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This document is a testament to the 75-year partnership between the natural
resource agencies in the Upper Mississippi River Conservation Committee (UMRCC).
Our history has been written in 25-year increments, and in 2019, the UMRCC
continued that tradition through this publication. Our goal is to document the
issues and concerns of natural resource professionals, especially from year 51 to
75 of the organization. We are also looking ahead to challenges faced in the future.
For the first and second 25-year editions, the publications’ purpose was wellarticulated. Now, as we move beyond 75 years, and our team writes this document,
we have identified recurring challenges still faced by the UMRCC members. We
attempt to document new threats on the horizon with the realization that major
impacts to the Mississippi River ecosystem are yet unseen. In no uncertain terms,
the necessity for a continuation of the UMRCC partnership is still evident. While we
have changed and modified responsibilities throughout the years, the UMRCC is as
relevant and vital today as it was at its inception in 1943.
Our membership includes scientists, biologists, researchers, managers, naturalists
and educators that work directly on the Mississippi River. We are the “boots
on the ground,” and we have all benefited in the numerous successes of these
various disciplines working together. To those that work on the 100th anniversary
celebration, it is our hope this partnership contains the passion and energy that
served us so well in the first 75 years. We expect you to document the successes and
issues you will have faced in the years 75 to 100 of the UMRCC just as we have.

The Upper Mississippi
River Conservation
Committee (UMRCC),
consists of natural
resource managers
from Illinois, Iowa,
Minnesota, Missouri
and Wisconsin.

- Brenda Kelly (Wisconsin), OREIT Chair, 2019
- Scott Gritters (Iowa), OREIT Chair, 2020
- Matt Vitello (Missouri), OREIT Chair, 2021

Page 1

75 Years of
Conservation
Membership proudly
call themselves
River Rats, a moniker
that speaks to the
tireless passion of
our members for
the magnificent
resources of the
Upper Mississippi.

Since its inception in 1943, the Upper
Mississippi River Conservation Committee
(UMRCC) has grown to a partnership of
more than 200 resource managers working
in the fisheries, law enforcement, mussel,
recreation, water quality, and wildlife
disciplines, whose objectives are to:
• Promote the preservation and
wise utilization of the natural and
recreational resources of the Upper
Mississippi River (UMR).
• Formulate policies, plans, and
programs for carrying on cooperative
surveys and studies.
• Provide recommendations to
governing State bodies in support
of the objectives of the UMRCC.

The Founders
Agreement for organization of the UMRCC,
originally established as the Upper
Mississippi River Conservation Survey
Committee, was adopted in Dubuque, Iowa,
December 15, 1943, by the following:
Chester S. Wilson, Commissioner of Conservation,
MN
A. J. Chesley Secretary & Executive Officer, MN State
Board of Health
Lloyd L. Smith, Research Supervisor, MN Dept. of
Conservation
A.H. Wieters, Director Division of Engineering, Iowa
State Dept. of Health
W. E. Albert, Supervisor, Mississippi River Fishery,
Iowa Cons. Comm
Reeve M. Bailey,Leader, Iowa Fisheries Research Unit
Bruce Stiles, Chief, Fish & Game Division, Iowa
E. B. Speaker, Superintendent of Fisheries, Iowa
Edward Schneberger , Chief Biologist, Wisconsin
Robby Gray, Asst. Director, Wisconsin
H. L. Russel, Chairman, Lakes and Streams
Committee, University of Wisconsin

Page 2

T. H. Frison, Chief, Illinois Natural History Survey,
Urbana, Illinois
George W. Bennett , Head of Aquatic Biol. Section,
Natural History Survey, IL
Robert C. Sparks, Chief Inspector, Dept. of
Conservation, Springfield, IL
Sam A. Parr, Supr. Fish Dir. Dept. of Conservation,
Springfield, IL
P. G. Barnickol, Aquatic Biologist, Mo. Cons. Comm.,
Columbia, MO
Bernie Maurek, Regional Director, U. S. Fish and
Wildlife Service
Ray C. Steele, Supt. Upper Mississippi River Refuge,
Winona, MN
C. F. Culler, Area Coordinator Area 10 Office of
Fisheries Coordination
O. Lloyd Meehean, Acting Chief, Div. of Fish
Cultures, Fish and Wildlife Service
Edward W. Bailey Acting Chief, Div. of Fishery
Biology, Fish and Wildlife Service
Fred J. Schwab, Commissioner of Conservation, MN

1878

Congress authorizes
4.5 ft. navigation channel

1889

1907

U.S. Fish
Commission
begins fish
rescue work

Congress authorizes
6 -foot navigation channel

1908

Department of Commerce
Bureau of Fisheries
establishes the Fisheries
Biological Station at
Fairport, IA

1913

Keokuk Dam
Completed

1924

United States Fish and Wildlife
Service authorizes the Upper
Mississippi River National Wildlife
and Fish Refuge

1930

Congress
authorizes
9-foot
channel
lock and
dam system

1938

Guttenberg Fish Hatchery is
authorized to help compensate for
impacts from lock and dam system

1943

UMRCC Established

1958

Mark Twain National
Wildlife Refuge is
authorized

1963

Final Lock and Dam
completed - Upper
St. Anthony Falls
Lock and Dam

1972

Clean Water Act

1973

Endangered
Species Act

1976

Congress
authorizes
the Great
River Study

1978

Congress mandates completion
of a comprehensive master plan
for the Upper Mississippi River

1986

Congress authorizes
The Environmental
Management Program

A Story of
Cooperation
The Early Years:
A Focus on Surveys
Initially, the UMRCC was known as the “Upper Mississippi River
Conservation Survey Committee” whose goal was to “ ... provide for the
carrying on of cooperative surveys and studies of conditions of national
and interstate concern affecting conservation, wildlife, and recreational
interests of the Upper Mississippi River ... “
There were three major objectives:
• To determine the nature and importance of the sport and commercial
fisheries of the Upper Mississippi River and the factors influencing the
abundance of fish,
• To determine the importance of wildlife resources other than fish in
the Upper Mississippi River and the factors governing the abundance
of various species, and
• To collect data upon which to base recommendations for
uniform fishing regulations, adjusting present discrepancies, and
recommendations for physical control of the river insofar as such
control affects wildlife resources.
This initial cooperative effort did not arise from a few River Rats who
sought to save the river. Rather, the original group of 22 biologists were
natural resource managers who had a significant national economic
interest in conserving the fish and wildlife resources of the Mississippi
River.
At a time when wartime food production was a national priority, fish and
wildlife resources of the Mississippi River were a very important food
commodity.

