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Loess Hills Recreation Plan Study 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In 2009, the Loess Hills National Scenic Byway Council contracted with Western Hills 

Resources to complete a Recreation Plan Study of the Loess Hills. Funding for this project was 

provided by the Iowa Department of Economic Development (IDED) and the Iowa West Foun

dation. IDED recognized the need to create a recreation corridor to compliment existing op

portunities in both the Loess Hills and Missouri River. 

The study was completed in several stages: 

1. Host introductory partner meetings-Partner meetings were held in fall of 2009 in Glen

wood, Pisgah and Sioux City. Participants were asked to review and correct an initial in

ventory of existing recreational sites in the Loess Hills. The initial inventory was also sent 

out to County Conservation Boards and other partner organizations for review. 

2. Develop Geographic Information System (GIS) maps and layers- GIS maps are an integral 

component of the study. The Pottawattamie County GIS Department created maps using 

the information collected. The maps are included 

in this study. 

3. Identify plans and proposed developments with 

partners-The study team asked participants to 

share futu~e recreation development plans. The 

team specifically looked at projects that were pro

posed to begin within the next five years. Also in

cluded was the plan for the Lewis and Clark Multi

Use Trail, which is one of the five significant bicy

cle trails identified statewide by the Iowa DOT that 

could be completed in the next 20 years. 

4. Prioritize strategic connections between cities and 

counties- Identifying these connections will allow 

the Loess Hills National Scenic Byway Council to 

solicit funding possibilities, allowing for more rec

reation facilities and the development of the Loess 

Hills as a recreation destination. 

This Recreation Plan identified and prioritized devel

opment potential for outdoor recreation facilities and 

amenities to assist in marketing the assets of the Loess 

Hills. 
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Loess Hills Recreation Plan Study 

INTRODUCTION 

The Loess Hills of western Iowa are truly an American treasure. The landscape 

stretches from the southwestern point of Iowa past Hamburg to just north of Sioux City in Ply

mouth County. In only one other part of the world, the Loess Plateau of central China, has 

loess soil accumulated to such depths to allow for the dramatic narrow ridges and steep side 

slopes that define the Loess Hills. 

Loess, pronounced "luss," is a German word meaning loose or crumbly. This rich soil is 

found throughout the United States, but is only found in such significant depths in western 

Iowa. "They are hills made almost entirely of windblown soils. Toward the end of the last ice 

age, winds picked up soils that had been ground as fine as flour and formed dunes along the 

ancient waterway that became today's Missouri River. The process repeated itself during the 

thousands of years the ice age took to end, enlarging the dunes. Because the prevailing winds 

were from the northwest, the dunes on the Iowa side of the river were higher than those west of 

the Missouri. 

Today, the definition of a Loess Hill is a hill made of loess that is more than 60 feet in 

height; using that definition, about 640,000 acres of land in western Iowa constitute the Loess 

Hills landform" (LHNSB Visitor Guidebook, p. 2). 

Iowa's Loess Hills are of such significance that in 2002 the National Park Service com

pleted The Loess Hills of Western Iowa Special Resource Study and Environmental Assess

ment. The 220-mile long landform is complemented by the Loess Hills National Scenic Byway 

which skirts the landscape in parts, and takes travelers up to the top of the hills in others. The 

Byway was first designated a National Scenic Byway in 2000, based on its natural intrinsic 

quality. The Byway Council will be pursuing an All American Road designation in the next 

round of Byway nominations. The Byway and the landform provide myriad opportunities for 

visitors to take advantage of outdoor recreation in the Loess Hills. 
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THE LOESS HILLS RECREATION PLAN 

The Loess Hills Recreation Plan Study was commissioned by Golden Hills Resource Conserva

tion and Development (RC&D) in 2009 to update the existing Loess Hills National Scenic By

way Corridor Management Plan (CMP). Funding for the study was made possible through 

grants from the Iowa Department of Economic Development and the Iowa West Foundation. 

The Loess Hills CMP was originally 

completed in 1997 in preparation for the Byway 

Council's application for National Scenic Byway 

designation, and was in need of an update. 

The Byway Council decided to update the CMP 

in sections, linking separate components to 

complete one comprehensive management 

plan. Most recently, GIS resource mapping, the 

land use section, a marketing plan and this rec

reation plan have been updated or added. 
Reviewing the initial recreation plan inventory 

In conjunction with the Byway Council's and maps at the Sioux City Convention Center. 

work to update the Loess Hills CMP, the Iowa 
Photo courtesy of Golden Hills RC&D 

Department of Economic Development agreed that a recreation plan would enhance or com

plete a comprehensive plan for Iowa's Loess Hills Region. The original recreation portion of 

the CMP inventoried the national, state, county parks and private preserves in the Loess Hills 

region. This study captures a more complete picture of recreation opportunities in the Loess 

Hills. In addition to updating the previous list, this study identified trails, city parks and pri

vate recreation facilities such as golf courses, shooting ranges, etc. 

