CENTRAL IOWA WATER TRAILS

FAQ

WATER QUALITY
Central Iowa Water Trails will help us reclaim our river roots and establish our rivers as key quality of life
resources for the future. Together with the Iowa Water Trails Fund, this project is a connector, building a broad
coalition of supporters – connecting often opposing viewpoints to a common cause. The rivers know no
boundaries — they belong to all of us.
ABOUT IOWA WATER
• Iowa is comprised of nearly 70,000 miles of interior rivers and streams that have mostly
silt-based streambeds as opposed to a rock-bottomed system
• 956 miles of water trails exist in Iowa
• Statewide organizations are investing $_________ into water trails
ADDRESSING WATER QUALITY
• Each of the 86 CIWT amenities involves water quality practices
• All projects were selected based on the research of the watershed management authorities
whose primary concern is managing flood resiliency and water quality
• Bacteria is the primary concern for recreation
• Nitrates are a concern for drinking water, not recreation
• Blue Green algae is generally not a concern in rapidly moving water like rivers
THE DIFFERENCE THIS MAKES
• Build future stewards through enhanced recreation and river connection
• Support clean water goals and improve water quality
• Protect communities from flooding
• Enhance quality of life and drive economic growth
• CIWT is working with upstream partners to accelerate additional water quality initiatives
• Public funding strategy for CIWT benefits all Iowa waterways by unlocking public funding
for more water quality and conservation practices
• Dam mitigation projects will update flood resiliency infrastructure for Des Moines

Water Quality
Frequently Asked Questions

There is a need to address the water quality challenges in Iowa. Central Iowa Water Trails will help
businesses, communities and users have conversations about our region’s broader environmental
conservation needs and efforts. The Water Trails project is an important component of broader
environmental conservation efforts.
Why is the water brown?
The vast majority of Iowa streams and rivers are silt-based as opposed to rocky-bottom streambeds.
This results in a mixture of dirt and water flowing through the waterways and the corresponding brown
color.
What do we mean when we discuss water quality?
Water quality refers to the chemical, physical, biological and radiological characteristics of water. Water
Quality is defined based on designated use. In Iowa, and with this project, we are primarily concerned
with drinking and recreational water uses.
What is the difference between recreational water and drinking water qualities?
Water quality refers to the chemical, physical, biological and radiological characteristics of water. There
are differences in how the quality of water for drinking and the quality of water for recreational
purposes are measured. In many cases, it is safe to use the water for recreation (such as kayaking or
swimming) even if it is not recommended to drink the water.
Recreational Water Quality
The EPA develops criteria to protect people from organisms, such as viruses and bacteria, and
their associated toxins in water bodies (e.g., lakes, rivers, beaches).
Drinking Water
For drinking water, the guidelines look at the concentration of constituents in the water, such as
nitrates, pesticides, metal and other contaminates The guidelines define the levels that would or
would not result in significant health risk to the consumer over a lifetime of consumption.
Is brown river water safe to drink?
Water for human consumption should be treated to the high standards established by the EPA. While
river water is often brown, the dirt mixed with the water is not the primary health concern. Instead,
understanding the levels of bacteria and nutrients is the primary concern of water monitoring for
drinking.

What about Blue Green Algae?
Blue Green Algae (Aquatic Cyanobacteria) is known for its blue green color and is usually found in
blooms in lakes, small streams and stagnate, unmoving water. The blooms cannot exist in water
churning from currents and is not found in flowing streams or rivers unless water is flowing very slowly,
thus is not a concern for water trails.
What do these conservation practices do to the water?
Wetlands
Wetlands are a crucial part of our ecosystem and are characterized by wet soils acting as
sponges and aquatic plant species. They help to store and filter water before it enters ground
and surface water systems.
Oxbow Restoration
Oxbows are curves in the river channel. Many of them have become disconnected from the
main stem of the stream. This can happen naturally or from man-made causes, such as
straightening of the river’s channel. Restoring the oxbows helps filter sediment and other
contaminants from the water, helping address Iowa’s nutrient reduction goals.
Floodplain Reconnection
Many of Iowa’s rivers have deeply cut channels due to erosion and high flows. This leads to the
floodplain being disconnected from the river system. Reconnecting the rivers and streams to
floodplains can store and filter water during times of peak flows.
Green Stormwater Infrastructure
Green stormwater infrastructure includes bioretention, swales, permeable parking, and other
practices aimed at treating runoff on-site rather than traditional infrastructure which moves
water through pipes and empties into adjacent waterways.
Streambank Stabilization & Habitat Improvement
The streambank stabilization is accomplished by taking root wads of downed trees and
strategically anchoring them into the streambank. This will help address Iowa’s nutrient
reduction goals and help reduce the volume of bacteria in the water.

