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Another Successful Fall Festival
is in the Books!

Over 400 people enjoyed our 2  Annual Pumpkins and Prairies Fall Festival in
October! The event was held jointly at the Hanson Nature Center and at the
Corner Pumpkin Patch up the road. At the nature center, we offered crafts, a
geocaching activity, free lemonade and snacks, a bake sale, a Plinko game, face-
painting, and a photo station. People were also able to browse through the
center and got to see some of the center’s live animals up close! The Pumpkin
Patch had lots of good food and a variety of vendors, as well as other fun
activities. We also offered hayrack rides to get people from one venue to the
other, providing a fun way for people to enjoy the prairie!
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Once again, the event proved to be a big success, allowing people from across
the area to enjoy a beautiful, if windy, fall day! Don’t be surprised if the
Pumpkins and Prairies Fall Festival makes a third appearance next year!

                       We’d like to thank the
         following people who volunteered
       at the Hanson Nature Center during
   our Pumpkins and Prairies Fall Festival:

Marla Betz
Nancy Helm
Ryan Faught
Hazel Barber
Gracie Barber

Julie Hagenson
Barb Murra

Mark Flatrud
Paul Bartelt

Brianna Walker
Aubrey Olson
Max Aitchison

Tim Missal
Ron Ambroson

http://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation
http://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation


Earlier this month, we received a call about an owl that
was trapped in someone’s fireplace. We were intrigued
and headed out to retrieve it. Upon arrival, we
discovered a very scared immature Barred Owl looking
out from behind a fireplace window. Since the little guy
(or gal) was trapped, and had nowhere to go, we were
able to grab the bird pretty easily and remove it from the
fireplace. It appeared to be a yearling, a bird that most
likely hatched out this year. After a brief inspection, it
seemed uninjured and healthy, so we were able to take it
outside and let it go. 

The night before had been very windy, so we suspect that
the youngster had been looking for a place to get out of
the wind, and retreated to the shelter of the chimney.
Then, he (or she) probably slid down the chimney and
ended up in the fireplace, unable to get back out.
Hopefully the young bird will remember that ordeal and
has learned not take refuge in a chimney again!

Conservation in Iowa Benefits More Than Just Wildlife
When people think of “conservation,” they tend to think about wildlife, and outdoor activities such as hunting,
fishing, camping, and hiking. Yes, those things are at the core of conservation. But, what many people don’t
realize is that conservation is also an economic driver. Making sure that Iowans have a healthy environment,
and access to those outdoor activities, also assures that we have a strong economy. For instance...

Outdoor recreation in Iowa contributes a whopping $8 billion annually in economic output. That includes $4.6
billion added to our state’s GDP each year. 

The outdoor recreation industry in Iowa supports 60,000 jobs, providing $2.1 billion in earnings which, in turn,
generate economic activity throughout the state each year. 

Rivers and streams in Iowa contribute $1.44 billion to our economy and lakes add another $404 million.
Obviously, clean water helps support a stronger economy!

Iowa’s County Conservation Boards generate over $3 billion in economic output, with county parks alone
contributing over $1 billion. In fact, for every dollar invested in county parks, there is a $10 return. 

                                                                                    But, conservation benefits don’t end there. Numerous studies
                                                                                    have shown that outdoor areas provide an immense health
                                                                                    benefit, as well. Outdoor recreation has been shown to reduce
                                                                                    chronic diseases and improve overall well-being, including lower 
                                                                                    rates of diabetes, obesity, high blood pressure, and mental health 
                                                                                    issues. In fact, if green spaces were increased by 10% in Iowa, the 
                                                                                    state could save about $80 million in health care costs!

                                                                                    So, conservation is more than just protecting the birds and animals  
                                                                                    you see outside your window. It also supports our economy and our  
                                                                                    health here in Iowa. And, those are things that benefit everyone!
                                                                                    

Information from “The Economic Impact of Recreation in Iowa” report prepared by Scioto Analytics

WCCB Conducts an Owl Rescue
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The WCCB Will Offer a New Cabin Next Year

Throughout the years, many people have enjoyed staying
at the Lake Catherine Cabin at Thorpe Park. Well, beginning
next spring, we will also be renting out a new cabin! Now
that our offices are at the Hanson Nature Center, we have
been working to convert our old office building at Thorpe
Park into a new rental cabin. So, since the building was
originally the Thorpe family’s cabin, it will now revert back
to its original purpose! 

