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Historic Efforts to Secure Public Trust for Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation 

Dan Cohen, Director of Buchanan County Conservation Board & Committee Member of the 

Sustainable Funding For Natural Resources Advisory Committee 

 

This year, the Iowa Legislature and Governor have an extraordinary opportunity to leave a lega-

cy more enduring than anything the State has accomplished in decades – to fund the State’s con-

stitutionally protected Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation Trust Fund.  Accomplishing 

this measure requires fractionally raising the state sales tax – 3/8 of one cent.  It doesn’t seem 

like much, but for Iowans and visitors to the state, this will be huge.  The Fund will provide 

needed enhancements to water quality, parks, trails, hunting and fishing, and more.  There will 

be stronger efforts than ever before to clean Iowa’s water and reduce the threat from future 

floods.  Campgrounds, shelters, and other infrastructure will finally have dedicated funds for 

repairs and upgrades.  Iowa no longer will be ranked near the bottom among other states in mak-

ing these needed investments. 

The Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation Trust Fund represents the most researched, vet-

ted, and strategic means for addressing the myriad of state water quality, conservation, and out-

door recreation needs.  It has its roots in a decades-long conversation among Iowans on the need 

to find a sustainable and meaningful way to care for land, water, and the people who rely on 

these resources.  Accomplishments have occurred – most notable was passage of the 1989 Re-

source Enhancement and Protection (REAP) Act.  However, REAP has never been fully funded, 

and along with other state conservation programs there is so little funding that Iowa typically 

ranks among the bottom 2-3 states in investing in natural resources, parks, and recreation areas.   

In 2006, Iowa legislators recognized the normal ways of funding conservation programs were 

not adequate, and established a Sustainable Funding for Natural Resources Advisory Committee 

(SF Committee) to study the issue and make funding recommendations. The legislation called 

for individuals to be appointed by the Governor, and specified the participating groups to in-

clude Iowa Farm Bureau and Farmers Union, Pheasants Forever and Ducks Unlimited, Iowa En-

vironmental Council and Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, Soil and Water Conservation Dis-

tricts and IDALs, Iowa Renewable Fuels Association, and more.  County Conservation Boards 

were also given a seat on the committee.  Bipartisan representation included two republican and 

two democratic legislators, from both the House and Senate.  In total, the Committee consisted 

of 18 members from the diverse groups. 

The SF Committee went to work right away.  It began by defining aspects of natural resources 

and how people interact with these resources.  During much of 2006 and 2007, members re-

searched the state’s natural resources needs, and began looking at sustainable funding mecha-

nisms that had the potential to meet these needs.  All meetings were open to the public.  As a 

legislative-enacted committee, the group was able to call on state experts to present on aspects 

of financing, legislative processes, and natural resources needs.  Presentations also were given 

by experts from other states where sustainable funding mechanisms were already in place.  A 

“Willingness to Pay” survey of Iowans was conducted to 
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determine to what degree, and upon what conditions, Iowans were willing to pay to address state 

natural resources needs.   

An amazing thing happened.  After more than a year of research, the diverse members of the SF 

Committee came to unanimous consensus on some findings and recommendations, including the 

following: 

Although it would take billions of dollars to fully meet all of Iowa’s natural resources needs, an 

annual investment of an additional $150 million will provide substantial progress over time.  This 

relies on a strategic plan for spending that recognizes the importance of various state and local 

programs.  For example, county conservation boards would receive funds to better enhance natural 

areas, improve water quality, and provide outdoor recreation locally.  A strategic formula, based 

on the Committee’s research, was unanimously recommended (see figure XXX).  

For Iowans to have faith that funds will be used only for natural resources and outdoor recreation, 

any funding mechanism needs to be constitutionally protected in public trust.  Spending should be 

subject to an annual audit and shown in an annual report. 

The funding mechanism has to be able to meet the $150 million funding need, be sustainable, and, 

if possible, should be indexed for inflation.  Polling data indicated a desire that all Iowans have an 

investment in natural resources funding.  More than 40 potential mechanisms were identified, and 

several received in-depth study.  The Committee came to unanimous consensus that the best 

mechanism to meet these funding aspects was a 3/8th-cent state sales tax increase. 

In 2007, the Iowa Legislature established a bipartisan Legislative Interim Committee to study the 

SF Committee recommendations.  Presentations were made to the Interim Committee, which ana-

lyzed the funding formula, sales tax funding mechanism, polling data, and other SF Committee 

work.  In 2007, the Interim Committee unanimously adopted the SF Committee’s recommenda-

tions, and suggested the Legislature allow the question of a constitutional amendment establishing 

the Natural Resources and Outdoor Recreation Trust Fund be considered by the Iowa electorate. 

