
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Comprehensive Conservation 
Plan Completed 
 
The Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) for 
Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge (NWR, Refuge) 
was approved on January 28, 2013, completing a 
planning process that began in 2009. The draft CCP 
was released for public review and comment in 
August 2012.  
 
The completed CCP describes goals, objectives, 
and strategies that will guide Refuge management 
for the next 15 years and will ensure that the 
Refuge fulfills its established purposes and 
contributes to the mission of the National Wildlife 
Refuge System. 
 
Throughout the comprehensive conservation 
planning process, many people contributed time 
and ideas to make this a better document. We are 
grateful to everyone who cared enough about Neal 
Smith NWR and its future to participate in this 
planning effort. Through your participation, you contributed to improving habitat for grassland birds and 
other wildlife that depend on the tallgrass prairie ecosystem. We will continue to welcome your input. 
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Where to See the CCP 
 
You can view and download the full CCP at: 
http://www.fws.gov/midwest/planning/nealsmith/index.html 
 
We will send you a CD or paper copy of the CCP on request through either of the following: 
 

• Email:  r3planning@fws.gov (Please enter “Neal Smith CCP” in the subject line) 

• Mail/Telephone: Neal Smith NWR; P.O. Box 399; 9981 Pacific Street; Prairie City, IA 50228 / 
(515) 994-3400   

 

Refuge Background 
 
Located about 18 miles east of Des 
Moines, Iowa, Neal Smith NWR was 
established in 1990 as Walnut Creek 
NWR. The name was changed by 
Congress in 1998 to honor 
Congressman Neal Smith, whose 
support was instrumental in the 
establishment of the Refuge.  The 
Service was originally authorized to 
acquire 8,665 acres of land within the 
Walnut Creek watershed to 
reconstruct a piece of the tallgrass 
prairie ecosystem essentially “from 
scratch” on former farmland. About 
5,580 acres have been acquired so 
far. 
 
Ongoing habitat restoration efforts 
already have provided for a diversity 
of life on the Refuge including 
hundreds of native plant species, 
more than 200 bird species, and 
dozens of mammals, reptiles, 
amphibians, and butterflies. 
Prescribed fire and grazing are management tools used to emulate the natural processes that 
historically maintained the diversity of the landscape. 
 
The Visitor Center provides a major environmental education facility and visitor services. Miles of trails 
radiate out from the Center, and the Refuge offers outdoor activities such as teacher workshops, 
birding, hiking, biking, and wildlife watching. Bison and elk have been reintroduced to the Refuge to 
demonstrate the natural role of large herbivores in the tallgrass ecosystem, and visitors can drive 
through the 700-acre bison enclosure. 
 

Location of Neal Smith NWR 

http://www.fws.gov/midwest/planning/nealsmith/index.html
mailto:r3planning@fws.gov


January 2013 / Neal Smith NWR Comprehensive Conservation Plan  

3 

Refuge Vision 
 
The Refuge is a vast expanse of wind-swept prairie punctuated by sheltering oak savannas.  Walnut 
Creek and its tributaries, bordered by sedge meadows, meander through the Refuge providing clean 
water for aquatic wildlife. Bound and connected to river systems to the north and south, the Refuge 
forms a sanctuary and corridor for prairie-dependent wildlife species. These ecosystems are alive with a 
wide diversity of plants and wildlife that are thriving again. The natural processes that contribute to a 
healthy ecosystem include fire, grazing, nutrient cycling, pollination, and water filtration. These 
processes are working to improve life for plants, wildlife, and people. The picture of a landscape that 
existed before European-American settlement is renewed.   
 

Guided by sound biological information 
and ongoing research, this landscape 
continues to be rejuvenated through the 
dedicated work of staff, volunteers, and 
the support of the public and the many 
partners of the Refuge. People of all ages 
and abilities visit to experience the natural 
world using all of their senses and to 
contribute to the ongoing efforts. Visitors 
come to the Visitor Center to learn new 
concepts and to learn about and use new 
tools and methods to restore prairies. 
Visitors leave the Refuge with a sense of 
belonging coupled with new knowledge of 
these ecosystems, a connection to the 

natural history of the region, and a desire to be involved in conservation. The Refuge is an open 
laboratory where experts and laypersons alike share information to demonstrate how to restore and 
reconstruct tallgrass prairie, oak savanna, and sedge meadow. 
 

