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Studentprofile 

Senior Nathan De Jager inspects 
the restored prairie he has over
seen on NWC land near 
Hawarden. 

De Jager brings land back to nature 
by Tamara Fynaardt 

Only one-tenth of one percent of native tallgrass prairie 
remains, and although the Midwest plains will never be the 
blanket of grass and flowers it used to, environmentalists like 
Nathan De Jager are restoring little patches of prairie wherever 
they find available land and agreeable landowners. 

A senior environmental 
science major at 
Northwestern, De Jager grew 
up in Maurice, Iowa, and has 
worked summers with the 
Natural Resource 
Conservation Services 
(NRCS) for Sioux County, 
part of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture. De Jager has 
become somewhat of an 
expert on riparian 
habitat-which means stream-
side habitat. 

As an NRCS conservation
ist, De Jager identifies stream-
side zones in Sioux County 
that are eligible for govern
ment funding to create buffers 
between cropland and water. 
He then works with landown
ers and operators, educating 
them about the need for 
buffers of native grasses and 
helping them access the fund
ing necessary. He also follows 
up on established buffers, 
making sure they aren't being 

overtaken by non-native plants. 
A natural interest in native Midwestern plants led De Jager 

to read what he could about prairie restoration. "I felt I could 
be a better promoter of the buffer zones we wanted farmers to 
establish by learning more about native grasses and forbes 
(flowers) and what benefits they have over exotic species." 

De Jager became increasingly interested in prairie restora
tion. So when he happened across a map of Sioux County 
farms and saw that Northwestern owned some farmland near 
Hawarden that was eligible for prairie restoration funding, "I 
decided to practice what I was preaching, and I saw that 
Northwestern had an outstanding opportunity to set an exam
ple in Sioux County," he said. 

De Jager submitted a proposal for his idea to Dr. Fred Van 
Dyke, Northwestern biology professor and De Jager's mentor. 
He and Van Dyke presented the proposal to Chief Operating 
Officer Wayne Kooiker who said that if De Jager could fund 70 
percent of the project with government grants, Northwestern 
would cover the remaining 30 percent. De Jager got the fund
ing, and last spring 15 acres of a 160-acre piece of land were 
taken out of crop production in an effort to reduce soil erosion 
by restoring the land back to one of America's last great 
biomes. 

The initial cost for the project was $3,000, used mostly for 
seed, which De Jager got from Stock Seeds of Nebraska and 
Pheasants Forever of Sioux County. The seeds he bought 
included big blue stem, Indian grass, side-oats grama and little 
blue stem grasses and prairie blazing star, lupine, prairie cone 
flowers and prairie clover flowers. 

The prairie was planted in May and management began 
immediately. Because native grasses and forbes are late grow
ers, they are susceptible to exotic species like brome grass that 
grow early and quickly in the spring. De Jager also had to 
contend with an invasion of Canada thistle. 

Management and maintenance of the prairie mostly 
involved mowing to inhibit the growth of the exotic species 
and give the native seeds light for germination and growth. De 
Jager relied on a local land operator, Norm Kramer, to help 
with the prairie maintenance. "The project wouldn't be as suc
cessful as it is this early without his help," said De Jager. 

"Mowing at the right times accomplishes three things: It 
gives the native seeds warmth and moisture, it inhibits the 
growth of the exotic plants, and it keeps the exotics from seed
ing out. 

"Often the first three years of restoring a prairie are devoted 
to controlling the exotic species. You have to sacrifice growth 
of the native plants in order to inhibit the exotic plants. But 
proper management eventually will lead to a native prairie that 
can hold its own. After the third year, you'll either have a 

Senior Dan Hibma accepts his award for winning New York Life's (NYL) 
summer internship contest from Joel Blanchard, managing partner of the 
company's Great Plains Office in Sioux Falls. Looking on are Kristi Blass, 
NYL senior college recruiting consultant, and Chris Prudhomme, NYL 
vice president. 

Two business majors 
received awards after the 
completion of their summer 
internships. 

Crystal (Vander Waal c00) 
Namminga was one of 10 
interns at the Pella 
Corporation who received a 
$5,000 award in recognition 
of outstanding service. 
Namminga, an accounting 
and business administra
tion/marketing major from 
Pella, was one of the winners 
who were chosen out of 80 
interns based on supervisor 
evaluations, answers to essay 
questions and interviews. 

Dan Hibma, a senior busi
ness administration/market
ing and finance major from 
Orange City, was named the 
national winner in New York 
Life's College Internship 
Summer Contest. Out of 
300 summer interns, he sub
mitted the highest number of 
life insurance applications, 
27.55, in a three-month peri
od. This is the second year 
in a row that a Northwestern 
intern working with Terry 
Meekma 71 and Paul 
Janssen '83 has won the 
national award; Jess Meekma 
'00 was the 1999 recipient. 

Interns win awards 

failed project, or you'll have a 
restored prairie." 

The 15-acre prairie near 
Hawarden will remain a small 
refuge for native grasses and 
flowers for at least 20 years-a 
requirement of the state 
agency that supplied the fund
ing for the prairie. When he 
graduates this spring, De Jager 
will leave the prairie and a 
notebook of long-term plans 
for the project in the hands of 
his NRCS colleagues and North-
western's ecology club, Terra 
Nova (Latin for "New Earth"). 

Once it is fully established, 
the prairie will be an outdoor classroom and laboratory where 
Northwestern biology students can study invertebrate zoology, 
botany, and plant ecology and taxonomy. 

De Jager, meanwhile, plans to marry Orange City native 
Alesa Jensen, and move to Ames where Jensen will be a senior 
art and English major at Iowa State University. He hopes even
tually to go to graduate school and to pursue a career in con
servation biology. "I'd like to work with private landowners 
and operators, educating them and helping them implement 
sound environmental practices in critical areas to restore eco
logical balance. I believe that's the key to saving the environ-
ment-not just creating national parks for tourism." 

A green project 
Removing land from crop production and restoring it to 

native prairie isn't only an environmental investment-it 
also will be a long-term economic investment. "The seeds 
for other prairie restoration projects need to come from 
somewhere," said De Jager, who explained that companies 
that sell prairie restoration seeds can help customers deter
mine which seeds are native to their area, or prairie farm
ers can do the research themselves. 

"In three or four years, Northwestern will be able to har
vest some of the seeds from the 15-acre prairie and sell 
them. And it's all profit because you never need to replant 
your own prairie-you just need to maintain it." 

+ 

"Proper 
management 
eventually will 
lead to a 
native prairie 
that can hold 
its own." 
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