1987
1990

1st Habitat Rehabilitation
and Enhancement Project
(HREP) completed

Lock and
Dam 26
rebuilt

2007

Navigation and Ecosystem
Sustainability Program
(NESP) authorized

2018

UMRCC celebrates!!

Photo: Alicia Carhart
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Upper Mississippi River Conservation
Committee annual meeting proceedings
reported that in the mid-1940s there
were 5,000-6,000 full - and parttime fishermen along the UMR who
were involved in activities related to
commercial fishing. Of these there were
2,338 licensed commercial fishermen
in the stretch of river from St. Paul,
Minnesota to Caruthersville, Missouri.
The combined catch of all species for
the UMR was figured to be 14,460,169
pounds in 1944. Because of its economic
importance, especially aiding in the war
effort, commercial fishing was the primary
impetus for the organization of the
UMRCC in 1943.
Several specific issues spurred the
biologists to act cooperatively for the
benefit of the Upper Mississippi River
fishery resource. These were: (1) a lack
of knowledge concerning the status
of fishery resources, (2) differences in

Specific issues spurred
biologists to act in the
5 UMR states:
• Status of fishery
resources
• Differences in
commercial fishing
regulations
• Fish & wildlife
impacts of pool
drawdowns
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commercial fishing regulations between
the five Upper Mississippi River states (3)
adverse effects of dumping municipal
and industrial raw sewage in the river
and (4) fish and wildlife impacts of annual
wintertime navigation pool drawdowns.
Originally, the committee planned to
conduct a three-year survey of the
river to determine the status of the
fishery resource, hence the name “UMR
Conservation Survey Committee.” The
survey was to be conducted in two efforts.
One team of biologists would cover
the river from Dubuque, Iowa, south to
Caruthersville, Missouri and the other
team would conduct investigations from
Dubuque north to St. Paul, Minnesota.
Each team presented an annual progress
report on their findings to the Committee.
This set the precedent for the UMRCC’s
annual meetings that continue today.

A Permanent Organization is Needed
At its inception, the “Survey Committee”
was envisioned to be only a temporary
organization. After the completion of its threeyear fish investigation, it would be terminated.
However, after the fishery investigations got
underway, the biologists recognized the value
(and the need) of a permanent organization.
There was an abundance of conservation
issues that could be more effectively tackled
if the five states spoke with a unified voice. At
the 1948 annual meeting the biologists raised
the possibility that some form of an “Executive
Council” should be established (beyond the
current officers) to permanently carry on
existing UMRCC functions in addition to new
ones.
Commercial angling was the primary impetus
for the organization of the UMRCC in 1943.
No one knew whether the commercial fishing
pressure was reasonable or excessive, or if it
would jeopardize long-term productivity of
the fishery resource. The first report of the
“Upper River Survey” indicated that some
commercial fishermen were harvesting up
to 100,000 pounds of fish in a single netting
during winter months.

Mississippi River Mayfly Hatch,
published 1989.

From a management perspective, fishing
regulations on the river were confusing
to fishermen and often resulted in
confrontations between law enforcement
agents and fishermen. Much of the problem
stemmed from a lack of uniform regulations
between the five UMR states. Anglers
freely crossed state boundaries to set nets
wherever the fishing was best, but each state’s
regulations on allowable species, gear types,
and seasons varied considerably. Compliance
with regulations was difficult because there
was no uniformity in defining common fishing
gear among the states.

Conservation giants such as Aldo Leopold attended some of the
early workings of the UMRCC and advocated for such items as the
inclusion of freshwater mussels in the Committee’s fishery survey
work. Mussel surveys and, much later, a UMRCC Mussel Technical
committee was formed from the basis of these early ideas.
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In the 1940’s, it was the Army Corps of
Engineers practice to draw down the
navigation pools during the winter
months to provide more water for
commercial navigation in downstream
reaches. This controversial practice had
devastating effects on fish and furbearer
populations. Three years of cooperative
monitoring efforts among the UMR states
documented the fisheries impacts from
drawdowns. Fish and wildlife studies
conducted by the Committee were
instrumental in eventually eliminating
winter drawdowns.
Next to winter drawdowns, pollution
caused by the dumping of raw sewage
was also a top priority of the Committee.
“Sanitary” Engineers from the UMR
states were participants at many of
the early meetings. In fact, a Pollution
Committee was appointed to address the
problem. The Pollution Committee was
instrumental in eventually securing a joint
resolution between the five UMR states
that called for the elimination of dumping
raw sewage into the river.

The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service
continues to fund a
biologist for
the UMRCC.
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The primary activity of the founding
Committee was to conduct fishery
investigations on the river. Considerable
time was also devoted to developing
uniform fishing regulations and standard
definitions for various commercial fishing
gear. Creating a standardized form for
commercial fishermen to report their
harvest proved to be a formidable task.
Convincing fishermen to complete it
accurately and return it was a major
public relations challenge. Over the
years, the UMRCC’s focus has shifted to
coordinating, assuming a leadership role
on the UMR by fostering communication
between the multiple state and federal
agencies that manage the river’s
resources.