 

Changing the Iowa Constitution is no small feat.  It requires passage through the Iowa House and 

Senate in two successive Legislative Assemblies.  A tax cannot be raised through referendum vote 

in Iowa, so the language in the Amendment could only refer to funding being dependent on the 

Legislature and Governor adopting a future sales tax increase.  To clarify and help the process, the 

funding formula was written into a Legislative Code proposal, which was eventually enacted into 

state law (Chapter 461). A group known as Iowa’s Water and Land Legacy (I WiLL) formed to 

help educate legislators and the public about the initiative and funding formula.  In 2008 and 2009, 

ballot placement of the Constitutional Amendment proposal to establish the Trust Fund, dedicating 

the first 3/8th-cent of the next sales tax increase to the Fund and requiring an annual report and 

audit of all spending, was passed through the two Iowa Legislature sessions – each time with near-

unanimous support. 

In 2010, Iowans were given their chance to voice support in the ballot booth – and they spoke 

loudly!  More than 62 percent voted to change the Iowa Constitution and establish the Trust Fund.  

More people voted for the measure than voted for any candidate for state office.  Subsequent poll-

ing in 2014 shows 81 percent of Iowans support having a functioning Trust fund, and 67 percent 

support a fractional tax increase to fund the Trust.  For comparison, the fuel tax increase was 

adopted in 2015 with 48 percent public support. 

Today, the best hope for meaningful work on Iowa’s water quality and other natural resources and 

outdoor recreation needs and desires is the dedicated Trust Fund and funding formula that current-

ly sits empty.  The public has spoken.  The question now is about political will.  
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Your Guide to the Outside 

Remember to “like” us on        
Facebook for the most current 
info on events and happenings! 
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For more information about 

WCCB Parks, Events & Activities 

check out our website at  

MyCountyParks.com 
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Before After 





The “Friends of Webster County              

Conservation” is a non-profit, 501c3           

organization that helps the WCCB with     

volunteers and raising funds to enhance      

environmental education, outdoor            

recreation, and conservation projects in  

Webster County. 

Page 13 

Sign Up Today!! 

Please fill out this form and mail to: 

Friends of Webster Co. Conservation 

1415 Nelson Avenue 

Fort Dodge, Iowa 50501  

MEMBERSHIP FORM 

Single Membership 

Family Membership 

Business Membership 

Total: 

$15 

$25 

$100 

Email 

Name 

Address 

Phone 

 

Volunteers d
on't g

et p
aid,  

not b
ecause th

ey're worth
less, 

 

but b
ecause th

ey're price
less. 

  

~Sherry
 Anderso

n  

The mission of the Friends of Webster County Conservation is to provide 

awareness, appreciation, and the preservation of Webster County’s natural 

resources for future generations. 



Webster County Conservation Board  

STAFF 
 

Matt Cosgrove   Director 
Cody Peterson  Operations Supervisor 
Pat Shehan   Park Ranger 
Darren Herzog  OHV Park Manager 
Brad Janssen   Park Ranger 
Karen Roosa Hansen  Enviro. Ed. Coordinator 
Erin Ford   Naturalist-WCCB/DNR 
Dave Scherff   Natural Resource Tech 
Andy Stanberg  Vegetation Specialist 
Tasha Nielsen   Natural Res./Trail Tech 
Joni Hefley   Office Manager 

BOARD MEMBERS 
 

 Jerry Beck  Kirk Seltz  
 Beth Collins Geri Winge 
       Nick Carlson   

The Webster County Conservation Board meets monthly on the second Tuesday of each month. The 
meetings are held at the Kennedy Park Office building at 5:30 p.m. All meeting are open to the public and 

visitors are welcome. 

WCCB—Your Guide To The Outside 

Webster County Conservation 
1415 Nelson Ave.  
Fort Dodge, IA.  50501 
Phone (515) 576-4258 
Fax (515) 574-3763 
conservation@webstercountyia.org 
www.MyCountyParks.com 

The Webster County Conservation Board in the provision of services and facilities to the public does not discriminate against anyone 
on the basis of race, color, sex, creed, national origin, age, or disability. If anyone believes he/she has been subject to such           

discrimination , he/she may file a complaint alleging discrimination with either the Webster County Conservation Board or the    
Office of Equal Opportunity, U.S. Dept. of Interior, Washington, D.C. 20240. 


