy was first presented as an award by John Sullivan, Water Quality Spe-

cialist with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  John presented the award just before he retired, but that hasn’t 

stopped him from being very involved in Mississippi River issues.  He frequents the river often, many times by canoe and has 

donned the name” Irish Voyageur.”  He has paddled many regional tributaries and has traveled by water from the headwaters of 

the Mississippi River at Lake Itasca, Minnesota to the Louisiana Delta. 

In establishing this award, John set several rules.  The first was that the award should go to a member of the Upper Mississippi Riv-

er Conservation Committee (UMRCC) who had exhibited the behavior of being a good steward for the Mississippi River.  The sec-

ond rule was that the print had to be brought back to the next UMRCC annual meeting and presented to another deserving mem-

ber of the organization.  And the third rule was that it had to be presented to someone from a different UMRCC technical session 

than from the previous recipient. 

To mark the passage of time and to track the history of this award’s recipients, John taped his business card to the back of the 

print.  Each subsequent honoree has done the same. 

John first presented the print to Dan Sallee, fisheries management biologist with the Illinois Department of Natural Resources at 

the March 2013 UMRCC Annual Meeting.  Dan had been very active in UMRCC business for most of his career, having served as 

both the Fisheries Technical Section Chairman and Illinois’ representative to the UMRCC Executive Board.  Dan received the award 

as he was hosting the annual meeting for the last time and about to retire. 

Dan presented the print to Mike Griffin, Wildlife Biologist with the Iowa Department of Natural Resources in 2014.  Mike has been 

another very active member of our group, being devoted to wetland preservation along the Mississippi River.  When Mike retires, 

he will likely do so having served the most terms and as the longest tenured chairman of the Wildlife Technical Section. 
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Mike presented the print to me at the 2015 dual meeting of the UMRCC and the Freshwater Mollusk Conservation Society’s 

(FMCS) Annual Meeting in St. Louis, Missouri.  The FMCS is an organization that was first conceived by several individuals who 

attended a mussel symposium hosted by the UMRCC in St. Louis in 1995.  At this dual meeting, I served on the planning committee 

for this event and was stepping into the role of incoming UMRCC Mussel Technical Section Chairman.  I had also just finished ten-

ure as the Fisheries Technical Section Chairman.  Mike said that I “looked like the busiest guy here!” 

After receiving the award, I was told that a coworker had paid me the highest compliment.  They had said that I really was “the 

voice of the river.”  I wear that name with honor. 

As I prepare to present the print to another deserving individual next week, I have really thought about the “voice of the river” 

comment.  I believe that this is what John Sullivan was thinking about when he first conceived the idea of this award.  So, I called 

John a few nights ago and asked for his permission to officially give this award a name:  The Voice of the River Award.  He thought 

that was fitting. 

So, to those of you who follow, I say this:  You’ve done good.  Keep up the hard work.  Continue to look out for our river and be 

sure to share your passion with the next generation.  We can’t do it by ourselves, and we don’t have to. 

“Be bold and mighty forces will come to your aid.” – Basil King 

Travis Moore, Fisheries Management Biologist, Missouri Department of Conservation, 10 March 2016. 

Thank you to all those who contributed to a very special 75th anniversary meeting for the UMRCC.  Specifically, Thanks to 

the following members of the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources for their considerable effort in putting on a great 

meeting: Dave Heath, Jeff Janvrin, Troy Clement, Jim Fischer, Jess Carstens, Jordan Weeks, Brenda Kelly, Cale Severson, 

Shawn Giblin, Sara Strassman, Kurt Rasmussen, Brian Brecka, Michelle Marron, Pat Short, Keith Weaver, Andy Bartels, Kraig 

Hoff, John Kalas, Deanne Drake, Alicia Carhart, Phil LaFond, and Steve Galarneau ,   I’d also like to thank Congressman Ron 

Kind and Mayor Tim Kabat for sharing messages with our group at the meeting, Nancy Johnson, our stenographer, Pearl 

Street Brewery, and the Radisson Hotel.  Finally, the two images above were made into buttons that were donated by re-

tired river rat, Tom Boland. 

Thank You! 
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Conservation Coin Recipients: From Left: John Nelson, Dennis Kirschbaum, Keith Beseke, and Kurt Welke. 

Mark Frits with recognition for his contribution to the UMRCC library digitization project. 
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USFWS 

Left: Brian “Fox” Ellis provided an endearing program during the 

75th UMRCC banquet where he portrayed Merewether Lewis and 

his scientific discoveries on the Corps of Discovery. 

UMRCC Retired River Rats:  Back Row from left: Dan Sallee, John Pitlo, Steve Dewald, Mike Griffin, Kurt Welke, Tom Boland, Gary 

Wege, Tim Schlagenhaft, Scott Yess, Ken Barr, Steve Johnson, Marv Hubbell; Front Row from left: Dr. Dave Kennedy, John Sulli-

van, Jon Duyvejonck, Dennis Kirschbaum, Ken Von Ruden, Keith Beseke, John Nelson, Bill Bertrand, Terry Dukerschein, Jerry Ras-

mussen. 

Above right: Kurt Welke and Jeremiah Haas enjoy the UMRCC 

social. 
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USFWS 

UMRCC Coordinators:  Jerry Rasmussen 1976-87, John Duyvejonck 1992-2006, Scott Yess 2007-2015, Neal Jackson 2016-present 

2019 UMRCC Executive Board from left:  Brad Parsons (MNDNR), Randy Schultz (IADNR), Rob Maher (ILDNR), Jeff Janvrin 

(WIDNR), Neal Jackson (Coordinator, USFWS), Matt Vitello (MODOC), Adam Thiese (Sec./Treas., IADNR) 

John Pitlo and Me-

gan Moore catch up 

during the banquet. 
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USFWS 

Left:  Andy Casper and 

Sara Schmueker enjoy 

the vast array of 

lighting options provid-

ed by the Radisson. 

Brenda Kelly and 

Mike Griffin at he 

UMRCC banquet. 
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UMRCC Chairperson 

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

 UMRCC Vice-Chairperson 

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

UMRCC Board Members 

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

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

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

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

Jordan Weeks - Fish Section Chairperson - Wisconsin DNR - La Crosse, WI 

Mike Flaspohler - Wildlife Section Chairperson -  Missouri DC - Hannibal, MO 

Shawn Giblin - Water Quality Section Chairperson - Wisconsin DNR - La Crosse, WI 

Trevor Tracey - Law Enforcement Chairperson - Wisconsin DNR - La Crosse, WI 

Zeb Secrist - Mussel Section Chairperson - Minnesota DNR - Lake City, MN 

Scott Gritters - OREIT Section Chair - Iowa DNR - Bellevue, IA 

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”. 