Maturing Organization,
Evolving Scope
Over the years, the UMRCC has undergone
several adjustments in its organization
to pursue its goal of preserving fish and
wildlife resources of the UMR. These
included such actions as the formation
of the Recreational and Law Enforcement
Technical Sections to address the
challenges created by public use. The
UMRCC accomplishes its work primarily
through voluntary efforts of the many
river resource managers and a very
modest budget (supported by annual
dues of the five member states).
Eventually, the UMRCC recognized the
need to have a permanent employee
manage the day-to-day affairs of the
organization. In 1958, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service agreed to fund the
appointment of a permanent UMRCC
Coordinator. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service continues to fund a biologist
for the UMRCC. In the late 1960s, the
Committee also realized that there should
be an organization constitution and
approved its current Constitution in 1975.

Back row, left to right:
Dan Sallee, John Pitlo,
Steve Dewald, Mike Griffin,
Kurt Welke, Tom Boland,
Gary Wege, Tim Schlagenhaft,
Scott Yess, Ken Barr, Steve
Johnson and Marvin Hubbell
Front row, left to right:
Dr. David Kennedy, John
Sullivan, Jon Duyvejonck,
Dennis Kirschbaum, Ken
Von Ruden, Keith Beseke,
John Nelson, Bill Bertrand,
Terry Dukerschein and Jerry
Rasmussen, 2019 UMRCC
Meeting.
Photo: Neal Jackson

Current UMRCC activities are governed by an
Executive Board that consists of one voting
representative from each of the five UMR
states: Wisconsin, Minnesota, Illinois, Iowa,
and Missouri. Chairperson of the Executive
Board rotates from year to year. Also, on the
board are nonvoting members who consist of
an observer from the Upper Mississippi River
National Wildlife and Fish Refuge, the UMRCC
Coordinator, and Chairs of the six Technical
Committees:
• Fisheries
• Law Enforcement
• Mussel
• Outreach, Recreation, Environmental
Education & Interpretation Technical
(OREIT) Section

The Executive Board meets twice yearly to
prioritize UMRCC conservation-oriented
activities and issues, which are then carried
out by the Coordinator and the Technical
Sections. In addition to the state conservation
agencies and the Fish and Wildlife Service,
several other organizations participate as
cooperators. Professionals from the three U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers Districts (St. Paul,
Minnesota; Rock Island, Illinois; and St. Louis,
Missouri) are represented on the Technical
Sections and provide support to many UMRCC
activities. Other organizations such as the
Upper Mississippi River Basin Association,
The Isaak Walton League of America, and
the Environmental Protection Agency also
participate in UMRCC functions.

• Water Quality
• Wildlife

Five Member Upper Mississippi
River (UMR) States:
• Wisconsin
• Minnesota
• Illinois
• Iowa
• Missouri

Left: Mississippi River partnership visit depositional area, 2019.
Photo: Aaron McFarlane
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Sharing Our Work
UMR natural resource managers have held
annual meetings since 1943 to discuss
Mississippi River issues, ongoing research,
and UMRCC projects; these proceedings
are published annually by the UMRCC.
In addition to annual and fall meetings
of the Technical Sections, the UMRCC
disseminates information to its members
and the public through a variety of
mechanisms including:
• Publishing technical reports on
fisheries, wildlife, recreation,
and water quality.

UMRCC
Information:
Publishing
Promoting
Partnering
Participating

• Publishing a bimonthly newsletter to
keep UMRCC members informed
about the latest events and issues
on the river.

• Annually publishing a summary of
current UMR scientific investigations.
• Partnering with the Murphy Library at
the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse
to digitize and maintain a technical
library of over 3,000 documents
relating to the Upper Mississippi
River. The library is available online
in the collection UMRCC Library –
Murphy Library UW-La Crosse.
• Promoting an understanding
and appreciation of UMR natural
resources through presentations
to public and private conservation
organizations.

Some Past UMRCC Publications:
2019
2010
2002
2000
1993
1993
1992
1990
1983
1982
1978
1972
1971
1968
1957
1954
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• Conducting/sponsoring special
workshops and symposia.

Schlesser, N., editor. UMRCC Fisheries Compendium, Fourth Edition
Janvrin, J., et al., Upper Mississippi River Fisheries Plan
Steuck. M., et al., Distribution and Relative Abundance of Upper
Mississippi River Fishes
Sullivan, J., et al., Upper Mississippi River Water Quality Assessment.
Urich, R., Swenson, G., Nelson, E., editors. Upper Mississippi and
Illinois River Floodplain Forests
McGuiness, D., A River That Works and a Working River
50 Years of Conservation Through Cooperation – UMRCC 50th Anniversary
Farabee, G., Pool 24 Recreation Survey
Pitlo, John Jr., Walleye and Sauger in the Upper Mississippi
River: Early Life History
Fritz, Arnold., A Strategic plan for the management of the
freshwater mussel resources of the Upper Mississippi River
Rahn, Michael., A History of Wildlife and Hunting on the
Upper Mississippi River
Outdoor Recreation: Big Business on the Upper Mississippi River System
Fleener, George G. and Mary Beth Gogel., Mississippi River Recreational
Facilities Guide -Minneapolis, Minnesota to the mouth of the Ohio River
Helms, Don and Tom Boland., Upper Mississippi River Natural
Resources Bibliography
Sternberg, Richard B., Upper Mississippi River Habitat Classification
SurveyHastings, MN to Alton, IL
The Story of the Upper Mississippi River Conservation Committee -25 years
of Conservation through Cooperation
Greenbank, John., Creel Census on the Upper Mississippi River
Carlander, Harriet Bell., A History of Fish and Fishing in the
Upper Mississippi River

Current Issues and
Challenges
Sedimentation
Less than 10 years after the
completion of the UMR lock
and dam system, UMRCC
biologists were concerned
with the eventual fate of the
navigation pools. All lakes are
doomed to a slow death by
sedimentation, and the
navigation pools are no
exception. Unless current
sedimentation rates in UMR
backwaters are reduced,
many wetland and aquatic
habitats will be converted to
less-desirable upland habitat
types in the next few decades.

The completion of the
Upper Mississippi River
lock and dam system
concerned UMRCC
biologists about the fate
of navigation pools.

