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the upper iowa river watershed

was founded in 2015 as a formal partnership between cities, counties, and county soil and water 
conservation districts (SWCDs). Members work together to assess and reduce flood risk, improve water 
quality, educate & empower watershed residents, and increase watershed resilience. 

Unlike the rest of the state of Iowa, Upper Iowa River Watershed 
nitrate and phosphorous levels have trended 
DOWN over the course of the last 20 years—thanks to 
practices put in place by Upper Iowa River Watershed farmers and producers. 

The Upper Iowa River Watershed’s 
unique landscape is home to 

many diverse populations of 

threatened and endangered 

species, such as the Pleistocene 
Snail and the Cerulean Warbler.

Much of the watershed is in the Driftless Region. 
This area is known for its steep, rugged, karst topography, which is 
defined by land that is underlain by soluble bedrock, such as limestone, 
and characterized by sinkholes, caves, and underground drainage.

Estimated county-wide damage to roads and bridges during the 2008 
flood was more than... 
                 $1.3 million in Howard County 

                          $1.5 million in Winneshiek County 

                                           $650,000 in Allamakee County

 (Brian Ridenour, Allamakee Co. Engineer; Nick Rissman, Howard Co. Engineer; Lee Bjerke, Winneshiek Co. Engineer)

According to an article in the The Cedar Rapids Gazette, 

the late August floods of 2016 caused a 
half-mile clot of debris to form in 
Big Slough, a flowing backwater channel 
of the Mississippi River near Lansing. 

Iowa DNR estimates more than 314,000 angler trips per year 
are made to the Upper Iowa River Watershed. 

National Geographic Magazine says 
canoeing the Upper Iowa River is one of 
“America’s 100 Greatest Adventures.” 

98% of the land in the Upper Iowa 
River Watershed is privately owned 
(Equals 625,077 acres, UIR Watershed Rapid Watershed Assessment).

Median household income 
throughout the 
watershed is approximately 
$36,863 annually.

Row crops make up 44% of the total land cover in the 
Upper Iowa River Watershed—compared to 65% statewide. 
Meanwhile, grass, pasture, and hay make up 33% of 
land cover in the Upper Iowa River Watershed 
compared with just 17% over the state as a whole. 

Federal aid helps 
communities rebuild after a 
flooding disaster, but those 
funds never cover the 
full cost of recovery.

In a recent survey, 67% of landowners in the 
Upper Iowa River Watershed report that, within the 
last 5 years, flooding closed a road or 

bridge they use regularly. 

80% of farmers in the Upper Iowa River 
Watershed are interested in learning 
more about funding opportunities 
for adopting conservation practices 
(UIR Landowner Survey 2017).

According to Iowa DNR, there are approximately 
6,652 sinkholes in the Upper Iowa River Watershed 
out of 33,967 sinkholes in all of Iowa. That’s 20% 
of the total number of sinkholes in Iowa.

According to Iowa DNR, there are 73 animal feeding 
operations in the Upper Iowa River Watershed—7 of which 
are classified “concentrated animal feeding operations” 
(CAFOs). A CAFO is an operation that houses at least 1000 
animal units (1 animal unit is the equivalent of app. 1,400 dairy 
cows), confined on site for more than 45 days of the year.

The Upper Iowa River Watershed boasts more than

1,419 miles of streams and rivers, including 
152 miles of coldwater streams (Stralhers Stream Order Survey). 

The Upper Iowa River Watershed is home to more coldwater 
streams than any other large watershed in Iowa.

County SWCDs--Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts--in the Upper Iowa River 
Watershed have worked with producers to 

implement more conservation than 
most other counties in Iowa.

According to a report by Driftless Area 
Trout Unlimited, recreational 

angling brings $1.6 billion 

into the Driftless region 

17% of the Upper Iowa River Watershed 
is forested, while statewide only 7% of 
land is in forest.

The members of the Upper Iowa River Watershed Management Authority are:
  Allamakee County

  Allamakee County SWCD

  City of Decorah

  City of Lime Springs

  Howard County

  Howard County SWCD

  Winneshiek County

  Winneshiek County SWCD

The Upper Iowa Watershed Management Authority 


