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anyway,” DeYoung said. “It creates an incentive to do it.”
Geno Bertini of Madrid is one of the landowners who 

have taken part in the project. A farmer since the late 1960s, 
Bertini noticed the soil in one of his fields was washing out 
through a waterway that runs through the field.

“It was getting so it was hard to get across the waterway 
with the tractor and combine,” Bertini said.

After talking with DeYoung and Sean McCoy of the 
Boone Soil & Water Conservation District, it was decided 
to build terraces in the field to decrease the amount of runoff 
on the 20-acre field.

“I wanted to save my land so all the soil doesn’t go to Big 
Creek,” Bertini said.

Darwin Gordon of Madrid also chose to participate in 
the project, wanting to prevent precious topsoil from being 
lost to erosion. Last summer he had an aluminum structure 
installed at the edge of one of his fields through which the 
field’s tile lines will drain through. Weather permitting, he 
will have field tiles put in this spring prior to planting sea-
son. He will also have three terraces built on the ridge east 
of the drainage structure this fall to catch water and sedi-
ment, keeping it from entering Big Creek Lake.

“It’s something that needed to be done and the cost-share 
funding the state of Iowa has put toward the project makes it 
a no-brainer,” Gordon said.

While the improvements in Gordon’s field are not fin-
ished yet, he is confident he will see positive results.

“There’s no question it’s going to make a significant dif-
ference,” Gordon said.

Homeowners in the Big Creek Watershed may also con-
tribute to the preservation efforts. One way they can do so 
is by making sure their septic systems are functioning prop-
erly. Systems that are not working may cause bacteria to 
enter nearby water sources that feed into the lake. Once in 
the lake, the bacteria is harmful to the aquatic plants and 
animals that live in the lake. Low interest loans are available 
to cover the cost of repairing or installing a septic system.

Another way homeowners can help preserve the lake is 
to install rainscaping practices – a type of landscaping that 
helps manage water sustainably. Rainscaping is advanta-
geous because it decreases the pollutants that enter a lake or 
stream from runoff from houses and lawns that occurs when 
it rains. Options for rainscaping include using phosphorous-
free fertilizers on lawns, installing native plants with deep 
root systems to absorb more rainfall and decrease runoff, 
collecting rainwater in rain barrels and installing a rain 
garden, according to the Big Creek Lake Watershed Project 
website.
Reducing algae and bacteria levels

Finding ways to decrease the amount of algae in the 
lake is another aspect of the project. The algae is caused 
by the nutrient-filled sediment, such as phosphorous, that 
enters the lake. Once in the lake, the nutrients are released 
into the water, contributing to algae blooms that can be seen 

on the surface of the 
water, DeYoung said. 
The algae blooms 
are a concern for the 
health of humans and 
animals, especially 
when large quantities 
are swallowed, come 
in contact with skin or 
when airborne drop-
lets containing toxins 
are inhaled, according 
to the January 2013 
newsletter. It is esti-
mated that one pound 
of phosphorous can 
lead to the formation 
of 500 pounds of al-
gae.

Bacteria is another 
area of concern. DeY-
oung said they are 
concerned about the 
human health risks 
posed by the bacteria, 
especially in the beach 
and swimming area of 
the lake.

“We’re trying to reduce the 
amount of bacteria in the water by 
targeting faulty septic systems, live-
stock and geese,” DeYoung said.

Beginning in March 2012, ef-
forts were made to reduce the high 
levels of bacteria in the water near 
the beach. A flock of approximately 
70 geese has been known for hang-
ing out in the area and contributing 
to the bacteria levels. Dogs from 
Animal Removal Solutions were 
brought in to chase the geese away 
and discourage them from frequent-
ing the area surrounding the beach. 
DeYoung said they have begun to 
see a decrease in the number of 
geese in the area, but it will take a 
while before more decide to move 
on.

“After being chased every day, 
we hope they’ll decide to go to a dif-
ferent part of the lake,” DeYoung said.
Get involved

The Big Creek Watershed Project is ongoing. Anyone 
interested in taking part in efforts to save Big Creek Lake 
may contact DeYoung or McCoy at the Boone and Polk Soil 
& Water Conservation districts by calling 515-964-1883, 

extension 3. DeYoung and McCoy will come out and assess 
interested landowners’ and homeowners’ property located 
in the watershed to determine what kind of practices will 
be best.

“Education is the biggest part of the project,” DeYoung 
said.
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Soil was eroding from Geno Bertini’s field as water carried it away through the waterway 
that runs through his field (grassy area in middle of photo). Last summer, Bertini had 
terraces built in the field as part of the Big Creek Watershed Project. The terraces will 
help decrease the amount of erosion by slowing the surface water that flows downhill 
through the field.
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Dirt is moved in Geno Bertini’s field to build terraces that will help pre-
serve the land. He was able to make use of the cost-share funding available 
through the project, which limited the amount of money he had to pay out-
of-pocket for the work.
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