Early UMRCC biologists were
concerned about the eventual effects
of sedimentation on backwater
environments but were unable to do
anything to prevent it. UMRCC state and
federal biologists are now addressing
sedimentation on several fronts. One of
these is through the Upper Mississippi
River Restoration Program (UMRR). The
UMRR is a cooperative effort between
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U. S.
Army Corps of Engineers, and the five UMR
states. One of its objectives is to collect
sedimentation data and to investigate
management alternatives for restoring
backwaters impacted by sedimentation.
Solving this problem will be an
extraordinary task because it will involve
taking actions throughout the 100+
million acres of the UMR watershed.
Reducing sediment input needs to start
at the river’s mainstem (reducing stream
bank erosion) all the way to the heads of
tributaries (farmland or “sheet” erosion),
hundreds of miles upstream.

Steph Szura (left) and John Kalas
(right), Pool 8 winter sampling.

Water Quality
In many ways, the river is cleaner in the
decades following the passage of the
Clean Water Act, but water quality is
still a priority concern of the UMRCC.
Agricultural runoff; toxics in municipal,
agricultural, and industrial sources; and
contaminated sediments continue to
threaten UMR aquatic resources. Ammonia
from municipal and industrial sources is
of particular concern because it is very
toxic to aquatic life and is suspected
of contributing to recent declines in
fingernail clams and aquatic vegetation
such as wild celery. Uniformity and
effectiveness of state water quality
standards are issues the UMRCC still
addresses.
In addition to supporting water quality
efforts in the UMRR, UMRCC water quality
biologists are also working on developing
a database for contaminated sediments
on the river and supporting the Upper
Mississippi River Basin Association in its
“Water Quality Initiative.”
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UMRCC biologists
will play a major
role in insuring
that the needs
of UMR fish and
wildlife resources
are adequately
considered.

Spills
Resource managers, including UMRCC
biologists, proactively prepare for any
incident that would release hazardous
materials into the environment and have
significant negative impacts to the fish,
wildlife, and mussels that rely on the
aquatic and terrestrial habitats of the
Mississippi River.
Industry businesses that move commerce
on and adjacent to the river will always
pose a threat to the ecosystem and
numerous spills have occurred on the
river releasing such materials as ethanol,
diesel, and sodium chlorate. However,
response preparedness and contingency
planning paired with interagency and
industry collaboration can assist agencies
in maximizing their effectiveness if an
incident occurs. The Upper Mississippi
River Basin Association provides staff
support and coordinates a hazardous
spills group that has developed numerous
tools to aid the partnership in spill
response planning and mapping as well
as execution of training activities.

Commercial Navigation
UMR resources have been subjected to
numerous abuses that can be attributed
to commercial navigation and related
activities. Dredging, construction of dams
and regulatory structures, water level
manipulation, tow impacts, barge spills,
and associated developments, such as
barge fleeting, have all degraded fish
and wildlife resources to some degree.
Despite these impacts, the UMR is still
a productive aquatic ecosystem, but
UMRCC biologists are concerned that the
UMR ecosystem may soon approach a
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breakpoint in its ability to overcome these
impacts. The U. S. Army Corps of Engineers
is currently investigating an expansion
of the navigation system, which is likely
to have significant impacts on UMR fish
and wildlife resources. UMRCC biologists
will play a major role in ensuring that the
needs of UMR fish and wildlife resources
are adequately considered.

Hydropower
In 1982, persistent environmental
concerns over hydropower’s development
became a targeted UMRCC symposium
topic. At the time, economists and others
promoted hydropower’s potential to
reduce the nation’s dependence on
imported oil. The UMRCC acknowledged
these national benefits but voiced
concerns about negative cumulative
impacts on the river ecology, which could
potentially offset some of those benefits.
By 1996, a National Hydropower Study
was authorized by Congress to study
the potential of 11,000 existing dams
nationwide for hydropower development.
As part of this effort, the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers conducted engineering
feasibility studies at several sites on the
Illinois and Mississippi Rivers. UMRCC
biologists pointed out that the impacts of
hydropower on UMR fisheries resources
were largely unknown. These biologists
were also active in the federal licensing
process for proposed hydropower facilities
on the river and were in discussions with
pro-development interests over the
need for appropriate natural resource
protection measures at proposed facilities.

UMRCC focuses
on promoting the
preservation and
wise utilization
of natural and
recreational
resources.

Around 2010, several states again were
tackling the issue of hydropower permits
as new proposals and new engineering
studies for low flow power generation were
underway. For instance, the state of Missouri
reported that a hydropower project funded
by the City of Quincy at Lock and Dam 21
was moving forward and had the potential to
capture 100% of the river’s flow. The state of
Iowa reported similar projects being proposed
at Lock and Dam 14.
The nation’s thirst for cheap and clean
energy sources will likely keep hydropower
continuously debated for the UMR well into
the future. Natural resource managers on
the river are charged with fostering a viable,
connected environmental system and not a
patchwork of industrial complexes – goals
often at odds with pro-energy development
interests. Energy-related projects such as
frack sand mines along the river, wind energy
power lines crossing the river, and, of course,
hydropower will continue to test the ability of
the UMRCC to fight for the long-term viability
of the UMR’s rich natural resources in the
face of energy projects that may have only
temporary benefits.

Recreation
The Early Years
Since its inception in 1943, the UMRCC
has focused on recreation, including the
phrase, “Promote the preservation and
wise utilization of natural and recreational
resources…” in its mission statement and in
its objectives: “to collect data upon which to
base recommendations for uniform fishing
regulations.” Balancing use by people has
been a topic at many UMRCC gatherings. In
the early days, overuse by recreational (and
commercial) anglers and littering, especially in
the 1960s, was heavy on their minds, leading
to the formation of a recreation section (later
renamed Outreach, Recreation, Environmental
Education and Interpretation Technical
Section) and a Law Enforcement Technical
Section. Underuse was also an issue, espoused
by UMRCC member Aldo Leopold, who
wrote in his 1949 Sand County Almanac that
direct contact with the natural world would
expand our ethics beyond our self-interests
and warned that a disconnect from nature is
unhealthy.