We have not yet decided on a name for the new cabin, or
what the rental rates will be. It is a larger facility, though,
than our Lake Catherine Cabin. It will contain 3 bedrooms
along with a living area, kitchen, and bathroom. Like our other cabin, though, it will be ADA accessible. As
spring approaches, be sure to watch for more information about this new opportunity to enjoy the
beauty of Thorpe Park!
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WCCB News

Hogsback Shooting Range Permit Renewals Due

If you have a 2025 permit to shoot at the Hogsback Shooting
Range, this is a reminder that your permit will expire at the
end of the year. To renew your permit for another year, simply
go to our web site and complete the Recertification Course,
which is basically just a refresher checklist of the range rules
and regulations. Then, once you pay your permit fee, you are
good for another year!

If you do not yet have a permit to shoot at the Hogsback
Shooting Range, you can also take the Certification Course on
our web site to receive a permit.

Hanson Nature Center to Get a MOTUS Tower 

Next spring, the Hanson Nature Center will have a wonderful new
addition...a MOTUS Tower for tracking birds! Researchers throughout the
world tag birds with special tags. MOTUS Towers can detect those tags
from 10-12 miles away. When a bird is pinged on a MOTUS Tower, that
time and location are documented. So, as tagged birds migrate, their
migration can be followed through a series of MOTUS Towers, providing
researchers with valuable information about those birds, their migration
routes, and the habitats they’re utilizing. 

The money for the MOTUS Tower has been very generously donated to
us by the Helgeson family of Lake Mills. Their daughter, Mae, was an avid
birder and photographer who had an immense love for the outdoors!
Tragically, she passed away in an accident in 2024, at only 11 years old.
Her family very graciously donated her memorial money to us, and we
are using that money to set up this MOTUS Tower in her memory.

We were hoping to have the tower erected for the fall migration, but we
are still waiting on some of the parts that we need for the tower. We are
confident, though, that we will be able to get it up and running this
spring. When we do, we will let everyone know! And, most likely, we will
also have an event celebrating the tower and Mae’s contribution to it. 

https://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation/lake_catherine_cabin/
https://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation/hogsback_target_shooting_range/
https://motus.org/
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Be Sure to Check Out These Upcoming Programs!

EAGLES OF IOWA
SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 7TH
HANSON NATURE CENTER

1:00-2:00 PM
Bald Eagles have made a comeback
throughout the country, but especially
here in Iowa! Come learn about Bald
Eagles, their natural history, and their
comeback  over the last few decades. We’ll
also discuss the current status of Bald
Eagles in Iowa and the best places to
observe them.

INDOOR WINTER
STARGAZING
FRIDAY, JANUARY 16TH

HANSON NATURE CENTER   7:00-8:00 PM
Winter is a great time to view the nighttime sky!
Come learn about which stars and
constellations are visible during the winter, how
to identify them, and some fascinating facts
about them. This program will be indoors, but
you’ll be able to take the information (as well as
the provided star chart) and use it at home
whenever you’re willing to brave the winter
temperatures! 

Unless otherwise stated,
all WCCB programs

are open to the public free of charge,
and do not require preregistration.

For more information, you can contact
Naturalist Lisa Ralls at 641-567-3390. 

Please note that the Hanson Nature
Center will be closed on December 24
and 25 , as well as on January 1 . From
December 23  to January 4 , hours on
other days will vary depending upon
staff availability. So, if you would like to
visit the center over the holidays, please
call ahead first to make sure that it will
be open.                                 Thank You!
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A Winter Walk...
When the days get shorter and the temperatures fall, it can be tempting to just stay indoors, cover up with a
blanket, and watch TV. But, if you bundle up and take just a short walk outdoors, you might be surprised at
what you’ll see!

First of all, look for animal tracks in the snow. Believe it or not, a lot of
animals stay active throughout the winter months. You may see some
deer, squirrel, or rabbit tracks. If you continue to look closely at the snow
you may also see some tiny holes, about the size of a dime or a nickel.
Those are entrances to snow tunnels made by shrews and mice who stay
active all winter by living in the insulating “warmth” of the snow. You will often see these distinctive holes in
the snow under a bird feeder. After all, these animals aren’t stupid...They know where to find easy supplies of
nutritious food!