The purpose of this Recreation Plan Study is fourfold: 

1. Update the inventory of existing national, state, county and private recreation 

opportunities in the Loess Hills. 

2. Identify future recreation opportunities in the Loess Hills. 

3. Prioritize recreational linkages and opportunities to take advantage of federal, 

state, local and private grant sources to fund projects that increase the availabil

ity of recreation in the Loess Hills region. 

4. Increase public access to the Loess Hills by developing recreation facilities for 

residents and to attract more visitors as a way to increase tourism based eco

nomic development. 
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u Ridge top trail in the Loess Hills State Forest. 
Photo by Mike Whye 
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PROFILES 
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REGIONAL PROFILE 

The Loess Hills run parallel to the Missouri River along the western border of Iowa. 

The Byway Counties of Fremont, Mills, Pottawattamie, Harrison, Monona, Woodbury and Ply

mouth are defined by their unique topography and natural resources. 

The Loess Hills region is largely rural, with the largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas 

being those of Sioux City in Woodbury County and Council Bluffs in Pottawattamie County. 

GEOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

Located on the western 

edge of Iowa, the Loess Hills 

region was officially designated 

a Special Landscape Area by 

the National Park Service in 

2002. The deep loess deposits 

that form the landscape are 

only found at such depths in 

one other place in the world: 

the loess plateau of northwest 

China. The deep loess soils in T .1 t W b · St t p k · · t rai a au ons1e a e ar m wm er. 
Iowa form a north-south band Photo by Mike Whye 

approximately 200 miles along 

the eastern edge of the Missouri River, and cover approximately 640,000 acres of land. 

For a resource to be considered nationally significant, it must meet the following criteria as 

set forth by the National Park Service: 

• It must be an outstanding example of a particular type of resource; 

• It must possess exceptional value or quality in illustrating or interpreting the natural or cul

tural themes of our nation's heritage; 

• It must offer superlative opportunities for public use and enjoyment, or for scientific study; 

• It must retain a high degree of integrity as a true, accurate, and relatively unspoiled exam

ple of the resource. 

"The steep, sharply ridged topography of the Loess Hills is the product of tens of thou-
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sands of years of deposition and erosion of this wind-blown silt. The rugged landscape and 

strong local contrasts in weather and soil conditions provide refuge for a number of rare plants 

and animals, many of which can be found in Iowa only in the Loess Hills" (Mutel 4-5, 1989). 

The Loess Hills' intricately sculptured loess deposits have been described as "the best 

example ofloess topography not only in the Central Lowlands, but in the United States." (NPS, 

1985). This striking landform is an outstanding example of a landscape formed by two funda

mental geological processes - wind and erosion. 

NATURAL PROFILE 

Many of the Loess Hills' special natural qualities lie within the region's upland prairies. 

Native prairie, once widespread across the Midwest, has been reduced to less than one percent 

of its original extent in Iowa (Ott 2-3, 1995). The Loess Hills contain most of Iowa's remaining 

native prairie, including the largest ex

panses of undisturbed prairie in the 

state. Because of the protected grass

lands found in the Loess Hills, the region 

is able to provide habitat for a large num

ber of rare flora and fauna found no

where else in the state. The intact prai

ries are large enough to still hold viable 

populations of the Ottoe skipper 

(Hesperia ottoe), and the Regal fritillary 

Campers relaxing in the Loess Hills. (Speyeria idalia) grassland butterfly ob-
Photo courtesy of Western Iowa Tourism Region ' 

ligates. Grassland birds, including the 

sharp tailed grouse, also find refuge in the grasslands in the Loess Hills. 

Two of Iowa's seven National Natural Landmarks are located in the Loess Hills. Ad

ministered by the National Park Service, the National Natural Landmark program recognizes 

outstanding examples of biological and geological features found in the United States. The 

Turin site is located in Monona County near the city of Turin and occupies 7.440 acres. The 

Little Sioux-Smith Lake site is located in northern Harrison County and occupies approxi

mately 2,980 acres. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE 

Seven counties comprise the Loess Hills region: Plymouth, Woodbury, Monona, Harri

son, Pottawattamie, Mills and Fremont. From 1990 to 2008, the region experienced an in

crease in population growth from 250,484 to 263,276 for a percent change of 2.07%. However, 

Monona and Fremont Counties experienced a population decrease of 10.6% and 9.4%, respec

tively. In comparison, population for the State of Iowa grew 8.13% from 2,776,755 to 

3,002,555. 