Dan Dieterman with native species
collected from a commercial seine
haul in Pool 6, 2013.
Photo: Brad Parsons
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Congressional legislation to protect
access to natural areas and ensure habitat
preservation included the passage of the
Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act in 1934,
Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act in
1937, and Sports Fish Restoration Act in
1950. These laws authorize the collection
of excise taxes from migratory bird
hunting and conservation stamp, hunting
and angling equipment, and ammunition
and appropriates them to national wildlife
refuges and states to restore and improve
habitat and increase outdoor recreational
education and access. In UMRCC’s 1954
publication History of Fish and Fishing
in the Upper Mississippi River, Harriet
Bell Carlander stated that the Upper
Mississippi’s sport fishery outstrips its
commercial value, through its “great
variety of fish,” making it a “popular and
attractive fishing water.” Such popularity
of resources for recreational use was not
without a word of caution in the 1983
UMRCC publication, A History of Wildlife
and Hunting on the Upper Mississippi
River. Author Michael Rahn posed the
question, “Could there be a method of
planning that would include wildlife even
when it may conflict with Man’s economic
values?”
The Past Twenty-Five Years
During this time, researchers recorded
declines in outdoor recreation, particularly
hunting and angling. The development
of the Outdoor Recreation Adoption
Model and Recruitment, Retention, and
Reactivation (R3) of hunters and anglers
were responses to reverse the trend. These
strategies focus on developing mentored
outdoor skills programs and providing
repeated experiences for newcomers.
However, a major impediment to
implementing sustainable R3 programs
has been and continues to be insufficient
staffing.
The agencies of the UMRCC have
endeavored to further coordination and
cooperation to make accessible facilities,
and to welcome and orient new and
existing recreational users. This follows
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the North American Model of Wildlife
Conservation in which two key concepts
remain especially relevant: that wildlife is
held in the public trust and that agencies
create opportunities for all to participate.
In 2008’s Last Child in the Woods, Richard
Louv put forward the idea that lack of
contact with the natural world could
produce cognitive disorders, especially
in the technology age. In an attempt to
counter this now-termed “nature deficit,”
the UMRCC started the Field Trip Grant
Program in 2011, which provides schools
and non-profits funding for transportation
to outdoor recreation sites in order
to “connect students to nature and
encourage students to develop a sense
of stewardship of the Mississippi River.”
Meanwhile, UMRCC members have also
focused on alleviating the adverse impact
of recreationalists through partnerships
with the Leave No Trace program and
examining the effects of large fishing
tournaments.

The Leave No Trace Program protects
the outdoors by teaching and inspiring
people to enjoy it responsibly.

Future
While continuing to address traditional
hunting and fishing issues, UMRCC OREIT
will monitor other outdoor recreational
activities like photography, hiking,
geocaching, birding, and kayaking. The
2016 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting,
and Wildlife-Associated Recreation found
that wildlife watching, an inexpensive
activity that attracts people of lower
income, increased at a greater rate
than freshwater fishing, while hunting
decreased. In light of that trend, R3
education will continue to be a priority,
showcasing Mississippi River recreation
opportunities to new participants
and re-introducing the river to former
participants.

temperatures are increasing three times
as fast as they did from 1900 to 2010.
Midcentury projections show an increase
of 3.8°F if there is a significant reduction
in greenhouse gas emissions and a 4.9°F
increase if global emissions continue to rise
at their current rate.

Finding community liaisons with
communities of people who have felt
disenfranchised from the outdoors will be
an emerging challenge in the coming years.
UMRCC will need to develop new outreach
strategies to reach folks who interact with
nature in emerging ways, and in places
closer to home – making a connection
to the Mississippi that starts within their
own backyards, neighborhoods and urban
wildlife refuges.

Climate Change
The Earth’s climate is changing faster
now than at any point in modern history,
primarily due to the result of anthropogenic
forces. Global changes, as well as changes in
the United States, are projected to intensify
if actions aren’t taken to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions. The type and severity of
these impacts vary throughout the United
States. Over the last few decades there has
been growing concern within the UMRCC
over the impacts that climate change is
having on the Upper Mississippi River.
On September 2019, MN DNR staff
observe stands of mature Silver
Maples with no vegetation at all,
after a period of extended high
water on the upper end of Pool 9 .

Like temperature, average annual
precipitation in the Midwest has increased
by 5 to 15 percent over the last century
and the last three decades have been the
wettest on record. Most of these changes
have come from an increase in the number
of heavy rainfall events. This increase
in annual precipitation accompanied
with land use changes have altered
the hydrology of the Upper Mississippi
River. The UMR has historically seen a
strong spring pulse in flow followed by a
consistent decline throughout the summer
and a small bump in the fall. Recent
decades have shown an earlier spring
peak with higher summer and fall flows.
The frequency, intensity and duration of
flooding events is also expected to increase
going forward.

According to the Third National Climate
Assessment, the Midwest has seen
substantial increases in temperature and
precipitation during the last century.
Average annual temperatures have
increased by approximately 1.5°F since
1895. However, from 1980 to 2010,

Precipitation in the Midwest has
increased by 5 to 15 percent over the
last century and the last three decades
have been the wettest on record.
Spring Flooding, Riverside Park, La Crosse WI, 2019
Photo: Adobestock.com
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These increases in temperature and
precipitation have had and will continue
to have profound impacts on the Upper
Mississippi River ecosystem and the
wildlife that rely on it. Greater discharge
rates have brought more nutrients and
sediment into the river that further
degrade water quality. Rising water
temperatures could limit fish recruitment,
increase the chance of exotic invasions,
and displace cool, deep-water fish species
or lead to their complete elimination from
the system. Aquatic vegetation also has
a strong correlation with river discharge
– higher flows can lower the amount and
types of vegetation in the river.
With climate change having the ability
to alter the entire Upper Mississippi River
ecosystem, it is crucial that river biologists
and managers understand the effects it is
having on one of the nation’s most unique
natural resources. In 1998, the Status
and Trends report claimed that natural
climate change has been a major driver
in biological diversity and that human
caused change is of special concern.
This ecologically significant change is
why climate change has been one of the
fundamental issues addressed and will
continue to be into the foreseeable future.