                        Also, don’t forget to look up into the trees. Although many birds do migrate, many others stay
                           and brave our frigid winter weather. Mostly, these are our seed-eaters, birds such as cardinals,
                            blue jays, chickadees, and nuthatches. You may also see a turkey or two in a wooded area!
                              Seeds are obviously easier to find in the winter than are insects or nectar, so these seed-
                                eaters are able to stick around even during the coldest of winters. Woodpeckers also stay
                                     around all winter because, besides feeding on seeds, they are also adept at feeding on
                                      insects in the trees. And, of course, you may also see some pheasants taking shelter in the
                                     tall grasses.  

And, while you’re looking for birds, be sure to check out the nests in your neighborhood
trees. Without leaves to hide them, you can see a lot more nests than you can during
the spring and summer. In fact, you may be surprised by how many birds nested in
your area this year! The bird nests you see this time of year are not being used; nests
are only used by birds to raise their young. But, if you see a large, round nest high up in
the trees, made mostly of leaves, that’s called a drey, or a squirrel nest. Squirrels will 
use their dreys all year, to raise their youngsters in the spring and summer and, if no
other protected spot is available, to hunker down and stay warm in the winter. So, you 
may actually see a squirrel using a drey this time of year!

                                    Finally, if you’re brave enough to head outside on a cold winter night, be sure to look up at
                                    the nighttime sky! The winter stars are brighter than stars at other times of the year partly
                                    because they are just naturally brighter, but also because the air is drier, allowing the stars
                                    to shine more brightly. The constellation of Orion the Hunter is easy to spot in the southern
                                    sky, as is Taurus the Bull and the Gemini Twins. A few minutes gazing up at the stars on a
                                    cold, clear winter night is truly a memorable experience! 

                                    So, just because it’s winter, that doesn’t mean you have to stay indoors. Sometimes, things
                                    actually look clearer in the crisp winter air, like the nests and the stars. And, although you
                                    may not see as many animals as you would the rest of the year, if you look closely, you can
                                    certainly see signs of animals that, just like us, call north Iowa home, even in the winter!
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In January, one may follow a skunk track, or search for bands on the chickadees, or see what young pines
the deer have browsed, or what muskrat houses the mink have dug, with only an occasional and mild
digression into other doings. January observation can be almost as simple and peaceful as snow, and
almost as continuous as cold. There is time not only to see who has done what, but to speculate why. 

Aldo Leopold, “A Sand County Almanac”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q3CyRKljwto


                 

But, even if you’re not a member, you can still contribute to our foundation.
And, since it is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, your contributions are
all tax-deductible and will be recognized in this newsletter. For more
information about becoming a Friends member, you can go to the
Foundation page of our web site. If you would just like more information
about how you can donate to the center, please check out the Hanson
Nature Center page or use this qr code to donate. Thank you, in advance,
for your support! It is truly appreciated!

We want to extend a heartfelt thank you to the following people for their
donations over the past few months! We are very appreciative of their support. All
cash donations go towards developing and enhancing our nature center exhibits.
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Although our nature center is over a year old now, we still have
a lot of work to do! We’ve been able to put together some
nice displays, but we will be enhancing and adding to those as
time goes on. For that, we will continue to need funding. And,
by becoming a member of our Friends of Winnebago County
Conservation Foundation, you can help us out! Annual dues all
go towards WCCB projects, many of which are now Hanson
Nature Center projects. And, in the future, we also plan to have
member-only perks and benefits, as well. 

In Memory of Marge Fitzgerald--
          Ruth Bachman
In Memory of John Carlson--
          Charlene Hanson
          Steve and Kathy Iverson
In Memory of Mitch Price--
          Marla Betz
In Memory of Norman Hauan--
          Ruth Bachman
In Memory of John Hill--
          Ron and Linda Haugen
Donation of an Elk Hide for our Exhibits
          Jim and Karen Meyering

          

Thank Y
ou!

THE WINNEBAGO COUNTY
CONSERVATION BOARD

WANTS TO WISH EVERYONE
A VERY HAPPY HOLIDAY SEASON

AND A VERY JOYOUS 2026!

https://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation/conservation_foundation/
https://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation/parks/hanson_nature_center/
https://www.winnebagocountyiowa.gov/conservation/parks/hanson_nature_center/