Refuge Goals 
 
Habitat 
The Refuge will actively protect, restore, reconstruct, and manage diverse native communities of 
tallgrass prairie, oak savanna, sedge meadow, and aquatic ecosystems and the natural processes 
essential to these ecosystems to enhance the vitality and health of the native prairie environment. 
 
Wildlife 
The Refuge will protect, restore, and maintain biologically diverse populations of native wildlife 
associated with healthy prairie, savanna, sedge meadow, and aquatic ecosystems, with an emphasis on 
grassland and savanna bird species including Greater Prairie-Chicken, Northern Bobwhite, Northern 
Harrier, Upland Sandpiper, Short-eared Owl, Red-headed Woodpecker, Northern Flicker, Loggerhead 
Shrike, Bell's Vireo, Sedge Wren, Eastern Bluebird, Eastern Towhee, Field Sparrow, Grasshopper 
Sparrow, Henslow's Sparrow, Le Conte’s Sparrow, Smith’s Longspur, Orchard Oriole, Dickcissel, Bobolink, 
Eastern Meadowlark, and Western Meadowlark. 
 

Purple Prairie Clover 
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People 
The Refuge will provide a variety of wildlife-dependent recreational and educational opportunities for 
visitors to experience and develop an appreciation for the native tallgrass prairie heritage, ecological 
processes, and cultural resources while participating in ecological restoration efforts or enjoying other 
activities on the Refuge. 
 

What the CCP Calls For 
 
The CCP establishes three goals and 23 objectives for meeting those goals. Some of the objectives are 
departures from current management. Below is a summary of significant management changes. Please 
see chapter 4 of the CCP for more information on these changes, a description of all of the objectives 
and strategies being proposed, and the rationale behind each objective. 
 
 
Tallgrass Prairie Habitats 

• Increase the diversity of native plants on Refuge prairies, savannas, and sedge meadows. 

• Convert all cropland to native vegetation; use short-term farming to prepare seedbeds on 
restoration sites. 

• Use an integrated program of fire and grazing emulate historic disturbance patterns and 
maximize the wildlife benefits of Refuge habitat. 

• Maintain a mix of tall, medium, and short habitat structure to meet the diverse needs of 
grassland-dependent birds. 

 
Landscape-Scale Development and Habitat Loss  

• Work with partners to further reduce erosion and improve water quality throughout the 
watershed. 

• Work with partners to establish wildlife habitat corridors between the Refuge, Lake Red Rock, 
and Chichaqua Bottoms Greenbelt. 

• Expand the Refuge boundary to the east and west by 3,210 acres to include all tributaries of 
Walnut Creek that flow through the Refuge.   

 
People 

• Expand environmental education, interpretation, volunteer, and community outreach programs. 

• Review and update exhibits, brochures, signs, and website. 
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Refuge Boundary Expansion 
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Who We Are 
 
The Refuge is administered by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the primary federal agency 
responsible for conserving, protecting, and enhancing 
the nation’s fish and wildlife populations and their 
habitats. The Service oversees the enforcement of 
federal wildlife laws, management and protection of 
migratory bird populations, restoration of nationally 
significant fisheries, administration of the Endangered 
Species Act, and the restoration of wildlife habitat 
such as wetlands. The Service also manages the 
National Wildlife Refuge System (Refuge System), 
which was founded in 1903 when President Theodore 
Roosevelt designated Pelican Island in Florida as a 
sanctuary for Brown Pelicans. 
 
Today, the Refuge System is a network of more than 550 refuges covering over 150 million acres. Most 
of these public lands and waters (over 80 percent) are in Alaska. Approximately 16 million acres are 
located in the lower 48 states and several island territories. Overall, the Refuge System provides habitat 
for more than 5,000 species of birds, mammals, fish, and insects. Refuges also provide unique 
opportunities for people. When it is compatible with wildlife and habitat conservation, they are places 
where people can enjoy wildlife-dependent recreation such as hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and 
photography, and environmental education and interpretation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The mission of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service is working with others to conserve, protect, and enhance 
fish and wildlife and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. 
 
The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System is to administer a national network of lands and 
waters for the conservation, management and, where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife and 
plant resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future 
generations of Americans. 

Eastern Tiger Swallowtail  
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