Invasive species that are persistent in
establishing a stronghold include Asian
carp (Cyprinus carpio), water hyacinth
(Eichhornia crassipes), flowering rush
(Butomus umbellatus), reed canarygrass
(Phalaris arundinacea), Japanese hop
(Humulus japonicus), and emerald
ash borer (Agrilus planipennis); this
is, unfortunately, not even an allencompassing list. These invasive
species can become established through
migration, human and animal activities,
and weather events.
Partnership objectives established to
aid in slowing or stopping the spread
include collaborative education and
outreach, establishing partner agency
points of contact, and engagement sites
like SharePoint. This allows for open
communication and sampling efforts to
keep participating agencies and partners
abreast of spread and help set eradication
goals. As these goals are identified,
it is the strength and commitment of
these partnerships, including the Upper
Mississippi River Conservation Committee,
that will help create a multiagency
response.

Invasive Species
Some of the biggest threats to the
Upper Mississippi River ecosystem are
invasive, nonnative species. These threats
are increasing and have the ability to
significantly alter the UMR.

Partnership objectives are
established to aid in slowing
or stopping the spread of
invasive species
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LaGrange Reach, Illinois River, 2021
Photo: Elizabeth Myers

UMRCC River Rat Awards
AWARDED FOR ATTENDANCE AT ANNUAL MEETINGS

Drawings Designed By
Jim Fisher and April Ammann

UMRCC Conservation Award
In 1989, the UMRCC began recognizing outstanding
contributions to the conservation of the Mississippe River
natural resources. The Conservation Award is intended to
recognize individuals for their contribution to the
preservation, development, and wise utilization of the
natural and recreational resources of the Upper
Mississippi River.

2001 Conservation Award
winner Bill Aspelmeier
(left) pictured with Kevin
Szcodronski (right).

Past Award Winners
1989: George Fleener
1990: Willie Fernholtz
1991: Jerry Rasmussen
1995: Bill Dieffenbach
1997: Jack Skrypek
1998: Bill Bertrand
2000: Gorden Farabee
2001: Bill Aspelmeier
2005: John Sullivan
2007: Kevin Szcodronski
2008: Tom Boland
2009: Marion Conover

2010:
2011:
2012:
2013:
2014:
2015
2016:
2017:
2018:
2019:
2020:

Gary Wege
John Pitlo
Heidi Langrehr
Dan Sallee
Gary Swenson
Pam Theil
Mike Griffin
Mike Davis
Heidi Dunn
Dr. Dave Kennedy
Dan Dieterman
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Looking Ahead
The Mississippi River is among the world’s
greatest river ecosystems. Along the
1,859,000 acres of water, wetlands, and
floodplain of the main stem river between
St. Paul, Minnesota, and Cairo, Illinois,
there are 118 species of fish and over 40
species of freshwater mussels. Up to 40%
of North America’s ducks, geese, swans,
and wading birds use the Mississippi
Flyway. Although there are numerous
government agencies that manage
multiple aspects of the river’s resources,
there is no single entity with the authority
to manage the UMR ecosystem in its
entirety.

To face continuing
River challenges, the
UMRCC is calling for
the development
of a comprehensive
partnership ecosystem
management strategy.
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Despite the UMRCC’s 75 years of
coordination efforts among the states
and federal agencies, limited authorities,
jurisdictional boundaries, inadequate
funding, and other factors have prevented
the application of holistic management
strategies that are needed to ensure that
the UMR ecosystem remains productive
for future generations. To face these
continuing challenges, the UMRCC
is calling for the development of a
comprehensive ecosystem management
strategy. This would guide the multiple
UMR organizations in forming a true
partnership to manage the river as an
ecosystem rather than as bits and pieces.
Although it is now being called
“ecosystem management,” this is the
same situation that spurred the original
group of biologists to organize back in
1943. Now, however, the goals of the
UMRCC span beyond creating unified
fishing regulations and focus more on
long-term ecosystem management
Such a policy would hopefully result in
management actions needed to maintain
the long-term health of Mississippi River
natural resources for future generations.
Such an ecosystem management is likely
to require new legislation to alter the
current institutional framework. Such an

undertaking may prove to be the UMRCC’s
greatest challenge of the next 25 years,
and the most critical.

The Future River Resiliency
In recognition of the ecological and
economic resources of the river as
well as the persistent pressures on and
changes to the UMR and its watershed,
there has been increased emphasis
on understanding the factors that
contribute to health and resilience of the
river. Understanding such factors can
inform natural resource management
and ecological restoration decisions in
support of improving the UMR’s ability to
adapt to change and stress. For example,
maintaining or restoring habitat diversity
generally provides a broad range of
conditions for biotic communities, and
may help buffer changes in climate
or hydrology. Further understanding
of feedbacks that maintain desired
or undesired ecological conditions
can also be informative in developing
effective management and restoration
strategies. More specifically, identifying
which management tools likely weaken
reinforcing feedbacks of undesired
conditions, strengthen reinforcing
feedbacks of desired conditions, or
trigger shifts in ecological conditions
is beneficial in the development of
management strategies. As our collective
knowledge advances regarding the UMR’s
ecosystem health and resilience, UMRCC
will be a critical leader in translating that
knowledge into action to ensure the UMR
remains productive despite a changing
world.

The Technical Sections
Vegetation Ad Hoc
Committee data can
be accessed at https:
//www.umesc.usgs.
gov/data_library/
vegetation/umrcc/
umrcc_veg_data.htm.

