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CDI President’s Report
By President Sean Dolan

Each year, leading up to the Thanksgiving holiday, | find
myself reflecting on all the blessings | have received over
the past year. A wonderful wife and two children, who | am
extremely proud of, always top the list. |1 am also thankful
for good health, great friends and the ability to pursue my
passion, which is production agriculture. | have met many
outstanding individuals and have gotten to know and better
understand many others through my role here at CDI.

As | was preparing to write this report, | started thinking
about the blessings of CDI. Those begin with all the
commissioners who volunteer their time to get elected and
serve their counties. Their willingness and passion in
leading efforts to increase conservation and improve the
soil and water quality for all citizens of their communities is
commendable. | know how precious time is for all of you,
so thank you for all your work. All of the Conservation
Assistants also need to be recognized. | don’t have room in
this report to list all tasks and roles they perform on a daily
basis, but as a commissioner, | appreciate all that they do.
The past 2 plus months have been extremely stressful with
having to find alternate office spaces, computers, and ways
of getting communication to commissioners and producers.
Thank you to all the Conservation Assistants! Conservation
Districs of lowa also has great employees. | want to thank
Dien and Regan for being so flexible during the government
shutdown. | feel CDI will be stronger for your efforts.
Thank you to the employees we were forced to furlough
during the shutdown. | appreciate you sticking with us, and
| am excited that you are coming back soon! | would also
like to recognize all of CDI’s partners who help get
conservation on the ground. Those include IDALS, NRCS,
FSA, NACD, the Walton Foundation, and | am sure | am
missing others. We are doing great work together, but we
still have a steep hill to climb.

| wish you all a Happy Thanksgiving and hope you spend
the holiday with the ones who mean the most to you!
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Wayne Soil and Water Conservation District co-sponsored a field day in October with the lowa Nut Growers
Association. Field Day participants are pictured above at Indian Hills Community College Centerville Campus.

Wayne SWCD Co-Sponsors
Field Day With INGA/SILT

October 5th was the epitome of a cool and windy but sunny fall day in south central lowa. Members of the
lowa Nut Growers Association hosted a field day starting at their research orchard at the Indian Hills
Community College Centerville campus.

The event was co-sponsored by Wayne County SWCD and SILT (Sustainable lowa Land Trust).

One of the best kept secrets in the state, IHCC-Centerville campus is home to the largest research orchard in
lowa. The test ground includes walnuts, hickory nuts, chestnuts, hazelnuts, pecans, heartnuts, and
persimmons. This orchard is a great opportunity to assess tree viability in this drought prone region.

The day began with a tour of the orchard riding the “Chestnut Express” people wagon loaned from Wayne
County SWCD.

Ripe chestnuts, pecans, and persimmons were in abundance with attention focused on recently planted
hazel nuts. These hazelnut seedlings are part of a tri-state (lowa, Minnesota and Wisconsin) USDA Specialty
Crop Research Initiative (SCRI) grant “Overcoming the Obstacles to Hazelnut Production in the Upper
Midwest.” - Continued on Page 3
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Over lunch, IHCC students demonstrated how they are mapping the orchard using GIS based digital tools.
They are currently inputting original planting information along with maintenance updates anticipating this
will be another asset of this research orchard. Chestnut seedlings, propagated by the students, were also
available for sale.

In the afternoon, attendees traveled to the 60-acre Nut Farm outside Ottumwa. This farm was donated to
SILT and is under contract with new owners dedicated to preserving the nearly 5 acres in paw paws and
chestnuts and many more in prairie to restore the soil and invite pollinators. Windbreaks of poplars and
hazelnuts wave behind a large solar array at the entrance.

Attendees sampled paw paw ice cream and collected fresh chestnuts which are marketed onsite and at the
Ottumwa Farmers Market. SILT staff shared information about their conservation easements used to protect
the land to grow healthy food that insure against housing development, annual row crops and animal feeding
confinements.

The lowa Nut Growers Association (INGA) is a non-profit organization founded in 1942 to encourage greater
use of nut trees in lowa Agriculture and home landscape plantings as well as promoting scientific research in
breeding. Every year they evaluate nut quality at their Annual January Nut Evaluation event and also serve as
judges at the lowa State Fair. All tree enthusiasts are encouraged to support their work via membership.
https://iowanutgrowers.com

Field Day participants are pictured at a 60-acre nut farm in Wapello County outside of Ottumwa. This farm
was donated to the Sustainable lowa Land Trust, and the operators of the farm are growing paw paws,
chestnuts and hazelnuts, with poplars as windbreaks. They are also maintaining prairie to restore the soil
and invite pollinators.
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2026 Conservation
Partnership Day
is set for Feb. 12

Mark your calendars and plan to attend
the 2026 Conservation Partnership Day, to
be held on Thursday, Feb. 12, 2026 at the
lowa Capitol.

Conservation Districts of lowa is once
again organizing the event, bringing
lowa’s leading soil and water conservation
organizations together in Des Moines to
meet with lowa legislators.

All Soil and Water Conservation District
Commissioners are invited to attend. It’s
important to have a large group of
commissioners in attendance, so please
plan to participate!

CDI Scholarships
announced for 2026

CDlI, in partnership with local Soil and
Water Conservation Districts, is proud to
support the higher education of lowa
students who are passionate about
conservation and agriculture.