There are two Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) located in the Loess Hills Region: 

Omaha/Council Bluffs MSA (comprising the counties of Cass, NE; Douglas, NE; Harrison, IA; 

Mills, IA; Pottawattamie, IA; Sarpy, NE; Saunders, NE; and Washington, NE); and Sioux City 

MSA (comprising the counties of Dakota, NE; Dixon, NE; Union, SD; and Woodbury; IA). The 

combined population for these two MSAs is 981,082. From 1990 to 2008, these MSAs grew 

29% in population from 733,280 to 981,082. 
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POPULATION BY AGE 

For the Loess Hills Counties, statistics demonstrate a 4% increase in the 20-64 year-old 

age group, with slight decreases in all other age groups. The 20-64 year-old age group is also 

the largest, claiming more than 50% of the population. These are indicators that recreation op

portunities should be targeted at this demographic. 

Loess Hills Population By Age 

0-4 Years 5-19 Years 20-64 Years 65+ Years Total 
Year # % # % # % # % # % 
1990* 18,355 7.3% 61,038 24.4% 132,940 53.1% 38, 151 15.2% 250,484 100.0% 
2000 18,220 6.9% 60,020 22.7% 148,030 55.9% 38,403 14.5% 264,673 100.0% 
2008 18,723 7.1% 55,609 21 .1% 151,562 57.6% 37,382 14.2% 263,276 100.0% 

i"ThP <>no cohorts for this vP"r are 5 - 20 Years and 21-64 Years 

U .. S. Census Bureau 

ECONOMIC PROFILE 

An economic profile of the Loess Hills reveals that, when adjusted for inflation, the 

earned income for most households has risen approximately i.5% from 1990 to 2000. The me

dian income for households in the Loess Hills region was $38,509 in 2000. When adjusted for 

inflation the median income for households in the Loess Hills region was $37,942 in 1990. 

Monona County had the lowest median income per household at $33,235 in 2000, while Mills 

County had the highest median income per household at $42,428. 

For the state of Iowa, the median income for households in 2000 was $39,469 and in 

1990 the median income for households was $26,229 ($35,304 when adjusted for inflation). 

Households 2000 Households 1990 
Median Income Median Income AFI* %Change 

Plymouth $41 ,638 $26,796 $35,304 17.94% 
Woodbury $38,509 $25,186 $39,955 -3.62% 
Monona $33,235 $20,714 $32,861 1.14% 
Harrison $38,141 $22,258 $35,310 8.02% 
Pottawattamie $40,089 $26,639 $42,260 -5.14% 
Mills $42,428 $27,420 $43,498 -2.46% 
Fremont $38,345 $22,948 $36,405 5.33% 

Median Income ~~8 !109 $25 186 $37.942 1.49% 

U .. S. Census Bureau 
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2009 IOWA WELCOME CENTERS SURVEY 

The Iowa Department of Tourism conducts an annual welcome center survey to gauge 

traveler interest and spending trends. The most recent 2009 survey found that of those travel

ers with an interest in outdoor recreation in Iowa, the average travel party stayed four and a 

half days in the state and spent $228.32 per day. Therefore, the average travel party spends 

approximately $1004 per trip in Iowa. 80% of outdoor recreation travelers were there for va

cation and leisure or to visit friends and relatives. Their spending goes to transportation, lodg

ing, food, entertainment and shopping. Capturing a larger share of this funding in the Loess 

Hills region should be a priority. In addition, offering a greater number and wider variety of 

recreation opportunities in the region would entice travelers to extend their stay. 

Average Daily Spending 

2009 Iowa Welcome Centers Survey 

• Lodging 

• Transportation 

• Food 

• Shopping 

• Entertainment 
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EXISTING RECREATION RESOURCES 
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CURRENT RECREATION RESOURCES 

The Loess Hills Landform Region is home to myriad and varied recreational opportuni

ties. Existing recreational activities include, but are not limited to: 

• Auto-touring 

• Hiking 

• Picnicking 

• Wildlife-watching 

• Bicycling 

• Fishing 

• Camping 

• Hunting 

• Snow skiing 

• Snowmobiling 

• Horseback riding 

Many of these activities are available at the national, state, county and city owned parks and 

facilities that lie in and near the landform. 