2019 Lower Pool 10 HREP
aquatic vegetation sampling.
Photo: Kyle Bales, IADNR

Wildlife

Vegetation Ad Hoc Committee

Fish and Wildlife management and
recreation are the original backbone of
the Upper Mississippi River Conservation
Committee (UMRCC), thus the Wildlife
Technical Section has deep roots with the
organization. In the past quarter century,
this section’s accomplishments have
included endorsements of the migratory bird
management strategy and teaming up with
wildlife, conservation provisions, and the
Conservation Reserve Program as it relates
to the Upper Mississippi River (UMR).
The committee also co-sponsored the
UMR nongame and UMR wildlife
strategies workshops.

The UMRCC welcomed the Vegetation Ad
Hoc Committee 25 years ago with the first
official meeting held in 1995 in Dubuque, IA.
Over the next decade, committee members
would discuss topics that included sampling
methods, research, response to drawdowns,
and dredge material placement sites.
Another milestone was achieved in 1999
when the UMRCC vegetation symposium
attracted over 125 people and had a goal
to incorporate a sampling strategy for the
Upper Mississippi River (UMR). A new era
and what would become a high priority of
the committee began in 2005 when annual
aquatic vegetation sampling efforts were
initiated, occurring in up to two pools of
the UMR following a similar protocol to the
Upper Mississippi River Restoration’s Long
Term Resource Monitoring Program. Since
inception, 12 pools between 3 and 19 have
been sampled and 6 pools have been sampled
more than once. In 2013, a training video was
created on sampling protocol methodologies
to further aid and improve data collection.

Because of the strong partnership within
the UMR, the committee has been a vocal
advocate and stakeholder of efforts that
include the Army Corp of Engineers Upper
Mississippi River Systemic Forest Stewardship
Plan, interagency invertebrate sampling,
and seeking the Army Corps of Engineers
quantification of the indirect impacts to
wildlife associated with the continued
operation and maintenance of the
navigation channel.
During the 1990s, the section worked towards
developing UMR wildlife strategies that
encompassed important issues to include
Upper Mississippi River Restoration and the
Long-Term Research Monitoring Program
wildlife-related outputs. The biggest
achievement has been the collaborative effort
embracing the Vegetation Ad Hoc committee
through the 1999 vegetation symposium and
subsequent endorsement of pool vegetation
sampling efforts.

The committee in 2015 began to investigate
sampling UMRR habitat projects to quantify
if vegetation objectives were being met and
to date, 4 habitat projects have been sampled
in pools 3, 9, and 10. In 2016, terrestrial and
bottomland forest vegetation was added to
the potential projects that could compete and
be approved to complete at the annual spring
business meeting of the UMRCC Wildlife
Technical Section. With over 10 years of data,
a collaborative effort between USFWS and
USGS was initiated in 2016 to establish a data
download website for the aquatic vegetation
datasets.
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Collaborative effort
embracing the
Vegetation Ad Hoc
committee through the
vegetation symposium
and subsequent
endorsement of pool
vegetation sampling
efforts.

The committee in 2015 began to
investigate sampling UMRR habitat
projects to quantify if vegetation
objectives were being met and to date,
4 habitat projects have been sampled
in pools 3, 9, and 10. In 2016, terrestrial
and bottomland forest vegetation was
added to the potential projects that
could compete and be approved to
complete at the annual spring business
meeting of the UMRCC Wildlife Technical
Section. With over 10 years of data, a
collaborative effort between USFWS and
USGS was initiated in 2016 to establish
a data download website for the aquatic
vegetation datasets. This data can be
accessed at https://www.umesc.usgs.gov/
data_library/vegetation/umrcc/umrcc_
veg_data.htm.

Mussel
The Mussel Technical Session began its
history within the UMRCC originally as
the Mussel Ad Hoc Committee under the
Fisheries Technical Committee around
1990. In 2011, it was voted on by the
UMRCC board to establish a full standalone Mussel Technical Committee
with the Iowa DNR providing its first
chairperson.
The ad hoc committee and now
Technical Section has enjoyed excellent
participation by member groups due
to the many challenging issues faced
by the River’s mussel resources. During
the initial years it was determined that
commercial clamming was increasing
and apparent natural die-offs were
occurring simultaneously. Another
huge issue on the horizon was the
impending establishment of non-native
zebra mussels which would also prove
detrimental to mussel resources on the
River.
To protect mussel resources on the River,
the ad hoc mussel committee wrote a
mussel management plan, held several
symposiums and created identification
manuals. Uniform commercial regulations
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were initially established but ultimately
the committee determined the river could
no longer support commercial harvest.
The group then pivoted to complete
commercial closures throughout the
basin. Now as a full-fledged Technical
Committee the group remains viable
working on such issues as uniform
sampling methods, construction and
spill impacts on mussels and reporting
on mussel studies throughout the upper
Mississippi River basin.

Fisheries
The Fisheries Technical Section began
with the very first meeting of UMRCC in
1943 when fisheries professionals from
the 5 states, Fish and Wildlife Service
and Corps of Engineers met with the
intention of standardizing commercial
fishing regulations. Initial priorities
were understanding the impact to the
fisheries of the newly completed lock
and dam system and understanding the
commercial fishery.
The first coordinated fish population
surveys were led by the technical section
in the mid 1950’s which introduced the
first electrofishing surveys on the river.
The early 1960’s saw a move to more
formalized creel techniques which
culminated in publication of the first
comprehensive recreational survey in
1963.
Fisheries survey work eventually led
to the first Fisheries Compendium in
1967. The Fisheries Compendium, with a
second edition published in 2004 and a
third edition published in 2020, compiles
information collected for over 130 fish
species documented to have been found
in the Upper Mississippi. The bulk of the
publication is dedicated to life histories
and habitat requirements of the fish
species but also introduces the history of
river management, aquatic habitat and
the sampling techniques used to collect
information on fish species.