Information, rules and application
materials have been posted on CDI’s
website at https://cdiowa.org/get-
involved/scholarships/.

High school seniors graduating in lowa’s
Class of 2026 who plan to pursue a
program of study in any field related to
conservation or agriculture are eligible to
apply for the CDI Conservation
Scholarship.

While a wide range of studies qualify,
preference will be given to students
pursuing degrees directly related to
conservation — Continued on Page 5

CDI Executive Director’s Report

By Executive Director Dien Judge

As we gather with our families this holiday, it’s a great time
to reflect and be thankful for the many blessings we have in
this state of lowa. It’s no secret that lowa has the best and
most fertile farmland in the world, with abundant rainfall. This
is truly a gift, and it must be nurtured and conserved for future
generations. Our soil and water are precious, so we must be
vigilant and protect them.

Here at CDI, we have lots to be thankful for as well. Following
the failure of leadership in our federal government that was
the longest government shutdown in history, our organization
suffered some difficult financial setbacks and we were forced
to lay off our grant-funded staff. Thankfully, the shutdown has
ended and funding is slowly being restored. On Monday, Dec.
1, we will begin bringing our staff members back to work. Our
Conservation Planning Coordinators will get back to work
assisting districts with their long-term conservation plans, our
Private Lands Conservation Partnership employees will get
back to work helping landowners with wetland and wildlife
projects, and our Administrative Support Specialists will return
to work helping with critically important clerical duties in
district offices all around the state. We’re very happy to have
these folks coming back to work.

We certainly hope our leaders don’t go down this destructive
path again. We need to ask our elected officials to put
partisanship aside and work toward bipartisan compromise in
these situations. It helps no one to play the game of political
brinkmanship.

Now that this episode is behind us, we are looking forward
to a productive year ahead. Our Conservation Partnership Day
is coming soon in February, and will be followed by Spring
Regionals. These events are some of your best opportunities
to come together and work toward our common goals to
inform and educate in the promotion of the conservation of
our precious natural resources.

Do you have a great conservation
success story to share? Send us your
conservation stories and we’ll share
them in the Connections newsletter.
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-Continued from Page 4 and/or agriculture. Scholarship funds must be used toward the recipient’s first year of
college education.
2026 Application & Instructions
Please note: The 2026 scholarship application form has been updated.
Previous versions will not be accepted.
Applicants should read and follow all instructions carefully, as incomplete or incorrectly filled-out applications
will be disqualified. Pay close attention to submission deadlines—Ilate applications will not be considered.
The official application form is available at: http://www.cdiowa.org/
Application Process & Deadlines
November 2025: Participating SWCDs begin promoting the 2026 Conservation Scholarship.
Friday, February 6, 2026: Applicants must submit completed applications to their county SWCD office
(based on county of residence). To find your local office, visit the USDA Service Center Locator and
select your county on the map.
Friday, March 13, 2026: Each SWCD selects one county winner to forward to their CDI Regional
Director.
Friday, March 27, 2026: The Regional Director selects one regional winner to advance to the state-level
competition.
Friday, April 3, 2026: A panel of CDI Officers and members of the CDI Scholarship Committee reviews
regional finalists and selects state winners.
Friday, May 1, 2026: CDI notifies local SWCD offices of the winning applicants. Local offices will then
contact the student, their school, and local media with results.
No applications will be considered if submitted after these deadlines.

CDI Poster Contest rules and

information released for 2026

The CDI Poster Contest is once again open to lowa youth, from
Kindergarten through 12t grade. Participants this year will make S .l
posters using the theme “Soil. Where it all Begins”. 01 D
The contest starts at the district level; winners advance to the Where it all Begins
state level, and then to the national level, where they receive
recognition at NACD’s annual meeting. The poster contest is
open to public, private and home-schooled students.
For complete rules and information about the Poster Contest,
please visit the CDI website at https://cdiowa.org/get-
involved/poster-contest/.
lowa had a national winner in the 2024 contest with the poster
made by Chen Gao of East Pottawattamie Soil and Water
Conservation District.
CDl is seeking a new sponsor for our Poster Contest, so if
you’re aware of a business or organization that would be
interested in sponsoring the contest, please let us know!
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Conservation Districts of lowa was
one of many organizations to
participate in the lowa Nature
Summit Nov. 19-20 at Drake
University. Pictured at right, CDI
Program Assistant Regan Davis at
CDI’s table at the conference. The
summit offered participants many
opportunities to learn from
inspiring nature advocates, to
hear examples of what is working,
and to develop a hopeful,
optimistic plan for the future
based on shared values and
commitments.

Plans for Envirothon 2026 underway

Conservation Districts of lowa is preparing once again for the lowa Envirothon competition for lowa youth.
Next year’s competition will be held in the spring of 2026, and will be open to high school youth from all
around the state of lowa.

Envirothon is an environmental and natural resources conservation problem-solving, leadership and
academic competition for kids grades 9-12 or ages 14-19 across the United States, Canada, China and
Singapore. The program incorporates STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) principles, hands-on
learning and outdoor field experiences. Envirothon is a program of the National Conservation Foundation, and
is operated in lowa by CDI in partnership with the lowa Conservation Education Coalition.

The registration link for the 2026 competition is now live on the CDI website, www.cdiowa.org and teams
can register before the deadline of Feb. 26, 2026.

We hope you’ll reach out to your local school district and encourage them to get involved in Envirothon.
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