National Parks 
DeSoto National Wildlife Refuge is located in the Missouri Valley Flood Plain and is one 

of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's most outstanding facilities. The refuge is primarily pro

tected to serve as a stopover area for migratory ducks and geese. Each spring and fall, hun

dreds of thousands of geese and ducks make a stopover at the more than 8,500 acre site. A 

visitor center and museum at the Refuge interprets important natural, cultural and historic re

sources of the region. 
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State Parks Forest, Recreation and Wildlife Areas 
There are more than three dozen state parks, forests, recreation and wildlife areas, 

comprising more than 28,000 acres ofland in the Hills. These include: 

• Stone State Park, Woodbury County; 

• Lewis and Clark State Park, Monona County; 

• Preparation Canyon State Park, Monona County; 

• Loess Hills State Forest, Harrison and Monona Counties; 

• Loess Hills Wildlife Area, Monona County; 

• Wilson Island Recreation Area, Harrison County; 

• Lake Manawa State Park, Pottawattamie County; 

• Forney Lake Wildlife Area, Fremont County; 

• Riverton Wildlife Area, Fremont County. 

Loess Hills State Forest, Interpretive Welcome Center. 
Pisgah, Iowa. 

County Parks, Recreation and Wildlife Areas 

• Hillview Recreation Area, Plymouth County; 

• Deer Creek Lake, Plymouth County; 

• Loess Ridge Nature Center, Woodbury County; 

• Southwood Conservation Area, Woodbury County; 

• Whiting Woods, Monona County; 

• Rodney Pits Recreation Area, Monona County; 

• Gleason-Hubel Wildlife Area, Harrison County; 
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County Parks, Recreation and Wildlife Areas, Continued 

• Murray Hill Scenic Overlook, Harrison County; 

• Willow Lake Recreation Area, Harrison County; 

• Hitchcock Nature Area, Pottawattamie County; 

• Arrowhead Park, Pottawattamie County; 

• Mile Hill Recreation Area, Mills County; 

• Pony Creek Park, Mills County; 

• Pinky's Glen, Fremont County. 

Private Recreation and Nature Areas 

Nonprofit organizations and private businesses own and maintain recreation and natu

ral areas in the Loess Hills Landform Region. These include: 

• Broken Kettle Grassland, Plymouth County; 

• Sioux City Prairie, Woodbury County; 

• Mount Crescent Ski Resort, Pottawattamie County; 

• Wabash Trace Nature Trail, beginning in Pottawattamie County and extending through 

Mills and Fremont Counties. 

The Nature Conservancy owns and maintains the 3,200 acre Bro
ken Kettle Grassland Preserve in Plymouth County. Broken Kettle 
is the largest Nature Conservancy Preserve in Iowa and is also 
home to the largest remnant prairie in the State. 

Photo by Mike Whye 
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EXISTING RECREATION 
MAPS AND TABLES 
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31 Mondamin WMA 
32 Murrav Hill Scenic Overlook 
33 Nobles Lake WMA 
34 Nolan Wetland Area 

Reminaton Access 
43 Roadside Rest Area 
44 Round Lake WMA 
45 I Ruffcorn Wildlife Area 
46 I Saint John's WMA 
47 I Sawmill Hollow Wildlife Area 
48 I Schaben Park 
49 I Schlev Park 
50 I Shadow Vallev Golf Course 

56 Vaile Wetland Nature Area 
57 Willow Lake Recreation Area 
58 Woodbine Citv Park 
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4 
5 Bent Tree Golf Club 
6 Bia Lake Park 
7 Blackbird Marsh 
8 Bob Kerrev Pedestrian Bridae 
9 Botna Bend Park 

10 Bover Bend WMA 
11 Broadwav Skate Park 
12 Buddv's Marina 
13 Carson Citv Park 
14 Carter Lake 

lex 

27 I Gibson Bend 
28 Gifford State Forest 
29 Graham Park 
30 GreenWMA 
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Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No No Yes Yes Yes No No No No No No No Yes No 
38 Lion's Park No Yes No No No No No No No No No No No No No 
39 Malmore Park 2 No Yes No Yes No Yes No No No 
40 Mount Crescent Ski Park No No No No Yes No No No 
41 N.P. Dodae Park Marina 732 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
42 Narrows River Park 36 No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 
43 Nobles Lake WMA 
44 Old Towne Park 8 No Yes No No No No Yes 
45 Peterson Park 3 No Yes No No Yes Yes No No No No No 
46 Piaeon Creek WMA 110 No No No No No No No No No No No 
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rosoect Park 2 No Yes No Yes No Yes No No No No No 
1uail Run Golf Course No No No No No No No No No No No 
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52 Riverfront Marina 
53 Roberts Park 9 No Yes No 
54 Sandpiper Cove Marina 732 No No No 
55 Scenic Overlook I-680 No No No No Yes No No No No No Yes No No No No 
56 Schueman Park No Yes No No Yes Yes No No No No No No No No No 
57 Shoreline Golf Course No No No No No No No No No No No No No No No 