Pro Circuit Tour on pool 8 of the Mississippi River, August 2020

Cooperative
efforts continue
in an effort to
standardize
sport fishing
regulations
across the
Upper
Mississippi.

Cooperative fisheries management has been
a primary goal of the Fisheries Technical
Section, with collaboration leading to the
Upper Mississippi River Fisheries Plans of 1993
and 2010. The Plan is comprised of 5 main
goals identified to address human and climate
effects on the fisheries resources of the Upper
Mississippi River; maintain biological diversity,
restore and enhance aquatic habitat, provide
sustainable recreational and commercial fishing,
minimize impacts of aquatic nuisance species,
engage in public education about these efforts.
Collaborations around commercial fishing, most
recently the increased demand for fish eggs for
the caviar industry, have resulted in restrictions
in the Upper Mississippi of commercial
paddlefish harvest, and revised length limits
for harvest of channel catfish and shovelnose
sturgeon. Cooperative efforts continue in an
effort to standardize sport fishing regulations
across the Upper Mississippi.

Water Quality

The UMRCC Water Quality Technical Section
(WQTS) began in 1977 as an ad hoc section.
The initial objectives of the group were, “To
provide a forum for communications on water
quality monitoring activities, to standardize
water quality monitoring methods, to prepare
an annual report describing water quality
monitoring and pollution abatement activities
and to encourage the development of water
quality standards for toxic compounds to protect
aquatic life”.
In the 1980s and 90s, the WQTS was concerned
with contaminants like PCBs and heavy metals.
The WQTS collaborated on the landmark report,
Contaminants in the Mississippi River, which
became the impetus for many modern-day
water quality improvements.

Photo: Jeremiah Burish, Explore La Crosse

In the 2000s, it became clear to the WQTS
that legacy contaminants such as PCBs and
metals, addressed by the Clean Water Act, were
beginning to improve. This realization resulted
in the group shifting its priorities to non-point
source pollutants like phosphorus and sediment
that weren’t adequately addressed in the Clean
Water Act. It was becoming increasing clear that
non-point pollutants like phosphorus, nitrogen
and sediment were resulting in biological
impairment.
During the past several years, the WQTS has
been focused on three major priorities:
• Addressing rising nitrogen pollution. Excessive
nitrogen loading is resulting in widespread
pollution of groundwater and eutrophication
problems (excessive algal blooms and mats
of free-floating plants like duckweed). While
phosphorus and suspended sediment pollution
has been reduced, and more work needs to be
done to further reduce these pollutants, the
time has come to address nitrogen pollution.
• Addressing rising chloride pollution. The
WQTS acknowledges that society is on an
unsustainable path for chloride pollution due
to the two major sources of chloride pollution:
road salting and water softening. The UMRCC
needs to bring awareness and action to address
rising chloride levels.
• Assessing and addressing emerging
contaminants. The WQTS realizes that new
pollutants are being discovered that may pose
future risks (pharmaceuticals, personal care
products, PFAS, neonicotinoids, bifenthrin,
and many others). The group sees an urgent
need to establish baseline monitoring for
these pollutants and, further, to establish
if connections exist between rising use of
these chemical formulations and biological
impairment.
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OREIT continues to
facilitate educational
opportunities and
enhance knowledge
of recreational and
interpretational
opportunities on
the river.

Outreach, Recreation,
Environmental Education,
and Interpretation Technical
(OREIT) Section
The UMRCC Outreach, Recreation,
Environmental Education, and
Interpretation Technical Section (OREIT)
has had many changes since it formed.
Originally created as the Recreational and
Water Use Ad Hoc Committee in 1963 and
becoming a full Section by 1966, the goals
were preserving natural resources and
protecting public use. Focus areas initially
included littering, houseboat mooring,
land accretion, pleasure boat use, land
use, zoning, and lock trends. Activity in
the Recreation Section began to wane
by the 1990s.
In 1994, the Fisheries Technical Section
formed an Education Ad Hoc Committee.
The Education Ad Hoc developed two
informational videos: “The Mississippi
River, a Balance of Integrity” and “The
Mighty Mississippi: Managing Through
Cooperation and Commitment”. The
Education Ad Hoc sponsored and
developed Mississippi River Teacher’s
Workshops, an annual opportunity
for teachers to learn about the river in
classroom and field sessions, as well as
establishing field trip grants designed for
schools to get students on the river.
Seeing the successes of the Education
Ad Hoc Committee, the Executive
Board recommended establishment
of a new technical section and OREIT
was established. OREIT has continued
to facilitate educational opportunities
with the continuation of the field trip
grants and has explored other avenues
and partnerships to enhance knowledge
of recreational and interpretational
opportunities on the river.
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Law Enforcement
The UMRCC Law Enforcement Technical
Section first formed in the late 1950s,
with the first official report of the Section
in 1963. Although other venues and
organizations existed for Law Enforcement
to engage in the Midwest, there was a
recognized need to have discussions
specific to the Mississippi River. Early
discussions of the Section included an
Interstate Enforcement meeting to discuss
uniformity of regulations, interpretation
of laws on boundary waters, and to
reduce criminal activity on islands in the
Mississippi River.
Over the years the section has had many
accomplishments. Reciprocal fishing
agreements on the Mississippi River allow
users to fish the border waters with a
license from only one of the states. River
officers have been trained in federal case
law to understand that officers from
adjacent states can enforce regulations
from bank to bank. Law Enforcement
Agreements between Wisconsin and
Iowa, and Wisconsin and Minnesota have
declared that officers from one state
are officers in the adjoining state when
working in counties that border the
boundary water.
The last 25 years have also seen a
significant increase in international
exploitation of river resources, including
sturgeon and paddlefish, live turtles,
ginseng, and mussel shells. Administrative
codes had to be rewritten to address
these new threats.
Discussions and collaboration continue.
The Law Enforcement Technical Section
will continue to address shared concerns
and emerging enforcement issues on the
Mississippi River.

UMRCC annual meeting in La Crosse, WI, celebrates 75th Anniversary in 2019
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