1WMA 2160 No No No No No No No No No No Yes No No No No 
59 Sternhill Park 
60 Sunset Park 
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2 Bellevue Marina 
3 Boehner Park 
4 Boehner Pond 
5 Castawav Pointe Marina 
6 Club 
7 

8 
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10 Foothill Park 
11 Glenwood Countrv Club 
12 Glenwood Lake Park 

17 

Mile Hill Lake 
20 I Nottleman Island WMA 

21 I P.J. 1-29 WMA 

27 T & N Park 
28 West Oak Forest 
29 Willow Slouah WMA 
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1 Auldon Bar WMA 
2 Bartlett Access 
3 Bartlett 1-29 WMA 

llow Center 

7 
8 
9 Fremont Countv Recreation Area & Golf Course 
10 Goldenrod Access 
11 Green Hollow WMA 
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13 
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16 
17 

19 
20 McPaul Lake B 
21 O.S. Wina WMA 
22 Percival 1-29 WMA 
23 Percival Lake 
24 Pinkv's Glen 
25 Riverton Park 

eA 
29 I Scott Lake B 
30 I Sidnev Citv Park 

Ill 

~ 
u 

<C 
588 

2 

... 
QI .... 
c 
QI 
u 
.f c -

u 
'2 
u 
ii: 

~ ·u 
·;:: .... 
u 
QI 
w 

... 
QI .... 
ftl 

3: 
C'I 
c 

:i2 
c 

·;:: 
c 

No I No I No I No 
No I No I No I No 
No I No I No I No 

No I No I No 

Ill 

E 
0 
0 ... .... 
Ill 
QI 

ci::: 

.... 
c 
QI 
t-

C'I 
c 
c.. 
E 
ftl 
u ... 
.!! 
ftl ... 
t-

Ill 
c 

:.c 
ftl 
u 

No I No I No I No I No 

150 I No I No I Yes I Yes I Yes I No I No I No I No 
4 INolNo INolNolNo INolNolNolNo 

3411No1No INolNolNo INolNolNolNo 
No I Yes I No I No I No I Yes I No I No I No 

2 INolNo INolNolNo INolNolNolNo 

c 
0 ... 
ftl .... 
QI ... 
c.. ... 
QI .... 
c -

C'I 
c 

:i2 
:::c 

C'I 
c 

:i2 
iii 

c 
ftl 

C'I c 
'Qj 
0 
c 
ftl 
u 
~ 

·;:: C'I 
.... c 
~ ·.;::; 
:::::s ftl 
C"' 0 
w CCII 

NolNolNo INolNo 

NolNolNo INolNo 
No I No I No INo I Yes 
NolNolNo INolNo 
NolNolNo INolNo 
No I No I No I No I Yes 

C'I 
c 
E 
E 
'§ 
II) 

No 

C'I 
c 
:c 
Ill 

u::: 

C'I 
c 

·.;::; 
c 
:::::s 

:::c 
No IYes 

C'I 
c 

:i2 
II) 

No 
Yes I No INo 

No INo 

m 

Ill 
Ill 
QI 
u 
u 

<C 

"tJ ~ ~ I ... 
~ ii2 
0 

~ 
"tJ 
c 

::> 

·;:: 
:::::s 
0 
Ill 

I•!!! 
:? 
No 

~ 
0 
0 

1: 
QI 
> 
0 
u 
'2 
QI 
u 
II) 

No 
Yes INo 
No INo 

No I No No I No I No I No I No I No 
No I No No I No I No I No I No I No 

No I Yes I No I Yes I No I No I No 
NolNo INolNo I No INolNo 

No I No INolNolNolNo No I No I No I No I No I No I Yes I No I No I No INo INo INo 
No I No I No I No I No I No I Yes I No I No I No INo INo INo 
No I No I No I No I No I No I No I Yes I No I No INo INo INo 
No I No I No I No I No I No I No I No I No I No INo I No I No 
No I No I No I No I No I No I Yes I No I No I No INo INo INo 

No I Yes I No I No I No INo INo INo 
No INo I No INo I No INo INo INo 
No I Yes I Yes I No I No IYes INo IYes 
No IYes IYes INo I No INo INo INo 
No IYes I No INo I No INo INo INo 
No I Yes I No I No I No INo INo INo 
Yes I No I No I No I No INo INo INo 




